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PROLOGUE
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Echuca – 1866

A shrill whistle announced the arrival of the train from Melbourne in the busy port of Echuca, on the Victorian side of the mighty River Murray. As a balloon of steam from the funnel drifted up and dispersed in the canopy of ancient river red-gums, the noise startled sulphur-crested cockatoos on the other side of the river, in New South Wales, and they fled their roost in the branches of Eastern Grey Box trees, screeching in protest.

The train platform was alongside the three tiered red-gum wharf, an ugly construction which spanned a quarter of mile long and stood more than twenty feet high. It was flourishing with activity, as burly wharfies, mostly a scarred breed of rum-swilling, knuckle fighting thugs, loaded wool, stores and machinery, and off loaded timber, tobacco, flour, tea, wines, spirits and wheat, from fifty or more paddle steamers congregated at the wharf. It was near knock-off time, four in the afternoon, so many of the wharfies had a desperateness about them, as they eyed the Star Hotel on the esplanade, the nearest of more than twenty such establishments in town.

Some of the steamers at the wharf-side were headed westwards, to the Murray/Darling junction at Wentworth, but the bales of wool in the freight cars on the back of the train and on drays that had come from inland stations, were destined for a trip to the Murray mouth, where they’d be loaded onto ships bound for the markets in London. Shearers also used the paddle-steamers to ferry them to the many stations that bordered the one thousand, six hundred and nine mile river, from its origins in the Snowy Mountains, to the mouth at Goolwa, where it emptied into the sea.

Joe and Mary Callaghan were passengers on the train. They had come to Echuca to take possession of a paddle-steamer they’d commissioned a year earlier. After making arrangements for their trunk to be unloaded from the train, and grabbing their suitcases, they were barely able to get through the throng of people on the busy station platform, as men began off-loading the freight in the rear carriages. It was Mary’s first visit to Echuca, but Joe had been in the town a year earlier to put down a deposit and talk over the plans for their paddle steamer, and a month ago when he’d come back to check last minute details with Ezra Pickering, the shipwright. After living on the goldfields, Mary wasn’t shocked by the rough or sleazy characters on the wharf, or the prostitutes plying their ‘wares’ on the esplanade. She’d seen it all in the last two years. She was looking forward to a different life, which included the tranquility of the river, sleeping in a real bed, and not waking each morning to the sound of digging and the grumbles of men with hangovers.

It had been raining on both the previous occasions that Joe had been in the port, but today, although there was a brisk breeze, the sun was glistening on the peaceful, green surface of the flowing river. With all his heart, he wanted to believe it was a good omen.

It was the most exciting day of Joe and Mary’s married lives, and the end of a two year nightmare, working on the Bendigo gold fields. For the first six months they’d lived in a small, patched tent, often ankle deep in mud, while they searched for alluvial gold amid a population often struck down with dysentery and fevers. When it seemed finding their fortune would take longer than expected, they’d built a bark hut with a wood slab floor, but still their daily existence had been torture, especially for Mary, who froze in the winter and wilted in the heat. She felt like her being revolved around three buckets. One contained drinking water; another was for washing themselves and their clothes, while the third was for relieving themselves. Every day, while Joe worked himself to near exhaustion, she kept the fire going and tended to those buckets, emptying and refilling until she thought she would go mad. If not for their objective, of owning a paddle steamer, they wouldn’t have lasted a few weeks on the gold fields.

Before moving to Bendigo to search for gold, Joe worked on the Melbourne wharves for three years, but he hated the politics and stand over tactics of the unions, so he took up a position with less pay at the nearby Governor Hindmarsh Hotel. After learning everything he could about the hotel business, he and Mary looked for a hotel to manage. They ended up in the Overland Corner Hotel on Cobdogla Station, near the riverside town of Barmera in South Australia. It wasn’t until the hotel was built, and became a staging post for the coach run between Adelaide and Wentworth, that Europeans came to the area. Joe was the second manager. The first, Bill Thomson, had been offered the position of managing a hotel in the city soon after his arrival, and as his wife had refused to live in ‘the bush’, he quickly took up the new post. Mary felt quite differently. The prospect of living in the country, near the river, excited her as much as it did Joe.

The Overland Corner hotel had been built from limestone mined in a nearby quarry in 1859. The walls were twenty inches thick, an ideal insulation against the dry summer heat, and the floors were made of red-gum. On the day the Callaghans arrived, nearly three hundred aboriginal women turned up to see Joe’s ‘white fella gin’. A white woman in the area was unknown at that time, but even so, Mary was quite bemused by all the attention. However, she quickly learned that being a minor celebrity had its drawbacks, especially when she couldn’t get her chores done because the aboriginal women constantly called her from the back door of the kitchen, wanting to touch her hair and feel her clothes. The site the hotel was built on had been used by aborigines for thousands of years. They’d camped there and built wurlies, surviving on the resources the river provided. When the Europeans came, the aboriginals began trading the good quality ochre they collected from the nearby cliffs. Mary found it useful for reddening the hotel fire places.

Even before Joe took over managing the Overland Corner Hotel, a huge pile of wood was maintained nearby to feed the hungry boilers of paddle-steamers passing by, and there was also a camping place for drovers, who could graze their cattle or sheep on the lush river flats before continuing on to Adelaide. Soon after being built, the hotel became a staging post for mail coaches on the run between Wentworth and South Australia. But it was the growing number of paddle-steamers on the river that convinced Joe that the river trade was going to boom, and he wanted to be part of it.

“The mighty Murray River will be the life-blood of this country,” he’d often said to Mary.

It was watching the passing paddle-steamers that gave Joe the idea of getting the money together to buy his own. He knew he’d be unable to achieve this by saving the small wage he received for managing the hotel, so he got it into his head that he and Mary would have to work the goldfields. It was a risky endeavor and a lot to ask of Mary, but after three years in the hotel, she’d had enough of drunken drovers and shearers. But life on the goldfields proved to be a hell of a lot worse, with robberies, vicious fights and even murders taking place. The nightly ritual of soldiers rounding up and beating the drunken, brawling men on the fields often left her quaking, and praying for a miracle.

After a year, Mary couldn’t take anymore and threatened to leave Joe on the fields. As luck would have it, that very day he struck pay-dirt, a nice sized nugget which enabled them to commission the building of their paddle-steamer. It took almost a year to complete, although it felt like ten, and it wasn’t large or grand, but it would be the first real home they’d had since marrying in 1851, and setting sail on the Fair Lady for a better life in Australia.

After fifteen years of marriage, the Callaghans had long ago given up hope of having a family, since God hadn’t blessed their union with a child, but Joe had researched the possibility of making a decent living by ferrying logs from the forests near Barmah to the ship building yards and saw mills in growing towns along the river. He had been born in County Donegal, Ireland, like his father and mother, but his family had moved to England when he was only two, so he’d spent his early years on the River Thames, where his father had been a barge master until his death from pneumonia in 1848. As soon as Joe was old enough, he joined the merchant marines, which satisfied his love of boats. After getting his master’s ticket, he came back to England, where he met Mary. After marrying, they headed for Australia, but Joe always had it in mind that he wanted to be around boats. He didn’t want to go to sea again, as that meant being separated for long periods of time from Mary, but he was drawn to the river. So in a sense, he felt like he was coming ‘home’, the only place where his heart and soul would be happy.

Joe and Mary booked into the Bridge Hotel for the night, which was only a stone-throw from the station and owned by Silas Hepburn, the founder of Echuca and a powerful man in the town. Joe had been told Mr. Hepburn owned many of the businesses on High Street, and large chunks of land around the town, so he was looking forward to meeting such a successful, industrious man. Mary thought a room in such an up-market hotel was a luxury they couldn’t afford, especially when she learned it would cost them five pounds, which was three times the going rate of rooming houses. But Joe insisted she deserved a treat, a night of comfort after enduring living in a tent and cramped hut for two years.

The Bridge Hotel overlooked the square, where drays queued to cross the Murray on the pontoon, also owned by Hepburn. It was a two-storey affair, built of wine-red bricks, with white pointing and a white washed veranda and upper balcony, supported on wooden columns. Single storey wings curved around to High Street and the esplanade. Prospective customers were sized up when they came into the hotel and given rooms accordingly. Drovers were directed to the tap room, where they could have a merry time, while holidaymakers were given a quiet apartment with a sumptuous meal. Anyone on a budget was given a back room, where they could ask for a meal at the kitchen door. Joe wanted to give Mary the comfort of a private apartment, but she insisted a room with a comfortable bed was good enough. She did, however, concede to her husband when it came to having a nice meal in the dining room.

As Joe and Mary dined that evening, Silas Hepburn and his wife, Brontë, made their acquaintance. Brontë was cheerful and seemingly willing to give any assistance she could, but it was obvious from the minute he opened his mouth, that Silas Hepburn was arrogant, and a self-styled monopolist, who had no hesitancy in trumpeting his own success. Joe quickly got the impression that Silas was checking him out to see that he wasn’t going to set up a business that would run in direct opposition to any of his own. When Joe said he was the owner/operator of a new paddle-steamer, Silas wished him well and made him a coveted offer of assistance in the way of a ‘loan’ if the need should arise. This, Joe found odd, and he immediately became suspicious. He’d always disliked ‘money lenders’. In his mind they were akin to ‘bottom feeders’ in the pond of life.

When Joe was last in town, a month ago, he had hired a man called Ned Gilford, and arranged to meet him in the hotel the night he and Mary arrived. Mary would be the first to admit that Joe was in the habit of helping others down on their luck. It wasn’t that he was naïve; he just sympathized with anyone in a tough spot. So she was not surprised when Joe told her about Ned and how he came to be hired as their crewman.

Since he was inexperienced in river-trading, Joe had every intention of hiring a crewman with knowledge of the river, trading, and paddle-steamers. He had been heading for the wharf, to put the word out that he was looking for someone capable, when he saw a group of men jeering a man who was trying to lift the front of a fully laden bullock dray. Ned looked to be on the wrong side of fifty, but fit for his age. Even so, he was almost busting his guts to lift the front dray wheels off the ground. At first Joe thought he might have been drunk and showing off, but it didn’t take him long to realize that Ned wanted to impress his audience, who were mostly mocking his efforts. When Joe took a closer look he could see that Ned was trying to prove his strength, and thought his actions were desperate, and sad. Before he did himself any harm, Joe stepped up and asked him if he would work for him. The relief and gratitude in his features almost broke Joe’s heart, but he pretended to be delighted to have found a crew member. Ned was just disappointed that he couldn’t start immediately, but they made a date to meet.

Ned Gilford did not appear that night, and had left no message with Mrs. Hepburn, who oversaw the running of the domestic side of the hotel. Joe was disappointed, as he had truly believed Ned wouldn’t let him down.

“Perhaps he’s delayed for some reason,” he said to Mary the next morning, when she returned from buying supplies, which included the basics for the food larder and new linen and crockery, and Ned still hadn’t turned up.

“Perhaps he’s had a better offer,” Mary said.

“Well, we can’t wait any longer,” Joe said. They couldn’t afford to stay another night in the hotel, because they soon discovered that it wasn’t just the room that was expensive, everything in Echuca was three times the price it had been on the goldfields. Nevertheless, Joe left a message with Brontë Hepburn. If Ned turned up, he was to meet them on the banks of the river near the shipbuilding yards.

Joe and Mary hired a driver and carriage to take them to the shipbuilding yards with their trunk, suitcases and supplies. As they made their way along the banks of the river, admiring all sizes and shapes of paddle-steamers, they passed a punt, which their driver told them was Hepburn’s punt. Hundreds of sheep were crammed onto the punt, crossing from New South Wales to Victoria.

“They’re heading for the slaughter yards on the goldfields, where they’ll feed the hungry miners,” their driver said.

“How much does Mr. Hepburn charge the drovers to use the punt?” Joe asked.

“He negotiates a fee for the sheep, depending on the numbers, but for cattle he charges between threepence and sixpence per head, and sixpence for a horse.”

“It would be cheaper to swim them across,” Joe said, outraged at the blatant extortion.

“If they swim, he charges one penny per head for the use of experienced punts-men to guide them over. The punts-men claim to know the currents and where the snags are, and they’ve got some gruesome stories to tell if the stockmen need convincing. The stockmen know they’re being conned, but they can’t afford to take chances.”

Joe was beginning to think Mr. Hepburn was a very shrewd businessman, and told their driver so.

“He’s done all right for a ticket-of-leave prisoner from Port Arthur,” the driver said, and laughed at the look of surprise on Joe and Mary’s faces.

As soon as Joe saw the paddle steamer docked near the shipping yard, he cried, “There she is!” She was by no means the biggest paddle steamer on the river, but she stood out because her paddle boxes were wide, louvered and curved at the top, an idea he and Ezra had come up with when drawing the plans.

“Are you sure that’s it?” Mary asked.

Joe’s smile broadened.

Mary found her husband’s excitement infectious. “I can’t wait to go aboard.”

Joe quickly unloaded their trunk and supplies from the carriage and the driver went on his way.

Leaving their things on the riverbank, and taking his wife’s arm, he said, “Let’s go and inspect our new home.” He had been looking forward to this day for a long, long time. It was overcast and threatening to rain, but not even a torrential downpour could dampen his spirits.

Mary stopped. “Can we?” she said uncertainly. “Should we get permission first?”

Joe laughed. Although Mary spoke her mind in a common Cockney accent, she’d always been a bit reticent when it came to authoritive figures, and living on the goldfields amongst arrogant troupers hadn’t helped. He knew it would take time for the experiences of the past two years to pass, and her confidence to build.

Mary was a little on the plump side, but small enough to fit neatly under the crook of Joe’s arm, where he could protect her. Her hair was curly and brown and always worn tied back with a ribbon. Her face was quite ordinary, but he’d fallen in love with the warmth in her eyes, and her gentle smile, which always brightened his day.

“We don’t need permission to go aboard, Mary. She’s ours,” Joe said.

When they got to the companionway, Ezra Pickering appeared with a note book and pen in his hand. He was a quiet, conscientious man, with an undeniable passion for boats, like Joe. He’d earlier told Joe that he built his first steamer from scraps of wood and iron from a dismantled dray, and Joe had quickly become impressed with his attention to detail and the obvious pride he took in his work. The boats were built on the bank of the river where a gentle slope to the water’s edge provided the ‘slipway’. Ezra had been checking that his laborers had done all the last minute jobs he’d set them. He was not a man who left anything to chance.

“Good morning, Joe,” he said. “Please come aboard.” He took Joe’s outstretched hand and greeted Mary.

Once aboard, Joe turned to his wife. “Welcome aboard The Marylou, darling.”

Mary gasped and looked at her husband with wide eyes. “You named our boat … the Marylou!”

“That’s right, after my Mary Louise.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “Come and take a look for yourself.” He took her up to the bow and turned her to face the wheelhouse. He pulled a rope attached to a piece of muslin below the wheelhouse window, and it fell away. Written in bold letters underneath the window was P.S. Marylou.

Tears sprang to Mary’s eyes. “Oh, Joe! You are full of surprises.”

Ezra Pickering came up behind them. “Let me tell you a little about the P.S. Marylou,” he said proudly. “She can carry fifty eight tones of cargo. She’s seventy six feet in length and seventeen feet across the beam. Her draught is two feet four inches …”

“What does that mean?” Mary said.

“She can float in as little as twenty eight inches of water, because she has a flat bottom,” Joe said.

“Oh.” Mary was startled. She’d always been afraid of very deep water, and like most of the ‘newcomers’ in Australia, unable to swim, but Joe had promised he’d teach her. “Are some parts of the river that shallow?” she asked Ezra.

“Yes. There are sand bars, clay banks, and snags to think about. And most summers the river runs dry in sections,” Ezra said, “but I’ve left charts in the wheelhouse.” He looked at Joe earnestly. “I suggest you study them … thoroughly. But as we discussed before, if you do get into trouble, the boat has steam powered winches.” He turned to show Mary the three cabins, but the engine house, set down in the middle of the boat and surrounded by a banister, caught her attention. She noted the name on the side of the engine. Marshall @ Sons, Gainsborough, England.

“Look, Joe, the engine was made in England,” Mary said.

“That’s a thirty six horsepower steam engine,” Ezra boasted. “It arrived here only two months ago. There’s a ton of wood on the bank, which is all you’ll need to get started, but you’ll want help to chop and load it. You have hired a crewman, haven’t you?”

Joe frowned as he glanced anxiously at his wife. “Yes, he should be meeting us here.” “Good,” Ezra said. “It will take several hours to build up enough steam to take off. I suggest you go down river today, to the Campaspe Junction, and then come back. Then if you have any problems or questions, we can discuss them.”

Joe glanced at his watch again. It was still early, but if Ned didn’t turn up, he’d need to find another crewman, fast.

The Callaghans were looking at the cabins when Ezra called out that there was someone asking for Joe on the river bank.

“It must be your crewman,” he said.

Joe and Mary went to the companionway, where they could see a man standing on the bank.

“Who is that?” Mary said. She thought he couldn’t possibly be their crewman. He looked much older than she’d been expecting.

“It’s Ned … Ned Gilford,” Joe said. He also thought Ned looked older than he remembered, but he recalled how grateful he’d been to be offered work. He had been so grateful, in fact, that Joe would have been bewildered had he not shown up at all.

Mary caught the relief in her husband’s tone, but the doubts in her own mind wouldn’t be quieted. Joe needed someone strong and capable. The one time she thought he should have used his head, instead of his heart, was when hiring a crewman.

Ned was standing at the far end of the companionway, with his hat in his hand. As Joe went towards him, he noticed his face was flushed and perspiring. He wondered where he had come from, and if he’d walked to the ship building yards, carrying his large swag.

“Mr. Callaghan,” Ned gasped. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had a couple of days work in the Barmah forest, and … I needed the money. I’m sorry I couldn’t get away sooner …”

Joe wasn’t angry because he was too pleased to see him. “Yer here now, Ned,” he said. “Welcome aboard the P.S. Marylou.”

Joe introduced Ned to his wife and Ezra Pickering.

“I take it you’re experienced with steam engines, Mr. Gilford?” Ezra said.

Ned looked at Joe, and flushed. He twirled his hat in his hands nervously. Even Mary felt sorry for him.

“I … well no … I do a bit of everything … usually cutting wood, but … I’m a quick learner…” Ned paled and Joe thought he was going to faint.

Ezra’s bushy brows knitted together, taking on the appearance of a hairy caterpillar over his deep-set eyes. He looked at Joe over his bifocals. “You should have hired someone experienced with steam engines, Mr. Callaghan.”

“I’ve never sailed on a river, so I have a lot to learn, like Ned, but we’ll learn together,” Joe said defensively. “We’ll take a few days to familiarize ourselves with the boat and the river.” Joe glanced at Ned, who looked totally bewildered. “Ned’s strong, so we’ll soon have the wood aboard. Right, Ned?”

Ned couldn’t believe his ears. After Ezra had pointed out the fact that Joe had made a mistake in hiring him, he expected to be told the position was no longer his. “Yes … yes … sir,” he mumbled.

Ezra addressed Joe. “I know it’s been a while since you were at sea, so I’ll have one of my men give you some basic instruction with the engine controls and pumps … once you’ve got the wood aboard, just to familiarize you … and your … crewman … with the Marylou. It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Callaghan. Good luck in the future.” He glanced at Ned again, as if Joe was going to need all the luck he could get. The two men shook hands.

“You’ve done a fine job with the Marylou, Mr. Pickering,” Joe said. “A mighty fine job!” He loved the smell of new wood and varnish and he was reveling in the feel of a deck beneath his feet again.

Last time Joe had been in town, the Marylou had been on the river bank. He’d inspected her thoroughly, and discussed the finishing details with Ezra, which amounted to some painting, oiling and the fitting of some engine parts. He was proud indeed to own such a fine vessel. In fact, apart from the day he’d married Mary, it was the proudest day of his life.

“I’m pleased you’re a satisfied customer,” Ezra said. When Ned and Joe went onto the bank to attack the wood pile, he turned to Mary. “Why don’t I show you the galley?”

“Galley?”

“On boats, the kitchen is usually called a galley, but you call it what you like, Mrs. Callaghan,” Ezra said smiling.

Mary beamed at the thought of having her own brand new kitchen. She had her pots and utensils in their trunk. After two years of panning tailings, she was also looking forward to having hands that didn’t look like she made clay bricks for a living.

Following Ezra Pickering to the galley, Mary was unexpectedly overcome with a sense of calmness. Given their circumstances, it was slightly absurd. The boat had taken every penny they’d earned, and they really didn’t know what they were doing, but nonetheless, she had a good feeling about the future because they had a home to call their own, a permanent roof over their heads. She had no idea of the cost of wood for the boiler, or the expense of keeping the boat in prime condition. Her thoughts were more basic. She believed they could live on fish from the river for the rest of their lives, if they had to.

Joe noticed that Ned was limping slightly as they went down the companionway. “Are you all right, Ned?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m fine, Mr. Callaghan.”

Joe thought his voice held a hint of strain. In fact, he thought Ned looked unwell. “Call me Joe, Ned. We’re going to be living and working closely, so there’s no need for formality.”

Ned nodded, but he thought Joe’s tone held a hint of regret. He tried to tell himself it was his imagination, but it didn’t work.

Ned kept his gaze downcast, as if avoiding Joe, who did experience his first pangs of uncertainty. He wondered if he hadn’t been too hasty in hiring him. After all, Ned was a complete stranger. He thought of the men he’d met on the goldfields. A lot of them had dubious pasts, and it dawned on him, that Ned could too. Not only that, he knew he could well have used someone with experience, and not just with the steam engine. It would have helped to have a man on board who knew something about river trading. For a fleeting moment he considered the idea of hiring an extra hand, but that idea soon fell flat. He couldn’t afford it. And he certainly couldn’t tell Ned he’d changed his mind about hiring him. The two of them would just have to do the best they could, and learn the ropes fast.

“Please tell Mary that I’ll sleep on the riverbank,” Ned said. “I’ve got my own swag and I’m quite happy camping. It wouldn’t feel right to crowd you and your wife.”

Joe looked at him blankly. He wanted to offer him a cabin, but he thought it wise to find out how Mary felt first.

Joe didn’t have to say anything, because Ned understood. “I’m real grateful for this job, Joe,” he said. He shuffled uncomfortably and seemed to favour one leg. “Getting work at my age isn’t easy, but I am strong … and I keep fit. I won’t ever let you down. If it makes you feel any better, you can give me a month’s trial.”

Joe’s uneasiness diminished. Whatever Ned was about, he deserved a fair go.

“I hired you outright, Ned, and I’m a man of my word.” Even so, Joe sensed there was something Ned was holding back. “Every man deserves a chance,” he added. “I want to make a real go of this venture. I want to give Mary the life she deserves. That’s what’s important to me. Can you understand that, Ned?”

Ned nodded. “I swear you won’t be sorry for hiring me, Joe.”

Joe nodded and studied his perspiring features. “Did you walk here, Ned?”

“Not from Barmah, that’s just over forty miles away. I got a lift on a steamer to Moama, and then crossed the river on Hepburn’s punt … with a flock of sheep.”

“We passed the punt,” Joe said.

“I saw the carriage on the river bank, and recognized you,” Ned said. “So I guessed you were heading for the ship building yard.” Ned was grateful that Joe hadn’t hired someone else.

“So you walked from the punt?” Joe said. “That’s at least a mile from here.”

Ned nodded. His stomach was growling, but the pain in his foot bothered him the most. The walk had felt like ten miles and his foot felt like it was going to explode from his boot.

“Would you like a drink before we start?”

Ned removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. “I’m fine. The sun has a sting in it this morning,” he said, wiping perspiration from his brow as he began swinging the axe.

Joe didn’t think it was especially warm, and was sure there was something wrong with Ned, but he didn’t press the matter. He wanted everything to go right.

Taking off his own jacket, he said, “I’ll get our trunk and the stores aboard for Mary, so she can begin settling in. Then I’ll give you a hand.”

Joe was exhilarated, when, at dusk, he pulled the P.S. Marylou alongside the bank at a place marked as Boora Boora on his charts. He hadn’t wanted to stop or turn back when they reached the junction where the Murray met the Campaspe River, so called to the captain of a paddle-steamer going in the other direction to let Ezra Pickering know that they’d gone on, just in case he thought they had gotten into trouble.

After Ned had tied the steamer to a couple of trees on the bank, he shut down the engine. The afternoon hadn’t gone entirely smoothly, although they had miraculously avoided any serious mishaps. Joe had been in the wheelhouse operating the engine controls and steering the boat, while Ned was down in the engine room, making sure the engine was stoked and had enough steam. There were shouts of confusion when Ned wasn’t sure whether they were supposed to be going forwards or backwards, as Joe practiced different maneuvers, like turning the boat around, especially as he often got mixed up with the control levers. At the same time, he was constantly studying the charts to avoid snags, sand bars, and overhanging trees, which were marked, while keeping to the right side of the river. He also had to remember to signal with one, two or three blasts on the horn when he was changing direction or approaching a blind bend in the river. It wasn’t surprising that he almost ran them aground twice, but by days end, Joe felt he was getting the feel of the Marylou, and the steam engine wasn’t the complete mystery it had been to Ned that morning.

They had stopped not too far from where there was a wood pile marked on the map. Buying wood was usually done on an honour system. The wood was cut and left on the bank by the nearest landowner, so when a paddle-steamer stopped for fuel, and no one was in attendance, the money was left behind. They had traveled at a slow pace, with Joe doing his level best to keep out of the way of traffic, but the steam engine’s boiler seemed to consume wood at an alarming rate. Although Ned was astounded by how quickly a ton of wood disappeared, it didn’t come as a total surprise to Joe, as he had spent considerable time on steam powered ships in the Merchant Marines.

At lunch time, Mary had given Joe and Ned bread and cheese, and mugs of tea, and she planned to do the same in the evening, as that was all she had. But as soon as they stopped, Ned took his swag ashore and set up camp. He had been quiet most of the day, and to Mary’s way of thinking, rather surly, so she didn’t ask him to stay aboard. But a short time later, the smell of cooking fish tantalized the air.

Mary and Joe came out on deck to see where the smell was coming from.

“Would you like some Murray Cod for supper?” Ned called. “There’s too much for me here.” He lifted a rather large pan that was still not big enough to hold the fish that was overhanging the sides, and they could tell it was heavy because he was using two hands.

“Saint’s preserve us,” Joe exclaimed. “Did you just catch that whopper?”

“Aye, on a hand line,” Ned called. “A long time ago some aboriginals showed me a few tricks, and I can truthfully say I’ve not gone hungry since.”

“Can you show Joe how it’s done?” Mary said excitedly.

“Of course. I’ll bring it aboard when it’s cooked.”

Night was falling quickly. Gripping the railing, Mary glanced at the water. Without the sun glistening on its surface, it looked gloomy and frightening but she supposed she’d get used to it. She could hear crickets in the reeds at the water’s edge and a silvery moon was rising in the inky sky. The glow of Ned’s fire illuminated his small campsite, but behind him, the trees formed a wall of impenetrable darkness. On board, Joe was lighting oil lanterns.

“Oh, Joe,” Mary said. “It’s so peaceful here.” She was so thankful to be away from the bedlam of the goldfields, where she’d always dreaded the nights. It was only dreaming of their future life aboard their boat, and the serenity of the river, that had kept her going.

Joe put his arms around her waist. “It is peaceful, isn’t it?” He was slightly distracted, as he watched Ned on the river bank. He was walking towards the boat with the pan of fish. Even in the light from his campfire, Joe could see that his limp was more pronounced than it had been earlier and he wondered if he had an old injury that bothered him when he was tired.

During the meal, Ned was quiet, but the Callaghans tried to draw him into conversation, with moderate success. Mary told him that she and Joe had been married fifteen years, and that they had no children, and that the P.S. Marylou was their first real home. She asked Ned about himself, but he seemed reluctant to give much information away, so she resorted to questions to learn that he had never been married, and since arriving in Australia from Cornwall, he’d traveled from Port Phillip Bay to the tip of Cape York, without ever putting down roots. He’d apparently done all sorts of jobs, from snake catching to baling wool, and he almost smiled when he admitted he’d once been given the job of picking fleas off a station owner’s dogs. He said it was one of the many ‘low’ points in his life. Joe and Mary got the feeling there had been many.

The Callaghans were curious about whether Ned had ever been a guest of the crown, a parolee, as more than half of Australia’s population had been convicts, especially when he didn’t say which ship he’d traveled on, or when, but they didn’t like to ask outright.

“Boora Boora is a funny name, Ned. Do you know what it means?” Mary asked when they’d finished eating the succulent fish and mopped up the juices with some bread.

“A few years ago I worked on a nearby station with an aboriginal roustabout who was from the local Yortta-Yortta clan, and he once showed me a Boora ring. Come to think of it, it could have been around here, but I didn’t get too close because he said it was where his people performed ceremonies, so it’s likely Boora Boora is a sacred aboriginal site.”

“What kinds of ceremonies were performed in the Boora ring?” Mary asked, her imagination running to all sorts of horrible things, like animals being sacrificed or … God forbid, humans.

“To be honest,” Ned said. “I didn’t want to know then … and I haven’t changed my mind. I believe it’s best to keep away from that kind of thing.”

Mary looked at Joe. “Maybe we shouldn’t have stopped here.”

“We’re not interfering with anyone,” Joe said.

“Don’t worry, Mary. We’ll be all right,” Ned added wearily. He rubbed his leg. “I’m ready to hit the swag.”

In the lamp light, Mary and Joe could see Ned’s features were strained and ashen. He also had a fine film of perspiration on his forehead. They were both becoming worried, but knew he’d deny being ill if they suggested it.

Mary glanced at the dark riverbank fearfully, not the least bit comforted by Ned’s bland reassurance or her husband’s lack of concern about stopping near a ceremonial aboriginal site.

“We’ll get an early start in the morning,” Joe said. “Thanks for the fish, Ned. It was delicious.”

“It was indeed,” Mary said, “and I still can’t believe how big it was.”

“They say there’s cod in the Murray that’s as big as a man,” Ned said, struggling to get to his feet.

Mary noticed his features crumpled in pain. “Are you all right, Ned?”

“Yes,” he mumbled. “I just got a bit of a cramp in my foot. Goodnight.”

“Why don’t you sleep in a cabin, Ned?” Mary suggested as he turned to go. She knew she’d worry about him on the bank, alone, especially as he seemed unwell. “There’s two empty, so it doesn’t make any sense that you sleep on the riverbank. You don’t know who’s about.” She glanced into the darkness of the trees again, and shuddered.

“I’ll be fine, Mary,” Ned said. “I’m used to sleeping under the stars.”

“But it looks like rain tonight,” Joe added, his matter-of-fact tone not masking his concern.

“If it rains, I’ll come aboard and throw my swag on the deck, undercover.”

Mary and Joe followed him, and stood at the railing while he leapt from the boat to the bank. He tried to muffle the pain it caused him, but Joe and Mary heard him cry out as he landed on his feet, and watched him hobble to his campsite. They looked at each other in confusion, but neither knew what to say or think. The weariness of such a long day had suddenly caught up with them.

Ned covered himself with a blanket as he lay down beside his dying fire. His foot was giving him Hell but he knew if he took his boot off, he’d never get it back on again. An hour later, he still couldn’t sleep. The pain was getting worse, and he was also cold because his fire had died. Even so, he didn’t have the energy or the inclination to look for wood.

Another hour passed, and the pain had become almost unbearable. Ned sat up and massaged his leg. He was dying to remove his boot, but all he could think of was the next morning, when Joe would be expecting him to chop and load wood on the boat. He knew he’d never get his boot on again, and how could he tell Joe what had happened and expect to keep his job?

Suddenly Ned heard a noise, - a rustling in the reeds behind him, and a muffled cry. Nearby, a small creek joined the Murray, and the noise seemed to have come from that direction. Keeping still, Ned listened. He was thinking it could have been ducks in the reeds, where they nested, but that wouldn’t explain the accompanying muffled cry, which had sounded human. After a few moments, when all was quiet, he went back to rubbing his leg. Then he heard the muffled noise again. This time it sounded like an anguished cry.

“I know I’m not imaging things,” Ned whispered. Nevertheless, he begrudged the intrusion. Grumbling, he struggled to his feet, and hobbled to the water’s edge. The silver glow of the moon cast a path of light across the surface of the river, but in the dark shadows, under some overhanging trees near where the creek flowed into the river, Ned thought he saw movement. It was just a shadowy outline, but he watched and listened. He was now sure what he heard had been the anguished cries of a woman and thought it must be an aboriginal. Then he heard a noise, not a splash, but a movement across the surface of the water. As he stared into the darkness, he was sure something had been pushed out from the river bank. It was a bulky shape, not very large, - but too small to be a boat.

Ned watched entranced as the object moved nearer to the path of light that the moonlight made on the water’s surface. When it reached the light, he could see it was a small bathtub, with what appeared to be light coloured material draped over the top, its edges dragging in the water. Now Ned was really confused. An aboriginal was unlikely to be in the possession of a child’s bathtub.

As Ned watched the small tub drifting in the water, he didn’t know what to think or what to do. Then his mouth dropped open in horror when he heard a baby cry. He glanced back to where the shape of someone had been under the trees, but whoever had been there, had gone. It crossed his mind that the baby in the tub had been set adrift for a reason, but what reason? It was madness.

Knowing he must do something, Ned reacted instinctively. Ignoring the pain in his foot, he hobbled towards the P.S. Marylou and scrambled aboard, calling Joe. He was leaning over the side of the boat when he and Mary appeared.

“Get a lantern,” Ned shouted. “There’s something in the river. It looks like a tub … and I think there’s a baby in it.”

Joe and Mary looked at each other, their sleepiness replaced by shock.

“Hurry!” Ned said.

Ned sounded frantic, so Joe quickly lit a lantern and went to his side. Mary was already there, peering out into the darkness beside Ned. For a few moments Ned couldn’t find the small tub, as it had left the path of light made by the moon, and his heart sank, wondering if it had already overturned.

“How could a tub … with a baby in it, get into the river, Ned?” Mary said. She was wondering whether Ned had been dreaming.

“I thought … I heard a woman …”

Mary interrupted. “A woman!”

“It was too dark to see her, but she was making sounds … like she was in pain. I then heard something in the water, like a boat being pushed from the bank … only it wasn’t a boat, it was a small tub. I saw it drift into the moonlight on the river. I didn’t know what to think … until I heard … a baby cry.” Ned realized his story sounded far fetched, and he began to wonder if he’d imagined hearing a baby cry. It did seem incredible that someone would set a baby adrift on the river.

“Are you sure it wasn’t an animal, Ned?”

“I know what an animal sounds like,” he snapped. He knew he wasn’t making much sense, but he didn’t like the idea of Joe and Mary thinking he’d lost his mind.

Joe and his wife glanced at each other, neither sure they believed Ned.

Then the silence was broken by the frail cry of a baby. They all turned to look at the river again.

“Oh, God,” Mary gasped, with her hand to her mouth. “There is a baby … out there.”

Joe held the lantern up, and it cast a wide circle of pale light on the river. The three watched in horror as the tub containing the baby drifted silently past the boat, carried by the current of the river. They felt helpless, as it was too far away to be reached with a pole.

When the baby cried again, Mary panicked. “We must do something,” she said turning to Joe. “The poor child will perish if the tub overturns.”

Before Mary or Joe knew what was happening, Ned shed his jacket, and awkwardly threw himself over the rail.

Joe instinctively went to stop him, but Ned plunged into the murky depths of the river, disappearing below the surface.

Mary glanced down at the deck. “He’s still got his boots on, Joe,” she cried. “He’ll drown.”

Joe held the lantern aloft again, and he and Mary watched in shock as Ned surfaced and began swimming towards the middle of the river to follow the small bathtub, which was quickly being swallowed by the darkness.

Joe called out to Ned, but all he and Mary could hear was the splashing of Ned’s arms and legs as he went after the tub.

A few agonizing moments later, Ned called, “I’ve … got … it.” His voice was faint as he was already a considerable distance from the Marylou.

“He’ll never make it back here against the current,” Joe said to Mary. “Not with his boots on.”

“They’ll both drown,” Mary cried. “What can we do, Joe?” Mary couldn’t believe their first night aboard their boat had turned so disastrous. It was a nightmare.

“I’ll get a rope,” Joe said, his tone strained with anxiety as he slipped his boots on. Taking the rope and lantern, he jumped onto the riverbank and started running downstream, calling for Ned to try to make it to the nearest bank. Joe knew Ned’s clothes and boots would be weighing him down, and in his heart, he gave him … and the baby … little chance of surviving.

Joe soon caught up with Ned. In the darkness, he could just make out the shape of his head and the bathtub drifting slowly. He realized Ned was trying to get to the bank where a tree had fallen, its branches reaching out to him like rescuing hands. His progress was slow, and Joe was sure that his head bobbed under the water more than once.

Somehow Ned made it to the spindly tip of the nearest branch, but it snapped when he grabbed it. At the same time, Joe waded into the shallows and threw the rope out, but the current carried it away before Ned reached it. Pulling the rope in again, Joe quickly coiled it and tied one end around the fallen tree trunk. Holding onto the rope, he waded into the river up to his waist and threw the coiled end of the rope out to Ned again. Miraculously, it landed near him. In the darkness, Joe couldn’t tell whether Ned grabbed it, because he went under again.

Mary had followed Joe with a blanket in her arms. She stopped on the riverbank beside the lantern that Joe had put down and watched in horror as the tub tilted. “Pull him in, Joe,” she called, terrified that Ned and the baby would be lost in the dark, murky waters of the river.

Feeling Ned’s weight on the rope, Joe pulled with all his might and the tub inched closer. In the agonizing seconds that passed, Ned’s head did not appear, but Joe could see his hand protruding from the water, holding the side of the tub. How he didn’t pull the tub under, Joe would never know, but he went out farther, until the water was under his arm pits, holding onto the fallen tree branches and the rope, until finally he saw the top of Ned’s head and was able to grasp him by the scruff of his neck.

Mary’s heart was thudding wildly, but tears of relief rolled down her cheeks as Joe pulled Ned and the small bath tub to the safety of the riverbank.

On the riverbank, Mary threw the blanket around Ned and picked up the small bathtub containing the baby. Joe helped Ned to his feet, putting his weight under his shoulder to support him. He was weak and had swallowed his fair share of the river, but somehow Joe managed to get him back to the P.S. Marylou. Once they were all aboard, Mary lifted the baby out of the tub and held it near the lamp, and gently unwound the shawl it was wrapped in. They all fully expected to see an aboriginal child, but gasped in shock when the baby was quite obviously white. It was a tiny girl, only hours old. Her umbilical cord had been crudely tied with a piece of string and she was still covered in the sticky remains of the afterbirth.

“Poor little mite,” Mary said, her eyes filling with tears as the baby’s chin wobbled. Mary quickly wrapped her again, and held her protectively close to keep her warm. “How could any mother set her baby adrift on the river?”

“I’ll see if I can find her mother,” Joe said, lighting another lantern. “Maybe she’s in some kind of trouble.” He was thinking that perhaps she’d been involved in one of the aborigine’s sacred ceremonies.

“Are you all right, Ned?” Mary asked when Joe had gone. “What were you thinking, leaping into the river with your boots on? It’s a miracle you didn’t drown, you and this little one.”

“I didn’t stop to think. I had to take a chance, Mary. If I didn’t do something, this precious little girl would have surely drowned, or at the very least drifted for days and died of dehydration.”

“Well, she certainly owes you her life, but we’ll have to get her some milk. I don’t know whether you were brave … or foolish, but you must have had an angel watching over you, or you would never have made it back to the riverbank.”

“I don’t know about an angel, but I wouldn’t have made it without Joe.”

Mary suddenly noticed watery blood seeping from one of Ned’s boots. “You’re hurt, Ned.”

Ned followed the line of her gaze, and paled. “No … I’ll be fine. I swallowed a bit of water, but it won’t kill me.” He pulled his foot back and tried to hide it.

“Take your boot off, Ned. I want to see where that blood is coming from.”

“It’s nothing, Mary, honestly. I probably scratched my leg.”

Not for the first time, Mary sensed Ned was hiding something. “There’s too much blood for it to be coming from a scratch. Now take that boot off, Ned,” she said in a tone that broached no argument.

Ned sagged, not an ounce of fight left in him. The pain in his foot was worse than ever, so he knew he really had no choice but to remove his boot. It would cost him his job, but it had to be done.

Pulling the boot off slowly, Ned cried out in pain as his flesh felt like it was coming with it. When it was finally off, the relief of pressure was blissful, but even he was shocked by the sight of his sock. It was sodden with blood. When he peeled the sock off, it was Mary who got the shock of her life.

“Oh, Ned …” The top of his foot, right down to his toes, had a deep gash. “How on earth did you do that?” It was obvious it couldn’t have happened while he was in the river.

“I was swinging an axe when the handle broke and the head flew off. It went straight through my boot. I’m lucky not to have broken any bones.”

“Indeed, but you are fortunate to still have your toes. When … did it happen?”

“The morning of the day I was due to meet you and Joe. A man I was working with gave me this old pair of boots. Squeezing this foot into one took ages. That’s why I was late getting here.”

Mary now understood why Ned hadn’t taken his boots off to sleep. “You must have been in agony today, Ned.”

Ned barely nodded.

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“I know I was lucky to get this job. At my age, finding work isn’t easy.”

“You can’t wear a boot for at least a few days, Ned. Your foot could go gangrene if it gets infected.”

Ned’s features fell in disappointment. “I can’t work without a boot on, Mary.”

“Work! You can’t work, Ned.” Mary looked into his blue eyes and knew what he was thinking. “Joe’s a good mate to have when the chips are down, Ned.”

Before Ned could reply, Joe appeared.

“I couldn’t see anyone, but I did find shoe prints in the soft mud at the water’s edge, near where a creek leads into the Murray. They were too small to belong to a man, and the aboriginals don’t wear shoes, so there’s little doubt they belong to a white woman.” Joe looked embarrassed. “There was also … evidence … that she’d just given birth …” He suddenly noticed Ned’s foot. “For the love of Christ. That’s a terrible cut, Ned.”

When Ned didn’t say anything, Mary told Joe what had happened. “An axe handle broke and the axe head went straight through Ned’s boot and into his foot,” she said. “He can’t wear a boot for a few days.”

“I can see that. You must be in a lot of pain, Ned, and here am I with not a drop of whiskey to help you.”

Ned was speechless. It seemed Joe hadn’t even given a thought to him not being able to work.

It suddenly occurred to Joe why Ned had been limping. He also understood that Ned had hidden the injury because he’d been frightened of losing his job. “Mary can bandage that foot for you, Ned,” he said.

“I’ll still be able to chop wood,” Ned said, holding a glimmer of hope.

“No, Ned. I’ll chop the wood.”

Ned’s head dropped.

“You stay on the boat. You could manage to feed the boiler, couldn’t you? You won’t need a boot on your foot to do that.” Joe didn’t expect Ned to work, but he knew Ned wouldn’t sit idle and feel good about it.

Ned looked as if the world had been lifted from his shoulders.

“There’s no hurry to begin transporting wood,” Joe said, “besides, we’ve got to go to Echuca or Moama, where we can hand the baby to the proper authorities.” He looked at the baby, who appeared to be studying Mary with a gaze so beguiling for one so young.

“How could her mother not want her?” Mary said, looking into the baby’s eyes. “A child is such a blessing.” She’d prayed for a child for years, so the thought of someone not wanting their own was incomprehensible.

“It was a strange twist of fate that brought her to us,” Joe said, a little bewildered by the night’s events.

“The Lord does work in mysterious ways,” Ned said softly. He was feeling as if something more powerful than he could ever understand had brought him to this point. Of one thing he was certain, he was truly blessed to have met people as kind as Mary and Joe.

“You’re right, Ned,” Mary said. “The baby’s mother set her adrift, into a perilous future. If you hadn’t been here with us … and insisted on sleeping on the riverbank, we wouldn’t have known she was floating in a tub down the river.”

“And if you hadn’t jumped into the river to save her … at the precise moment you did, she would have been gone,” Joe added. He glanced at the child knowing she certainly would have drowned. It was a miracle they’d stopped at Boora Boora, but now she had a chance at life.

“I’ve always believed we are not completely in charge of our own destines,” Ned said. He looked at Mary. “I think that little girl was meant to come to you.”

Mary looked at Ned. She didn’t know what to say.

“Are you suggesting we shouldn’t hand her in to the authorities?” Joe said. He hadn’t considered not doing so. It wasn’t that he wanted to turn his back on her, but he didn’t think it was legal to just keep her.

Ned thought of his own childhood. He wouldn’t like to see the baby suffer the same fate, or any child for that matter. “Believe me, you’d be handing her into a future far worse than floating down the river.”

Mary and Joe stared at Ned incredulously. Although times had been tough, and money often short, they’d both had good upbringings … in loving families, but they knew not everyone was so fortunate. Ned’s tone was such that they knew he was speaking from experience, and his words were chilling.

Mary felt protective of the tiny baby, but a shocking thought occurred to her. “Her mother might have a change of heart, and want her back,” she said. She couldn’t bare the thought of falling in love with the little girl, only to have her taken away again.

“It’s well over a thousand miles to the Murray mouth from here,” Ned said soberly. “If the baby had made it that far, without the tub overturning, she would have been washed into the open sea. It seems to me her mother wanted to dispose of her, but not where her body would be found and questions asked.”

Mary gasped in horror, pulling the baby closer.

Ned sighed. He hated to think unkindly of the baby’s mother, but what else was there to believe? “I don’t know her circumstances, but for someone to have a baby alone, on a riverbank, and then put the child in a tub and set her afloat, it seems to me, she either hoped the baby would be found somewhere down river, or that she’d be washed into the sea. Either way, she doesn’t expect to get her back.” Ned was thinking of his own mother, who had cast him out like an unwanted kitten, and not ever given him a second thought.

Mary looked at Joe. “Dare we … keep her, Joe?”

Joe saw the spark of hope in his wife’s eyes. He knew Mary had never felt truly complete without a child. “We could ask the authorities if we could adopt her,” he said.

“It wouldn’t be as easy as you think,” Ned said, “and meanwhile she’d be placed in an orphanage and not get the love you could give her.” Again Ned was talking from experience. Times were hard and very few couples were looking to adopt a child. The few that were rich and could afford them had plenty to choose from.

“If we kept her, what would we … tell people?” Mary asked.

Joe looked at Ned, who seemed to have all the answers. He couldn’t believe he was even considering the idea of just keeping the baby.

“You are new comers to this area, aren’t you?” Ned said.

Joe and Mary nodded.

“Then only the three of us will know she’s not really yours.” Ned looked at Mary. “As far as anyone else is concerned, you gave birth to her … tonight.”

“But what about … Ezra Pickering, and Silas and Brontë Hepburn?”

“You were sitting down in the dining room of the hotel when you met the Hepburn’s,” Joe said, “so they wouldn’t have noticed that you weren’t pregnant, and you were wearing a large overcoat when you met Ezra Pickering, so that would have disguised your condition.”

Mary and Joe looked down at the baby girl. She was so tiny … and vulnerable, so in need of someone to love her. Mary’s heart welled with all the love she had to give a child. Joe saw the warmth and love in his wife’s eyes and knew in that moment, she’d given the baby her heart.

Looking at the baby, Mary whispered, “You came into this life unwanted, but Joe and I will love and cherish you, until the day we die.”

“What will you call her?” Ned said, smiling. He was pleased the tiny baby girl wasn’t going to endure the loveless life he’d suffered as a boy.

Mary looked up. “She deserves a grand name, not something plain, like Mary, especially with her near disastrous beginnings.” She smiled. “I’ve always loved the name Francesca. There’s something exotic and special about it, and this little girl is very special.”

As if knowing everything was going to be all right, the tiny baby stretched her legs and one slipped from under the shawl. For the first time Mary noticed a birthmark on her left upper thigh.

“Will you look at that?” she said. “She has a birthmark.” She ran her finger over it. “It looks like a tiny star.” She glanced at Joe and Ned, and her smile broadened. “I knew she was special.” Touching the baby’s tiny nose, she said, “How does Francesca … Starr … Callaghan sound?”

Ned and Joe smiled.

“Very grand,” Ned said.

“It’s a name fit for a princess,” Joe said. “Our … little princess.”


CHAPTER ONE
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Echuca - 1883

As Francesca Callaghan stepped off the train from Melbourne she was immediately astonished by the level of noisy activity in the port. The thrashing of paddle-wheels slapping water, and piercing whistles, formed a background to the shouts of men working on the wharf. For a few seconds she found herself overwhelmed with the vitality of her surroundings … but then the most disgusting smell enveloped her, and she had to cover her nose with a rose-scented handkerchief.

The wharfies were moving bales of wool, tallow, tea, coffee, bran, sugar, raisins … but amongst the cargo there were hundreds of raw sheep skins. The bloody edges smelt foul and were attracting millions of flies. To make matters worse, an auction of small livestock was taking place on the river bank at the end of the wharf, which included sheep, goats, piglets and chickens. The bidding was fierce … but the repugnant odour carried on the fresh breeze. It was a blessing it wasn’t a hot day.

With barely time to take in her surroundings, Francesca was jostled aside by men who were intent on unloading the goods at the back of the train, and alighting passengers in a hurry to go about their business. After living in urban Melbourne for many years, the chaos and rudimentary lifestyle came as quite a shock, but one glance at the river, flowing peacefully through the turmoil, and she knew leaving her position at Kennedy’s Ironmongers had been the right thing to do.

Francesca had been born on the river near Echuca, and it was a place she called home, despite her long absence. Yet, as she clutched her small suitcase and headed for the wharf, she felt like a stranger amid the pandemonium. Even so, her nerves jangled with anticipation. She was thrilled to be home, although a little anxious about how her father would feel about her leaving her position with the Kennedy’s without giving notice. Over the course of several months, she’d written to tell him how unhappy she was, and that although the Kennedy’s had employed her as a bookkeeper, she’d ended up as a cleaner/child minder for a pregnant Mrs. Kennedy, who had been having babies for nearly eighteen years, - thirteen in all, with five of those under the age of six years. Francesca never had time to do the book work she loved because she was constantly being called upon to feed, change or wipe snotty noses. When her father didn’t reply to her final letter, and Frank Kennedy took her to task because the books weren’t up to date, it had been the last straw. She packed her suitcase and caught the train home.

At seventeen, Francesca had completed her studies at Pembroke Boarding School for girls in the Melbourne suburb of Malvern, before taking up the position of bookkeeper with the Kennedy’s. The Kennedy’s had worked on the gold fields at the same time as Joe and Mary. Although friendships were rarely formed on the fields because of the fierce competition and secrecy surrounding gold digging, Frank and Ida had been very young and naive at the time, so Mary and Joe had taken them under their wing. They’d kept in touch when they went to Melbourne to buy into a business, so when Joe had written and told them Francesca had finished school and would soon be looking for work, and Frank replied to say they needed a bookkeeper, she looked set.

The arrangement had seemed ideal because Joe felt he could trust the Kennedy’s to look out for his daughter’s welfare, and they had kindly offered her an attic room in their house. He even hoped Ida would become a surrogate mother figure, someone Francesca could talk to at a difficult time in any girl’s life, when she was verging on womanhood, and experiencing all the confused feelings and changes that come at that time.

As she trotted along the wharf, searching for the P.S. Marylou, Francesca was unaware she had caught the attention of the wharfies. In a fetching gown made of burgundy brocade, and a bonnet trimmed with lace, she made quite an eye-catching picture amid the drab crowd on the muddy esplanade and the wharf.

Her mind was preoccupied with thoughts of her father and her uncertain future, so she was startled when a wharfie called out. “Where are you going, pretty lady?”

At first Francesca didn’t realize he was talking to her. She assumed he was addressing one of the few gaudily attired women on the wharf, who were trying to garner ‘customers’. It wasn’t until she heard the wharfie’s mates jeering him on, that she stopped. They’d all noticed she was young, unaccompanied and seemingly lost, which made her ripe as an amusing distraction from a hard day’s work.

Francesca was now upwind of the rank sheep skins and livestock, so she tucked her handkerchief in a pocket, and glared at the wharfie. “Are you addressing me, sir?”

“I sure am,” he said. Gratified and somewhat startled that someone so lovely had responded to him, he gave her a gaping, soulful, repulsively wet grin.

Francesca took a step backwards and mentally cringed. “I don’t see that my destination is any of your business,” she retorted sharply, and his smile evaporated like steam in the chill air. “I suggest you get on with whatever you are supposed to be doing.”

Turning away she began scanning the nearest of the boats tied to the wharf for the P.S. Marylou. She was sure the man making a nuisance of himself would slink away to lick his wounded pride.

The surrounding wharfies looked at each other, raised their brows and laughed. Feeling foolish and determined to come out on top, her tormentor traipsed after her. Curious to see her reaction, his fellow workers continued to watch, despite the fact that they had much to do before sunset.

Francesca picked her way around produce and supplies; dismayed that nobody looked familiar. But then there were many more boats at the wharf than there had been four years earlier, when she’d last been home for a brief visit. If the amount of people milling around the wharf and esplanade were anything to go by, the town had grown considerably and business was thriving. This bolstered Francesca’s confidence that she’d be able to find a position that suited her.

She was suddenly aware that she was being followed. Stopping, she turned on the wharfie. “Go away,” she snapped, her irritation growing. “Haven’t you got something better to do?”

“Can I carry your suitcase?” he asked, feigning charm, but Francesca noted the glint of something sinister in his squinty eyes, and she shuddered with revulsion.

“You can do no such thing. Now leave me alone,” she hissed. She tried not to panic, but after being sheltered at Pembroke and chaperoned on most outings, and then having no life of her own with the Kennedy’s, it was difficult not to. She was never more aware of her lack of life experience.

When it was obvious he wasn’t going to leave her alone, Francesca eyed the wharfie mutinously. She was tempted to tell him he was in dire need of a bath, but instead she tried to compose herself. She realized she was going to have to deal with his type if she was going to live in Echuca, which meant it would be wise to make an example of this man, so that the rest left her alone. But what could she do?

While contemplating the situation, Francesca carried on along the wharf. She noticed the drop to the river was about ten feet, not too far, but far enough, which gave her an idea. A quick glance around and she also noted that most of the other wharfies had lost interest in what she was doing and had gone back to work.

Near the end of the wharf, Francesca stopped again, and dabbed her handkerchief to her eyes, as if she was upset. She was satisfied to see her unwanted admirer looked momentarily concerned. She purposely dropped her handkerchief and it landed near his feet. The wharfie glanced at it, and Francesca gave him her most beseeching look. Although he’d only wanted to taunt her, the wharfie saw the dropped handkerchief as a change of fortune, an excuse to become her hero, so he bent to pick it up. Just as he had the handkerchief in his grasp, he felt her foot in his side. Before he could react, she gave him a shove, and he went over the side of the wharf, into the river.

Francesca heard a splash, and then a shocking thought went through her mind. What if he couldn’t swim? She peered over the side of the wharf. When she didn’t see him, she panicked. She glanced at a man watching the surface of the water from a nearby steamer with a startled expression on his face.

“Don’t just stand there, save him,” she shouted.

He looked up at her in startled amusement. “You pushed him over the edge,” he replied casually. “I’m not jumping in the river after him.”

Francesca gasped in shock. “But … he might drown?” Thoughts of her mother flashed through her mind, and she was overcome with remorse. She didn’t know what to do, and the seconds that passed seemed interminable.

The man on the boat seemed unconcerned. “You should have thought of that a few moments ago.”

“Well … I didn’t … .”

He shrugged his shoulders and went about his work as if it had been a piece of wood that had fallen from the wharf.

His casual attitude shocked Francesca. She glanced about for someone else to help, seriously considering the possibility of jumping in the river herself. Then she heard a gurgling sound and the wharfie’s head finally bobbed up in the water. She sighed with relief when he didn’t seem to be panicking, although he was spluttering with rage and indignation. As she looked down at him, he glared up at her, and she realized the man on the boat must have known he could swim. All his mates would have known. Her eyes narrowed with fury.

“What the Hell did … you do that for?” the wharfie shouted angrily from the water.

“I told you to go away, and besides … you needed a bath,” she shouted down at him. “Perhaps you’ll think twice about foisting your unwanted attentions on me again. And as for you …” She pointed an accusing finger at the man on the nearest steamer, but he laughed, as did several other men who had heard the splash in the water.

Despite her confusion and embarrassment, Francesca couldn’t help feeling victorious. A few moments earlier she’d been panic stricken and helpless, but she’d found a way to deal with an unwanted nuisance, and she thought she had every right to be proud of herself. Unfortunately the man on the boat had tarnished the depth of satisfaction she might have enjoyed, and she resented it.

Francesca glared at him, but annoyingly, he just smiled back at her. He was very handsome, she noticed, although there was something cocky about him. It could have been the angle at which he held his head, or the overly confident way in which he moved.

“Do you by any chance know where I might find the P.S. Marylou?” she called, annoyed with herself because she was unable to stop from returning his infectious smile.

“Who wants to know?” he said, coiling a rope with stealth. Francesca noticed he looked supremely fit, unlike some of the men on the wharf, who looked as if they spent most of their lives drunk. His hair was very dark, and his white teeth flashed in a tanned face. She wondered if he had a Spanish or Greek background. His boat was called the P.S. Lady Ophelia, although he didn’t have a detectable accent.

“Do you know, or not?” she said, not sure she should be giving this stranger her name.

“I might, but Joe Callaghan wouldn’t want me telling just anyone his whereabouts.”

Francesca was relieved he seemed to know her father. But she didn’t like the fact that he was implying she was someone of dubious standing. “I’m not just anyone,” she said indignantly, but he lifted one dark brow as if he didn’t believe her.

“I don’t know that, do I?” he said annoyingly.

Francesca felt incensed, but then noticed his lips moved at one corner and she realized he was toying with her, even though she’d just proved she could deal with an ‘annoying’ problem if she had to. She sensed it wouldn’t be wise to let her guard down because despite being devastatingly attractive, he was full of himself. “If you must know, I’m Joe Callaghan’s daughter.”

The handsome stranger looked momentarily surprised. He was thinking she was young, and delectable, and that he wouldn’t mind kissing her honey sweet lips, although she’d probably bite if given half the chance. “Do you have a first name, Miss Callaghan?”

She thought twice about telling him, but she wanted to find her father. “Francesca.”

“Francesca!” Her name rolled off his tongue with silken tenderness. “It suits you. I had no idea that Joe had such a beautiful daughter. I might have shouted him a few more drinks in the pub had I known.” His eyes seemed to dance in the afternoon sun, reflecting the sparkle on the surface of the green river.

“My father is too smart to let someone ply him with rum just to get on his good side. Now is he here in Echuca or not? I don’t see the Marylou at the wharf.”

The stranger looked up at her for a moment, then dropped his head, and smiled. “His boat is moored down river.” The casual, unspecific flick of his finger in the general direction of the riverbank was most unhelpful as far as Francesca was concerned.

“I’m going that way in about half an hour, if you’d like a ride,” he said. The thought of getting to know her appealed to him immensely, but he wasn’t going to act like an overzealous adolescent. He knew from experience that if he handled her right, she’d come to him … eagerly.

Francesca was taken by surprise. She was also tempted to accept a lift aboard the Ophelia, but it didn’t seem the appropriate thing to do. Besides, she thought the invitation had been somewhat lukewarm. “I don’t know you, so I could hardly accept a ride on your boat.”

“My name is Neal Mason, so now you know who I am, and I know who you are, and I’m a friend of your father’s, so that takes care of proprieties.”

To Francesca’s way of thinking he was giving her a fine example of his cockiness. “I … I only have your word that you know my father well.”

He hesitated momentarily with what he was doing, and his green eyes narrowed. “Are you calling me a liar, Miss Callaghan?”

It occurred to Francesca that she’d offended him, until she noticed he was trying to hide a smirk. “I don’t know, perhaps.” She was becoming flustered, but annoyingly, he continued coiling a rope as if he was just idly passing the time.

“If you’d sooner take the chance and walk down the riverbank … that’s up to you.”

Francesca had been expecting him to try and talk her into going with him, and if he had, she might have accepted his offer, since she didn’t fancy carrying her suitcase too far.

“Just don’t push any more wharfies in the river,” he said lazily. “There are still plenty of boats to be unloaded.”

When all the men nearby laughed, with the exception of the man she’d pushed in the river, who was grumbling from under the wharf about being cold, Francesca felt her cheeks begin to burn.

Casting him a haughty look, she picked up her suitcase, lifted her chin, and walked on.

“Watch where you are going, Miss Callaghan,” Neal called sarcastically. “With your nose so far in the air, you might trip up.”

Feeling foolish and more embarrassed than she’d ever been in her life, Francesca continued on without a backward glance.

Silas Hepburn had been standing near the wool store, watching Francesca. Like most of the men who had witnessed her alight from the train, he’d noticed how pretty she was. He’d also noticed she was being harassed by a wharfie. He’d been about to go to her assistance, when to his utter surprise, she’d shoved the man bothering her over the side of the wharf. He’d always had an eye for a pretty girl, but seldom came across one with so much pluck. For the first time in a long time, he found himself titillated.

“Excuse me, miss,” Silas said, as she went to pass him by.

Francesca was startled, as she did have her nose in the air, and was unaware of anyone around her. “Yes,” she snapped, taking in his pompous air and bloated features.

He was astonished, but not put off by her lack of cordiality. “I was going to offer my assistance with the man who was ‘foolishly’ bothering you …”

For a moment Francesca thought he meant Neal Mason, but then she realized he was referring to the wharfie. “Then why didn’t you?” She was still feeling utterly foolish, so was in no mood to watch her manners. “One good deed is worth a hundred good intentions,” she added caustically. She thought if he had come to her aid, she wouldn’t have spoken to Neal Mason, and she wouldn’t now be feeling like a naïve dimwit.

Silas was taken aback yet again. He was accustomed to being treated with the utmost respect, even by strangers who noted his distinguished countenance, and yet this slip of a girl was giving him what amounted to a dressing down. “I … was about to … when, for some strange reason, he lost his balance … and fell into the river. Most unfortunate …”

Francesca gasped. Neal Mason had aroused her defenses and she was sure this man’s cold eyes were glinting with hidden accusation. “That was hardly my fault.” She was sure she couldn’t have been so unlucky that someone else had witnessed her shove the wharfie into the river.

“I wasn’t suggesting it was. He was obviously a clumsy oaf, like many of them are. I had a piano, one of the first upright grand pianos built by Heinrich Steinway in 1862, sent down from Tooleybuc a few months ago, and they dropped it getting it off a steamer.” He pursed his lips angrily. “Anyway, I won’t go off on that tangent because I get irate just thinking about it. Are you lost … or looking for someone?”

“No. I’m fine. Excuse me.”

Francesca had taken an instant dislike to this man. She didn’t care for the way he was leering at her, or the fact that he was possessed with an over inflated air of importance. She was sure it was self-importance, as she doubted he was actually a man of high standing in the community.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” Silas said, puffing out his chest and confirming her earlier opinion of him. “I’m Silas Hepburn, founder of this fair town. There’s not much that happens around here that I don’t know about, so if you are looking for someone, it’s quite likely I can give you a clue to their whereabouts.” He stroked his reddish-brown beard with soft, fat fingers.

Hepburn. Francesca recalled the name from her childhood, and of course there was Hepburn’s Punt, but she wouldn’t have recognized Silas. For a fleeting moment she wondered if she should apologize for her abruptness, but quickly banished the thought. Anyone who boasted about founding a town and named landmark’s after himself was conceited enough without her kowtowing to him. It should be he who made amends for not coming to her assistance when she needed it, and if he could do so by telling her where her father was, all well and good. Neal Mason had been vague about the whereabouts of the Marylou, so she had no idea where to find it.

Glancing over her shoulder, Francesca noted that Neal Mason was taking a keen interest in her discussion with Silas Hepburn, and as Silas was an important man in the town, she decided it wouldn’t do any harm for him to think she was making friends in high places.

“I was actually looking for a paddle-steamer, the P.S. Marylou. Do you know where I could find it?”

“The Marylou?” Silas frowned and studied her features more closely, noting the ringlets of shining dark hair that fell from under her bonnet, and her porcelain skin. Her eyes were the colour of the sky on a clear day, but today the sky was a cold, miserable grey, more befitting the colour and lack of warmth in his eyes. “Are you … looking for Joe Callaghan?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I am.”

Silas couldn’t hide his surprise, or stop himself voicing his thoughts. “What would someone so … poised and elegant want with the likes of that brash Irishman?”

“I beg your pardon? Joe Callaghan is my father … and he’s certainly not brash.”

Silas gasped and his eyes bulged like hard boiled eggs. “I … didn’t know … that is, I had forgotten Joe had a daughter.”

“Well, Mr. Hepburn. I am Francesca Callaghan, and I can’t say it has been a pleasure making your acquaintance, because it hasn’t. Now if you will excuse me …” She was vaguely aware of laughter in the background, which incensed her even more.

Silas was only aware of his growing desire for her. “If you don’t mind me saying so, Miss Callaghan, you are a very beautiful young woman,” he said to her retreating figure.

Francesca stopped and spun around. She no longer cared that Neal Mason was watching or that it was likely snippets of their conversation were carrying on the wind. “If you must know, I do mind.”

She was astounding Silas more by the minute. “Most young ladies like compliments.”

“Do they? I prefer an honest insult … to insincere flattery … and I certainly don’t appreciate insults that are directed at my father.”

Despite his utter shock, Silas couldn’t help laughing. “I apologize for being so unkind about your father, Miss Callaghan. He and I don’t often see eye to eye. But I must say you are certainly unique, and I mean that most sincerely.”

Francesca had to bite her tongue, because the things going through her mind were most unladylike.

“I can give you a ride to the Marylou in my carriage, if you’d like,” Silas said, not for a moment considering the possibility that she’d turn him down. “Your father’s steamer is moored down river a ways and it might not be safe for someone so … lovely … to be walking alone. As you’ve already found out, the lower classes can make a nuisance of themselves.”

Lower classes! Who does he think he is? He was starting to make her skin crawl. She’d rather throw herself off the Moama Bridge than ride beside him in a carriage, and was tempted to tell him so. It was only the fact that he knew her father that stopped her. “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Hepburn,” Francesca said between clenched teeth. “I can take care of myself.”

“As you have so admirably demonstrated, Miss Callaghan.” Silas was barely able to hide his disappointment as he doffed his hat.

Francesca had already turned to head off down the riverbank, determined to distance herself from such an abhorrent man, but she heard him mumble, “It’s a pity your father can’t do the same.”

His remark puzzled her, but she did not acknowledge it. Instead, she quickened her pace.

Francesca was beginning to think that Silas Hepburn had lied to her about the whereabouts of the P.S. Marylou. She had been walking for more than a mile with no sign of the paddle-steamer, and her suitcase was growing heavier by the yard. Up ahead she could see a left hand bend in the river, and if her memory served her correctly, there was a ship building yard and slip-way a bit further on, so she doubted she would find the Marylou anytime soon. She decided she’d go just a little further.

Francesca had not forgotten how beautiful the river was, but she had failed to remember how it could stir feelings of peace and serenity. While away, she’d often associated the river in the context of the tragedy involving her mother, but glistening in the sun, the Murray aroused some very happy childhood memories and an unexpected longing to recapture a part of her life that had been lost for a very long time.

When she rounded the bend, Francesca still couldn’t see the boat, so she stopped, wondering what to do. She was surrounded by gum trees, and walking on a narrow path mostly trodden by fishermen. Paddle steamers were coming and going along the river, some towing barges, but when the P.S. Ophelia came into view, she hid behind a tree because she didn’t want Neal Mason to think she was lost. When he’d gone by, she gazed up river, and observed pelicans swimming under the branches of a distant tree on her side of the bank. They drew her attention to what looked like a boat almost hidden by the same overhanging branches. She decided to investigate, hoping perhaps that someone was aboard who could tell her if her father’s boat was anywhere nearby.

As she neared the boat, Francesca could see the paint was blistering and the decks were in need of a clean, and she wondered who it belonged to. Even some of the railings looked loose. It was quite a shambles and upsetting to see what had once been such a proud vessel, so neglected. It wasn’t until she looked up and saw the name that she gasped in shock. It was the P.S. Marylou.

Going aboard, Francesca tentatively called out, and Ned appeared. Dear Ned, she thought. She hadn’t seen him or her father since their last visit to Pembroke, two years earlier. He had aged considerably since then. His hair was snow white, and he was slightly stooped, but he had remained faithfully by her father’s side for many years. Through the good times, the happy, carefree days of her childhood, when work had been plentiful, - and the not so good times, including the tragic loss of her mother. She’d only been seven at the time, but she would never forget how broken her father had been. Soon afterwards he’d sent her to boarding school. At the time she’d found it impossible to understand why. It had made her feel as if the accident had somehow been her fault. Only the passing of time had helped her understand that he’d been trying to do the best for her.

“Hello, Ned,” she said, as he stared at her in bewilderment.

“Frannie,” he whispered. He was momentarily lost for words. The last time he’d seen her she’d been a gangly adolescent. He couldn’t believe the poised and beautiful young woman before him was little Frannie.

Ned’s mind flashed back to a night, so long ago, when he’d almost drowned trying to rescue a tiny baby from the river. As he looked at her now, he couldn’t have felt prouder if she had been his own daughter. For the first seven years of her life, they’d had a special bond. It had broken his heart when Mary had been killed and Joe had sent her away, but it had been a pain he’d had to live with. Joe was someone he loved and admired and he had to believe that he knew what was best for Frannie, and he thought living aboard a paddle-steamer with two men who worked long hours, was no life for a little girl.

As Ned came towards her, Francesca noticed his walk was stiff, but his lined face broke into a welcoming smile.

“I’m sorry I didn’t let you know I was coming,” Francesca said. “It was a spur of the moment decision.” She dropped her suitcase, as Ned wrapped his arms around her, and tenderly squeezed. Despite his age and decline, he still had a lot of strength in his hands, she noticed.

“It’s wonderful to see you, Frannie, but what are you doing here?”

“I left my job, Ned. I couldn’t take it anymore.” She glanced around. The boat was in terrible shape, which confused her because her father had always taken so much pride in the Marylou. “Where is dad, Ned?” Francesca suddenly had the feeling something was wrong. “Is he … all right?”

Ned’s craggy features saddened. How could he tell Francesca that her father hadn’t been all right for some time? He glanced towards the living quarters. “He’s on board, Frannie. He’s lying down I think …”

Lying down in the afternoon? Francesca looked around her again, and Ned could see her confusion. He’d tried to keep things in good order, but Joe had discouraged him, insisting there didn’t seem much point.

“The boat doesn’t look like it’s moved for months, Ned. What’s going on?”

Ned’s head dropped. Where did he start? “The boiler gave way last January …”

Francesca gasped. “Why didn’t dad write and tell me? I haven’t had a letter for months …”

Ned didn’t know what to say. “We’ve had it fixed,” he mumbled, “but …”

Hearing voices, Joe appeared. His eyes widened in surprise when he saw Francesca, but the warm welcome she had hoped to get didn’t come.

Tears welled in Francesca’s eyes when she saw how terrible he looked. One side of his face was marred with an ugly red scar. “Dad, your face,” she whispered, going towards him. She realized he must have been burned by the boiler.

“One of the boiler tubes ruptured …  What are you doing here?” Joe said more harshly than he intended. He turned his face away self-consciously.

Francesca stopped short. She couldn’t ignore the feeling that she was the last person he wanted to see, or the smell of rum on his breath.

“I wrote to you, dad, telling you how unhappy I’ve been. I couldn’t take living with the Kennedy’s anymore, so I left.”

“You left your job with the Kennedy’s …”

“All I was doing was changing nappies and cleaning up the children’s mess and the house … and Ida is pregnant again … It was just awful. I love bookkeeping, but I never got the chance to do it … or a minute to myself.”

“It was a job … and a home, Frannie.”

“I’m too young to be mothering a tribe of little ones. I did so much for them, they were calling me momma. You got my letter’s didn’t you, dad?”

Joe nodded. Francesca had sounded terribly unhappy, and he did think she looked a bit thin and pale, but her problems were nothing compared to his.

“Why didn’t you reply?”

Joe’s head dropped. “I … had other things on my mind.”

Francesca felt hurt that these ‘other things’ were more important than she was. “Ned just told me about your boiler troubles, but you could have written, dad. You could have told me you’d been hurt.”

Joe turned further away and rubbed his stubbled chin. His unkemptness shocked Francesca.

“I didn’t want to worry you, Frannie,” he mumbled. “I know that’s no excuse, but it’s the best I can do.”

Ned looked at Joe. He remembered his reluctance to open Frannie’s letters the past few months. Sometimes he’d opened them and insisted on hearing her news, but lately Joe had kept them to himself. Ned had tried to tell him that he should write, but his words fell on deaf ears. He would have written himself, but he’d never learned how. But even if he were literate, he didn’t know what he’d say to her. How could he tell her their situation could hardly get any worse? It was the very reason Joe couldn’t write.

“I can’t believe you gave up a good job, Frannie,” Joe blurted out angrily. “Frank must be furious.” He hadn’t meant to sound so unfeeling, but he hadn’t wanted Francesca to learn of his circumstances.

“Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said, dad? Look, I’ll write and apologize if you want me to, but when Frank complained because the books weren’t up to date, and he could see I was always busy cleaning, feeding, or bathing his children, it was the last straw.”

Joe couldn’t help feeling angry. Not with Frannie, but with her timing. She couldn’t have come home at a worse time. “What do you want to do?”

Francesca didn’t exactly know. She wasn’t in a hurry to marry, and she knew bookkeeping jobs were hard to find for women, and yet she couldn’t imagine herself doing the kind of work young ladies were expected to do, like dress-making, or becoming a milliner or a governess.

“For now, I want to spend time with you and Ned,” she said. “I’ve missed you both. We’ve seen so little of each other in the last few years. I almost feel like … we’re strangers.” Francesca hadn’t meant to sound accusing; she was just stating the truth.

But Joe was suddenly overcome by a sense of guilt. “That can’t be helped,” he said impatiently. “Life on the river was no place for a little girl.”

“I’m not a little girl anymore, dad.”

“No, Frannie girl, you’re not,” Joe said bitterly.

Frannie girl. Hearing him say that pulled at Francesca’s heart strings. It was what he’d always called her as a child.

“Perhaps you are old enough to understand that life doesn’t always turn out as we want it to,” Joe said.

“What are you trying to say, dad?”

Joe glanced at Ned.

“Tell her, Joe,” Ned said softly. “She should know the truth.”

Francesca looked from one to the other, and her heart started to thump. “Tell me what? What’s happened?”

“We’re going to lose the Marylou,” Joe said, his voice breaking with emotion.

Francesca paled. “No, dad. How can that be?”

Joe placed his hands on the railing and looked across the Murray, to the far bank where a sea eagle was perched on a tree limb overhanging the water. It was rare to see one, but he couldn’t appreciate the sighting. He couldn’t imagine not having a deck beneath his feet, or traveling the length of a river he’d come to love.

“When the boiler gave way, I didn’t have the money to fix it. I had to borrow it, but it still took weeks for the repairs to be done, and in that time my arm has stiffened so much that I can no longer work the control levers or turn the wheel.” He’d hurt his arm trying to save Mary from the paddle wheels of a passing steamer after she’d been thrown overboard when the Marylou had collided with the P.S. Kittyhawk. She’d been struck and killed, and Joe’s arm had been almost wrenched from its socket.

“I’m falling behind on loan repayments and I can’t afford to hire someone …”

“Oh, dad. Didn’t you have insurance to cover the boiler?”

“Ned and I had been patching the boiler tubes for so long, they were nearly all blocked, so there was no steam pressure. Insurance only covers the cost if you have an explosion, it doesn’t cover rebuilding. I’m sorry, Frannie. I know this is not the welcome you would have liked, but … you chose a bad time to come home. At least I knew you had a roof over your head with the Kennedy’s. Never mind, perhaps they’ll take you back.”

Francesca understood that losing the Marylou would kill her father. She didn’t know what she could do to help, but surely another pair of hands on deck could only be of benefit. “I’m not going back, dad. I know you are not happy I’m here, but maybe my timing is perfect.”

Joe looked startled.

“If the amount of boats at the wharf is anything to go by, the river trade looks good at the moment.”

“There is plenty of work, but often the deadlines are hard to keep without pushing your boat to the limit. That’s what we were doing, pushing the Marylou too hard, and the boiler gave way.”

“Well, it’s fixed now.” Francesca suddenly had an idea. “There’s no point in having the Marylou sitting by the riverbank, idle. You know this river like the back of your hand, don’t you dad?”

“He’s the best river man around,” Ned chipped in.

Joe didn’t understand what was going through his daughter’s mind.

“I think it’s about time you taught me all you know about the Marylou and the Murray,” Francesca said, excitement bubbling up within her.

Joe blinked. “What … do you mean?”

“I can turn the wheel and move the control levers, with you beside me giving instruction.”

“You!”

“Why not me? Surely there are one or two women captaining boats on the Murray?”

Joe was speechless, but Ned answered. “Two that we know of, Frannie.”

“Then there’s going to be one more. I remember my mother loved this boat, and she wouldn’t like to see it rotting beside the riverbank. I’m going to change into something more appropriate for cleaning. Once we’ve got the Marylou back to looking something like her old self, you can show me the river charts.” Francesca had always loved looking over the charts as a child.

Joe’s features softened and his eyes filled with moisture. He was remembering those times, too. He’d never imagined Frannie taking an interest in the river or the boat as a young woman, but it pleased him immensely.

“I can’t see any hope of saving the Marylou, Frannie girl.”

“We can’t give up without a good fight, dad.”

“She’s right, Joe,” Ned said. “I’m not ready to throw the towel in, and I can’t believe you are, either.”

Joe suddenly looked tired, and Frannie’s heart nearly broke. He was thinking of Mary. She’d never give up without a fight if she was alive, and she wouldn’t let him, either.

“All right. We’ll do what we can,” he said.

“Oh, dad,” Frannie said, throwing her arms around him.

Joe was pleased he would be able to pass on his knowledge of the river to Frannie. At least he’d feel he’d left something behind when he was gone.

Francesca released him and smiled; her eyes glinting with determination, and her heart full of hope.

Joe couldn’t bring himself to tell her that with the amount of interest going on the loan each month, they had virtually no hope of paying back the principal, which meant they’d lose the Marylou.

“Get changed then,” he said brusquely. “We’ve got lots to do.”


CHAPTER TWO
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After changing into something practical to clean in, Francesca tied her hair back and rolled up her sleeves, then went looking for a bucket, rags and a mop.

Going back on deck, she found her father hammering nails into the railings around the deck, but she could see his heart wasn’t in it. Ned was putting away his fishing poles and tackle, and generally tidying up.

“Once the decks are clear, I’ll begin mopping them,” Francesca said, injecting what she hoped was enthusiasm into her voice.

“There’s an awful lot to do,” Joe said.

Francesca could tell by his tone that he had virtually no faith in their plan to save the boat.

“It will be wonderful to see the Marylou looking like her old self,” she said. “With a bit of paint …”

“Never mind paint, we haven’t even got the money to buy wood for the boiler,” Joe said. In his mind there were too many obstacles. He couldn’t shake the feelings of hopelessness and defeat that were drowning him.

“Then we’ll have to scavenge what we can along the riverbank. I saw more than one fallen tree when walking here from the wharf.”

“It will take the best part of a day to find a ton of wood, chop it and load it on the boat.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do until we can afford to buy wood,” Francesca said. She wasn’t going to let her father put any hurdles in their path. He may be ready to give up, but she was determined to put up a fight on his behalf.

Joe rubbed his left arm, which ached. It was always worse in the cooler months, but there was a hint of warmth in the air, a sign summer was less than a few weeks away. He turned to his daughter. He didn’t want her getting her hopes up, especially when she didn’t know what she was up against. He had to tell her the whole truth. “You might as well know, Frannie … I borrowed a thousand pounds.”

Francesca gasped. She hadn’t expected the debt to be that high. Suddenly she understood why her father was ready to crumble under the burden.

“With the interest piling up … we’ll never be able to keep the Marylou, even if we work ourselves ragged. Life on the river is tough … and competition for work is fierce.” In the beginning he’d enjoyed the challenge, but back then he hadn’t had a huge debt hanging over his head, and he’d had Mary by his side. “It’s really no place for a young lady …”

“I can remember how much my mother loved this life, dad. And my early years on the river were wonderful.” She was wise enough to realize that had she not gone to school in Melbourne, she wouldn’t have gotten the education she had. Although she had resented being sent away, deep in her heart she knew that her father had only wanted the best for her.

Joe’s head dropped again. “This life killed your mother …”

Francesca remembered a boat side-swiping the Marylou, and the impact throwing her mother overboard. Being unable to swim, she couldn’t get out of the path of a boat coming in the other direction. She remembered her father leaving the wheelhouse the moment he realized what had happened, and diving into the river to save her mother. But he’d been too late. The water had been streaked red with her mother’s blood when she was struck by the paddle-wheel and killed. When her father was hurt, Ned had to dive in to save him from drowning. Francesca also remembered her father blaming himself for the death of her mother because he had never taught her to swim.

“An accident killed mother … and I can swim, dad.” Although she’d been frightened at first, she’d been determined to overcome her fear and learn. “In fact, I’m quite good at it. I even won a few races for my school against other schools.”

Joe looked amazed, even proud, but deep down he was more relieved than anything else.

“That’s wonderful, Frannie,” Ned said.

“I’m also very good at bookkeeping, so I’ll be able to do that when we start earning some money.” She looked at her father and knew he thought her optimism was pointless. “Look, dad, I know our debt is high … and I do think of it as our debt, but I’ll put down some figures this evening and see what I can come with. For now, let’s not stand around idle. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Francesca went ashore to scoop up a bucket full of water at the edge of the river.

“Bossy isn’t she?” Joe said to Ned, but his voice held no scorn.

Ned smiled broadly. “Just what we need.” He glanced at Joe, who still looked worried. “It can’t hurt to try to save the boat, can it, Joe? Let’s do it for Frannie.”

Joe’s frown deepened. “I’d like to see her get her Master’s Certificate. That would be something, but I don’t give us much hope of saving the Marylou.” He remembered he hadn’t given Ned much hope of saving Frannie from the river as a baby, but miraculously neither had drowned. And in those days, he’d believed anything was possible. He just couldn’t do it now.

By late afternoon, the Marylou looked in much better shape. Ned had insisted on swabbing the decks, while Frannie cleaned windows, the kitchen and the cabins. Joe fixed the railings and polished the brass fittings and engine parts. Ned had also caught a waterfowl and had it roasting in the wood oven. He’d tried to show Frannie how to work the wood oven, but she seemed at a loss to understand the concept.

“It took Mary awhile to get used to it because it can be temperamental,” Ned said. In actual fact he was happy to continue doing the cooking. He’d done it ever since Mary died.

The smell of the roasting fowl gave the atmosphere aboard the Marylou a homely feel. Joe and Ned had eaten wood duck, freckled teal, even heron, many times over the years, but with Frannie aboard, it felt like they were a family again. Joe had even smiled for the first time in many, many months when he heard her singing as she cleaned, because it was something Mary used to do as she worked.

Frannie spent the evening going over river charts with her dad, and discussing getting her Master’s certificate.

“When you apply for your Master’s certificate, you’ll go before a panel made up of river boat captains and engineers. They’ll question you about the rules and regulations on the river, and ask what you would do in an emergency, or how you’d dock the boat. Then they decide if you are competent enough to be granted your Master’s certificate. There aren’t any written questions or answers, which is just as well, because quite a few river boat captains are illiterate. But you can’t give them any wrong answers when it comes to safety and knowledge of the river, so there’s a lot to learn.”

“I’ll pay attention to everything you tell me, dad.”

“As Ned said earlier, there are a couple of women along the river that have their Master’s certificates,” Joe said. “But they’re not as young as you.”

Rather than be intimidated, Frannie said, “I’ll bet they’re not as pretty or as smart, either,” and laughed at the scandalized expressions on Ned and her father’s faces.

Joe shook his head, but Frannie’s humour reminded him of how they used to banter when she was a child. He could see his daughter was definitely going to liven up their lives, and realized that perhaps that was just what they needed. “No wonder I got letters from your teachers telling me how mischievous you were.”

“You did not,” Frannie said, wide-eyed with surprise.

“I certainly did. Ask Ned. I remember one letter that stated you were the instigator in all sorts of trouble and that you were leading good girls astray. The school principle said they were thinking of expelling you. Isn’t that right, Ned?”

Ned nodded. “That’s right. You had to write back and beg them to keep her.”

Frannie’s mouth dropped open and she blushed. She had gotten up to some mischief at school, like most of the girls, but nothing she thought serious. Certainly nothing that warranted being expelled.

“Will you look at how red she has gone, Ned,” Joe said. “That’s her guilty conscience.”

Joe and Ned laughed, and Frannie realized her father was having her on.

“Dad! I can’t believe you’d tell me such an outrageous story.”

“Had you worried, didn’t I?”

“No!”

“Yes, I did. Perhaps we should have a little talk about your school days.”

“Not on your life,” Frannie said.

Later that evening, Francesca came upon her father and Ned standing on the bow of the boat, talking. As she approached she heard her father mention Silas, and something about burning the Marylou. His tone frightened her.

“Did I hear you mention someone called Silas, dad?” she said. “I met a man by the name of Silas Hepburn on the wharf this morning.”

“You met Silas Hepburn?” Joe said incredulously.

“Yes, he offered to escort me here, but I turned him down. I didn’t like him at all.”

Joe scowled. “Did he say something out of turn?”

Francesca caught the disdain in her father’s tone. She didn’t want to tell him that she didn’t like the way Silas had leered at her. “No, but he puffed his chest out like a bloated fish and bragged about being the founder of Echuca. I’ve never met a man so full of himself.”

“He is that,” Joe said tersely. “His third wife has just left him and taken the children back to England. For all his wealth and importance, he can’t seem to keep a woman by his side.”

“Third wife! Have all three wives abandoned him?” Frannie asked.

“No, apparently his first wife, Matilda, died in childbirth. I was told she was little more than a child herself,” he said disgustedly. “His second wife, Brontë, left him after two years. Apparently she caught him fooling around with the woman who became his third wife, Henrietta Chapman. Henrietta lasted five years as his wife, which surprised me as I had given her a good chance at going the distance. She was a quiet woman, who seemed to have no views of her own. To my way of thinking she was perfect for such an opinionated man. But it seemed Henrietta had more back-bone than I, or anyone else, gave her credit for.”

“He’ll be on the lookout for a new wife now,” Ned said. “If he hasn’t already got one lined up.”

Francesca shuddered. “He’s a repulsive man,” she said.

Joe and Ned knew Silas frequented the bawdy houses in town, and there were rumours he was abusive with the prostitutes, but neither thought it appropriate to mention it to Frannie.

“You may as well know, Frannie,” Joe said. “It’s Silas who lent me the money to fix the boiler.”

Francesca felt instant dismay, but she hid her feelings.

“I wouldn’t have taken it had I thought there was any other way, but that’s how he operates. He offers a life line when it’s most needed, and then squeezes his victim for repayment. I know I was a fool, and it could cost me the boat.” Joe didn’t want to admit he’d been drunk at the time he accepted the loan, and put the boat up as collateral, but Ned knew the truth.

“Oh, dad.”

“With the interest he keeps piling on, there’s little hope of ever clearing the debt.”

“Don’t think like that, dad. If we have to work all day and night, and live like frugal mice, we’ll pay off the loan.”

“There’s always work transporting wood, but if my arm doesn’t improve, I won’t be much use helping to load and unload.”

“Then we should hire a crewman, someone young and fit.”

Joe gasped. “We can’t afford to pay him.”

“Our productivity would go up with another man on deck, and we wouldn’t have to pay him until the end of the month.”

Joe didn’t look pleased with the idea of hiring someone. He and Ned had always managed alone, and somehow the fact that they now needed another man made him feel like he was no longer up to handling the work, and he was certain Ned would feel the same.

“It’s the only way we can operate efficiently, dad,” Francesca said. “Come with me.”

At the table where they ate their meals, alongside the galley, Francesca took a pen and paper and wrote down some figures. Her father told her he usually made on average fifty pounds a month and he paid Ned ten pounds per month. The installment on the loan was twenty pounds per month and he was behind three months. She’d already asked what they could be expected to be paid for transporting fifty eight tons of wood to the saw mills, which was the capacity the Marylou could hold, and how long it would take. Her father said they could move cargo at least four times a week, five if they were prepared to work very long hours, and told her how much a ton of wood would cost and how far it would take them.

“Ned has the boiler to look after,” Francesca said, “so we’d need another man, and with this profit margin,” she underlined the figure. “Even after we deduct the money to pay an installment on the loan, we could afford to pay a deckhand a minimum wage of a guinea per week, and still have a little left over for repairs to the boat.”

Joe rubbed his jaw. He’d never been good with figures or managing money. Mary had looked after that side of things when she was alive, and since her death he’d been careless. He’d always made sure he scraped up enough to pay for Frannie’s schooling but other than that, he’d lived from one day to the next. However, Frannie’s figures seemed to add up. “You learnt quite a bit at that school, Frannie. You are talking like a true bookkeeper.”

Francesca smiled. “All the money you spent on my education is going to pay off, dad, you’ll see.”

It took two days to find, chop and load several tons of wood on board the Marylou. Joe found using his arm improved his mobility a little, but it was still painful.

“Do you know a man by the name of Neal Mason,” Frannie asked her father as they ate fish for their supper and watched the setting sun subtly change the colours of nearby cliffs. Much to her annoyance, he’d been on her mind quite a bit.

“Aye, Neal’s a good man.” Joe frowned at his daughter. “How do you know him?”

“I asked him if he knew the whereabouts of the Marylou and he introduced himself. He told me he knew you, but I wasn’t sure he was telling the truth.”

Joe laughed at his daughter’s skepticism. “A stranger could easily misunderstand Neal’s intentions because he has a strange sense of humour. He’s also got quite a reputation with the ladies. He seems to have a knack for infuriating some of them, but they’re drawn to him nevertheless. I don’t know what it is about him …”

“Neither do I?” Francesca said more harshly than she meant to. She was dismayed, but not surprised to be told Neal Mason was a ‘ladies man’ and relieved that she hadn’t accepted a ride with him. The last thing she needed was to be thought of as one of his conquests. “He offered to bring me down river aboard his boat.”

“That was good of him.”

Frannie felt herself blush. “As I said, I didn’t know whether he was telling the truth when he said he knew you, so I didn’t feel right about accepting his offer.”

Joe smiled at his daughter. “You are quite the young lady, Frannie, and of course it wouldn’t have been right to accept a ride with Neal. Just the same, I appreciate the fact that he offered.”

Francesca wasn’t so sure Neal Mason’s offer was honorable.

“Well, Frannie, are you ready to take the P.S. Marylou out?” Joe said, bright and early the next morning. Ned had lit the wood in the boiler before daybreak, so that the steam could build up.

“Ready as I’ll ever be, dad,” Francesca replied, but Joe sensed her nervousness. She had meticulously studied a section of the charts between Echuca and the Barmah State forest, a distance of just over forty miles. If they were going to be transporting wood, this was the section of river that she needed to familiarize herself with the most.

“We’ll only be doing four miles an hour today, so you’ll have a good chance to get the feel of the boat and I’ll be right there beside you,” Joe said. He felt anxious himself, but he was determined not to show it.

They’d no sooner taken off from the bank, when Francesca had to navigate her first bend in the river. She felt so small behind the enormous wheel that controlled the rudder, but she could handle it. On one side there were high cliffs; layers of red, orange, yellow and brown, glistening like an artist’s canvas in the morning sunlight. On the opposite bank there were two sand bars hidden beneath the surface of the water. Joe spoke quietly and patiently, telling Francesca where to position the boat, in the deepest section of the river. From the bend to the wharf, a relatively short distance, the river curved only slightly, but Francesca couldn’t help feeling nervous as they approached the township, as there was plenty of river traffic and she was terrified she was going to run into another boat. Joe blew the whistle and talked her calmly through the maize of boats docking or leaving the wharf, often waving to the Master’s of steamers who were surprised and delighted to see the Marylou back on the river, but even more startled to see a woman at the wheel.

As they passed the wharf, heading towards Moama, Joe told Frannie about the Lady Augusta, a wreck that lay opposite the wharf.

“She’s three hundred miles from the mouth of the Murray, where she made history on August 18th, 1853. She was the first boat to successfully come through the breakers from the open sea into Lake Alexandrina, and for many years steamed up and down the Murray as a cargo and passenger vessel.”

“Then she had a sad ending,” Frannie said.

“Undignified, I’d call it. I can still remember when her engines and house were removed in 1867 and she became a barge behind the P.S. Lady Daly. For such a fine steamer to end up as a barge …” Joe shook his head. “She sank four years ago,” he said.

Francesca couldn’t miss the sorrow in her father’s voice, and in that moment realized how much love and respect he had for paddle-steamers. She’d always known that the Marylou wasn’t just a steamer to her father, but she’d never fully appreciated just how much she meant to him. They couldn’t lose her, and Frannie silently vowed to do whatever it took to make sure that didn’t happen.

For the next few miles there were no sandbars or snags to worry about, so Francesca began to relax at the wheel. After they had passed the Moama Township on their port-side and an abattoir off starboard, Joe said, “There’s a rock shelf coming up in about a mile, so keep well to the left side of the river when we near it. A bit further on from the rock shelf, there is an extra elbow in the river. There are many of them along the Murray, and it’s hard to distinguish them from the main course of the river, unless you consult the charts, but we have to keep out of them, or the Marylou could easily run aground or get stuck in reeds. They’re a great place for fish and water fowl to breed, though.”

A few moments later, Joe pointed out an Osprey in the trees and an Azure Kingfisher sitting on the branches of a fallen tree.

“The birdlife along the Murray is wonderful, dad, and the river is so beautiful,” Francesca said. “I wish I had come home when I finished school, instead of working for the Kennedy’s. Being the Master of a paddle-steamer is a thousand times better than cleaning up after thirteen children.”

Joe didn’t say anything, but he wished she had come home, too. He was enjoying her company more than he ever imagined, and to be back on the river … brought his heart to life again.

They went all the way to the Barmah Forest that day, and pulled into the bank at sunset. The next morning they headed back to Echuca. Francesca was amazed at the wealth of information her father had; he knew the whereabouts of every snag, fallen tree and sandbar, without consulting the charts. He also knew the name of every landowner whose property bordered the river, and their history.

“That’s Derby Downs,” he said, pointing to a particularly magnificent property as they passed. Francesca gasped as the house came into view. She’d noticed it when going to Barmah but hadn’t been confident enough to let herself be distracted for long. It was an enormous two-storey colonial residence, set on high ground, overlooking the river. Fat cattle and sheep grazed in green pastures that came right to the water’s edge.

“Who owns such a splendid house?” Francesca asked.

“Regina and Frederick Radcliffe. Some say they are the wealthiest family in Victoria, and I don’t doubt it for a minute.”

“Are they nice people?”

Joe was surprised at the question, but pleased his ‘Frannie’ was not a shallow person. “Regina portrays herself as stern and sometimes unfeeling, but she’s not had an easy life. Frederick was hurt many years back while mustering cattle. His injury has kept him confined to a wheelchair and although he’s a very thoughtful man, he was once very active, so I don’t doubt he suffers a lot of frustration. I believe Regina and their son must be the victims of his ill temper at times.”

“Being confined to a wheelchair must be awful for someone who mustered cattle and sheep,” Frannie said.

“Frederick still oversees the livestock side of things with the help of managers and their son, but Regina has carried a large part of the load. She keeps a watchful eye on all of their investments, and I believe she does all their bookwork.”

“That’s better than being nothing more than a decorative wife,” Francesca said, feeling admiration for Regina Radcliffe.

“Look out, Frannie,” Joe said, as they passed too close to overhanging trees, and the branches clipped the wheelhouse.

“No harm done,” Ned shouted.

“Oh dear,” Frannie said. “I had better keep my mind on the job.”

“I nearly ran the Marylou aground twice on her maiden voyage and I already had my Master’s certificate.”

Francesca was surprised by her father’s admission.

“You’re doing fine, Frannie girl. Just fine!”

Docking the boat at the Echuca wharf was particularly intimidating; with wharfies; crew and the masters of other boats watching with interest, but Francesca held her nerve, much to the delight of her proud father. The boat bumped the wharf, but not enough to do any damage. News traveled fast on the river, as Joe knew it would, and reports of an exceptionally pretty young woman at the helm of a boat, traveled especially fast.

Once they had tied up, Joe said he would ask around for a deckhand, so Francesca went for a walk to High Street, to have a look at the shops. She promised not to be too long, but she was desperate to escape the prying eyes of those on the wharf and looking forward to doing some ‘window’ shopping, since she couldn’t afford to buy anything.

Montgomery Radcliffe was picking up something his mother had ordered in Gregory Pank’s Drapery Store, when he noticed a young woman looking at something in the window. He’d never seen her before, but her beauty held him spell bound. As he gazed at her, he didn’t hear Gregory Pank thank him for his custom, or bid him good-day, and he almost left without his package.

Francesca was admiring a dress in the shop window, and trying to imagine herself at the helm of the Marylou in such a fine gown. Somehow the picture in her mind didn’t fit, especially as she imagined the Marylou loaded with timber. She knew she should be looking at more practical attire, even if she couldn’t afford to buy anything. But the primrose dress, trimmed in mocha lace, was breathtaking, and she knew anything in primrose complimented her dark hair.

“If you want a man’s opinion, I think it’s very pretty,” Montgomery said from beside her.

Startled, Francesca turned. “I … beg your pardon?”

A tall, very well dressed man was gazing down at her with warm, flirtatious, brown eyes. His hair was light brown and slightly curly, and above his upper lip was a very well groomed handlebar moustache, but his face was very open, and pleasant.

“I think the dress is very pretty,” he repeated. “And the colour would suit you.”

“Oh, I love the colour, but I’m sure the dress has a pretty price tag to go with it,” Francesca said, her tone not hiding the disappointment she felt at not being able to afford such a lovely dress.

“You are probably right.” Rather than sounding condescending, his pitch was sympathetic, almost like a good friend who understood the feeling of not being able to afford something one longed to have.

“I haven’t seen you around town before. I’m Montgomery Radcliffe. My friends call me Monty.” He extended his hand.

Radcliffe. Francesca’s earlier conversation with her father flashed through her mind, and she straightened herself up, suddenly self-conscious of her attire and her unruly hair. “I’m … new in town. That is … I’ve been away for some time …” She accepted his outstretched hand nervously. “Francesca … Callaghan.”

“What a lovely name. I was just going to the tea rooms up the road. Would you like to join me, Francesca? They serve delicious cakes.”

“I’d … love to, but I’m meeting my father at the … wharf … in a few minutes.” Francesca blushed. She knew Monty would regret asking her to tea after finding out that her father owned or worked on a paddle-steamer.

Monty felt genuinely disappointed. “Callaghan? Would your father be … Joe Callaghan?”

“Yes, that’s right. Are you friends?” Francesca felt her blush deepen. Of course they weren’t friends. They were worlds apart in social standing.

“Joe transported some of our wool to Goolwa, but it was some time ago.”

“Then you have sheep … obviously.” Francesca rolled her eyes in frustration. It seemed she was only opening her mouth to put her foot in it, and making a complete ninny of herself in the bargain.

Monty thought she was delightful and refreshingly innocent and he was completely enchanted. “We run several thousand head on Derby Downs. It’s a few miles south, and borders the river. I’d be honored if you came to tea some time.”

“Me?” Francesca couldn’t believe he’d invite her to tea at his home.

“Yes, you.”

“But … Thank you … that would be nice.”

“Good afternoon then, Francesca. It was lovely meeting you.” Monty took her hand and kissed it, staring into her eyes a few moments too long, before strolling away.

Francesca watched him go, her heart thudding excitedly. Montgomery Radcliffe was an undeniably handsome man, but she’d never met a man with such impeccable manners and so charming. She’d only been in his company for a matter of minutes, but he’d made her feel like a princess. She couldn’t wait to tell her father that she’d been invited to tea on Derby Downs.

“He’s going to be so impressed,” she muttered, as she turned to hurry back to the wharf.

Francesca was practically beside herself with excitement when she got back to the Marylou. She found her father ready to cast-off.

“Dad … you won’t believe it,” she gushed.

“What, Frannie? You look like you’ve just tripped over a nugget of gold.”

“Better than that, dad. Montgomery Radcliffe just invited me to take tea with him. Can you believe it? I turned him down because I had to get back here, but he said I could come to tea on Derby Downs. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Yes, Frannie,” Joe said in amazement.

“I can’t wait to see inside that beautiful house. Oh, dad, he made me feel like a princess. He’s such a gentleman …”

“Much like myself.”

Francesca looked beyond her father to find Neal Mason standing on the deck of the Marylou, and blushed to the roots of her hair. His arms were folded and his green eyes seemed to be mocking her.

“What … are you doing here?” she said coldly.

Neal noticed the change in her demeanor. “Is it my imagination … or did an icy wind just blow through?”

“He’s our new crewman,” Joe said excitedly.

Frannie’s mouth dropped open. “But … he’s got his own boat.”

“She’s in dry dock,” Neal supplied, his upper lip pulling at the corner.

“Dry dock?” Francesca was having trouble grasping the situation.

“The Ophelia needed some repairs … so Neal has put her in dry dock. When I told him I was looking for a crewman, he offered his services. But there’s even better news. Neal has a barge, which he said we can use, so we’ll be able to transport twice as much wood, which means our profit margin will be better than we expected. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Towing a barge and having a barge master was quite a different story to having another crewman aboard. It meant they were expanding their business, which meant there was now real hope of paying off the loan.

“Neal has agreed to accept a deckhand’s wage, and ten percent of the profit from what we transport in his barge, which is more than fair.”

Francesca was speechless. She gazed into Neal Mason’s cool eyes, and tried to imagine anytime in the next few months when her nerves wouldn’t be tingling, but it was impossible.

“Not only that,” Joe said. “I ran into Ezra Pickering. He built the Marylou, and he said he’d buy all the wood we could bring down from Barmah for his ship-building yard. You must be my good luck charm, Frannie girl, because everything has gone right since you came home.”

“That’s … wonderful, dad,” Francesca managed to mumble, her gaze locked in a battle with Neal Mason’s. “Just wonderful!”


CHAPTER THREE
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“I can barely steer the Marylou, dad. How do you expect me to tow a barge?” Francesca cried. Neal Mason had gone ashore to untie the barge from its moorings, so it was the first minute she had alone with her dad.

“You’ll be fine, Frannie,” Joe soothed, a little surprised by her belated outburst. “As barge master, Neal will stay on the barge to make sure all is well, and I’ll be right beside you.”

Francesca didn’t want to let her father down, but after seeing how big the barge was, her fragile courage deserted her.

“I’m sorry, dad, I know you are excited about the prospect of being able to move more cargo, and I know we need the money, but I could have done with a few weeks to get used to the Marylou,” she said. “I doubt Neal Mason will thank me if anything happens to his barge.”

“It won’t,” Joe said confidently. He knew they didn’t have the luxury of time that Frannie needed. In a few weeks the P.S. Lady Ophelia would be back on the river, and Neal would be using the barge himself, so they had to make as much money as they could between now and then, so that he could catch up on late loan repayments.

“How can you be so sure?” Francesca asked. “There must be a great deal of expertise attached to towing a barge.”

“There is some, of course, but if you follow my instruction, you’ll do just fine.”

“Don’t you realize this is too much for me, dad? I was prepared to learn how to handle the Marylou … but towing a fully laden barge is quite another matter.”

Joe sighed. He was confused about Frannie’s change of heart. “Are you sure it isn’t Neal who’s bothering you?”

Francesca was astonished by her father’s uncanny sense of perception. She was alarmed at the prospect of something going wrong while towing the barge, but having Neal Mason in such close proximity was an even more distressing state of affairs. But she couldn’t admit this to her father, not after he’d told her women were attracted to Neal, despite the way he treated them. “Of course not,” she said airily. “Why would he worry me?”

“As I said before, he has that affect on women.”

“Well, he has absolutely no affect on me,” Francesca lied.

Joe didn’t for a moment believe his daughter, but he couldn’t blame her for being nervous about towing a barge. It was a lot to ask when she’d only been at the wheel of the Marylou for two days. “I’m sorry, Frannie. You’re right. We won’t use the barge until you are ready.”

Frannie had been about to apologize to her father when Neal Mason appeared in the doorway.

“Everything is set, Joe.” He glanced from Joe to Francesca and sensed something was amiss.

“We won’t be using the barge,” Joe explained. He tried to hide his disappointment, but failed. “Frannie is not ready.”

Neal looked at Francesca. Joe had told him he was in debt to Silas Hepburn, so he knew it was important he have the opportunity of using the barge for a few weeks.

Francesca could feel his steely gaze upon her, but she avoided looking at him.

“There’s a good reason why there aren’t many women with their Master’s certificates,” Neal said. “They’re not up to the job.”

Francesca’s head shot up, her gaze meeting his head on. “That’s the most … arrogant thing I’ve ever heard, but I’m not surprised you’d say something like that.”

“Arrogant or not, it’s the truth. You shouldn’t have taken on something so difficult if you’re not up to it. Being the master of a steamer takes guts, which is why there are less than a handful of women with their Master’s certificates on the river.”

“Now wait a minute …” Joe said, but Francesca interrupted him.

“I merely expressed concern about towing the barge because I’d only been at the wheel of the Marylou for two days. I don’t think that is unreasonable.”

Neal shrugged annoyingly. “Your father wants to make money. If you can’t help him, then perhaps he should find a man who can.”

Francesca was incensed. “I can help him … and I will.”

“Are you sure?” Neal asked, his tone challenging.

“Yes … I’m sure. I’m my father’s daughter … and as good as any man, and I’ll prove it.”

“Good,” Neal said raising his dark brows. “Then let’s go.”

Neal Mason was on the barge before Francesca realized she’d fallen into his trap.

Joe had understood what Neal was doing, but he wasn’t entirely happy about it. “Are you sure you want to do this, Frannie?” he asked gently. “I won’t think any less of you if you can’t. You have absolutely nothing to prove and I certainly don’t want you to feel pressured.”

Francesca knew it was too late for that, and she hadn’t forgotten what was at stake. “I’m sure, dad.” If I run Neal Mason’s barge aground, then he’s only got himself to blame.

“If it makes you feel any better, Frannie girl, I have every confidence in you,” Joe said. “Your instincts are good and you’re a natural at the wheel.”

“Thanks, dad. That means a lot to me.” Francesca suddenly had a terrible thought. “Neal won’t be living aboard the Marylou, will he, dad?”

“More or less. He’s going to camp on the riverbank at night, but he’ll take his meals with us. We’ll be working long days … getting to bed late … and rising early.”

Francesca couldn’t help wondering how she was going to avoid his insufferable company.

“Is that a problem for you, Frannie?” Joe asked. “Don’t you like Neal?”

“He’s just so …” She was lost for the right word, something that best described someone as irritating as fire ants in your pants.

“Infuriating?” Joe supplied.

“Oh, he’s that, but I was thinking of something with more gusto.”

Joe smiled. “You do like him.” Ignoring Frannie’s look of horror, he leant over the railing surrounding the engine in the hull and called to Ned. “Are we ready for take-off?”

“Aye,” Ned shouted back, wiping sweat from his brow. He had the door to the boiler open as he added more wood. The intense heat that was needed to build up enough steam to operate was radiating out, driving him back.

“Like him!” Francesca said aghast. She followed her father up the ladder to the wheelhouse. “Let’s get something straight, dad, I do not like him. If I didn’t think it would shock you, I’d tell you exactly what I thought of Neal Mason.”

Joe grinned at his daughter. “Nothing you could say about him would shock me, but don’t get too attached to Neal, Frannie, he’s not the marrying kind.”

Francesca’s eyes widened and her mouth opened. “I’m sure that’s a relief to the female population of Australia.”

To her utter dismay, her father roared with laughter.

Towing the barge upstream while it was empty had been very simple, and Francesca wondered what she had been worrying about. But going down stream to Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard, with a full load, was a completely different matter. They were going with the current, so keeping the barge behind the boat was difficult. That was where the skill of the barge master came into it. Using a pole, Neal had to work hard to keep the barge on track, but his ability was admirable. Francesca was a bundle of nerves, and she panicked the first time the barge came alongside, but Joe stayed by her side, constantly reassuring her and giving her instructions. When they arrived at Ezra’s yard, she was relieved. Her father told her she did well, but Neal made a point of not saying anything, which irritated her.

By the time they’d been moving cargo for a week, Frannie felt confident enough to be left alone in the wheelhouse for short periods of time. She was getting to know the river, and enjoying being at the wheel of the Marylou. Neal had taken to calling out to her, saying silly things or just acting the fool. She mostly ignored him, but she couldn’t help laughing at some of his antics, especially when he was dancing about on top of the cargo and nearly fell off the barge. She knew he must be bored with no one to talk to, so acting the clown was his way of passing the time.

Five days after setting off on their first trip, they arrived at the wharf in Echuca to find someone waiting with a parcel for Francesca. They usually anchored down stream, but at Neal’s request, they’d stopped at the wharf so that he could have a night in town. Joe and Ned were exhausted after all the work they’d done, but Neal was younger and fitter and insisted he needed to get away from the boat for awhile. The tension between himself and Francesca was growing, so he wanted to escape for a few hours.

“What’s this?” Francesca asked as an adolescent boy placed a box in her arms.

“I dunno, miss. A gentleman paid me to deliver it,” the boy said and hurried away.

“Well, well. You must have an admirer, Francesca,” Neal said, his tone slightly brusque.

Francesca wanted privacy to open the parcel, but she could see that Ned and her father were very curious, so she opened the box on the deck. As soon as she saw the primrose material, she knew it was the dress she had admired in Gregory Pank’s shop window, and she gasped with delight. She also knew who had sent it.

“What is it?” Joe asked, peering into the box.

“It’s a dress … I was admiring it a few days ago … when I met Montgomery Radcliffe,” Francesca said, flushing. She glanced over her shoulder at Neal. His eyes were smoldering with an emotion she didn’t understand, but his expression was grim.

“A dress,” Ned said in confusion, as he peered over her shoulder. “Do you know who sent it?”

“If you hold on a minute, I’ll find out,” Francesca said a little more sharply than she meant to. She had no doubt who’d sent it, but she didn’t want to appear overly confident. She also wished Neal Mason would go about his own business.

“Sorry, Frannie,” Ned said, turning away. “We shouldn’t be prying. We’ll give you some space on your own.”

“I shouldn’t have snapped, Ned, I’m sorry …”

“I’m sure Joe would like to know who is sending his daughter gifts,” Neal piped in, interrupting.

“And you wouldn’t mind knowing, either,” Francesca said. It was a growing pattern between them to be constantly exchanging jibes.

“Why should it matter to me?” Neal bit back.

“Why indeed?” Francesca said, and opened the note inside the box. She scanned through the contents and even though she tried not to, her lips parted in a smile.

Looking up at her father, she said, “It’s a dinner invitation … from Montgomery Radcliffe. He’s asked if I would go with him to the Bridge Hotel tonight … and if I would wear this dress.”

Joe was astonished. He considered the possibility that Montgomery was being presumptuous and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He was also puzzled about why Montgomery would ask his daughter out. Fran was beautiful, but Montgomery Radcliffe usually socialized in different circles. “Do you … want to go, Fran?”

Francesca felt shy discussing the dinner invitation in front of Neal Mason. “Yes … dad, I’d like to.” She glanced at the dress, running her fingers over the material. It was so lovely. “But I shouldn’t accept this dress … should I?”

Joe didn’t know what to say. It was times like this he missed Mary more than ever. She’d know what to do. He could see Francesca was excited at the prospect, but his own emotions were mixed. “I’ll … leave that up to you, Frannie girl. You’ve done well this week, so I suppose you deserve a night out. Montgomery Radcliffe might be one of the gentry, but he’d still better have you back here at a respectable time.”

“Thank you, dad,” Francesca whispered.

Joe and Ned climbed onto the wharf and went to talk to John Henry, the captain of the P.S. Syrett, which had tied up alongside. Francesca closed the box and turned to go to her cabin. She couldn’t help smiling with delight at the thought of having dinner with Montgomery Radcliffe.

“How could you go out with such a fop?” Neal Mason commented as she passed him.

“I beg your pardon?” Francesca said, stopping.

“I was referring to the kind of a man who has to bribe a woman to go to dinner with him … by buying her a dress.”

Francesca was surprised by his tone. “Montgomery Radcliffe is not a fop, and the dress is not a bribe. It’s … a nice gesture.” Francesca hoped there were no strings attached, but any doubts she had about accepting it were suddenly banished in favour of peeving Neal Mason, who huffed.

Nevertheless, Francesca felt the need to defend Montgomery. “Monty is charming … and handsome …”

“Monty is it?” Neal said sneering. “I don’t suppose it hurts that Monty is rich.”

“What are you implying?”

“That you’re attracted to his money.”

“That’s insulting … and untrue. I’d go out with him if he was penniless, because he knows how to treat a lady. You could take some lessons from a man like Monty.”

Neal laughed derisively. “I don’t have any trouble attracting women. I certainly don’t have to bribe them to go out with me.”

“I suppose your pleasant company is all they need,” Francesca said sarcastically.

Neal’s expression became smug. “Obviously my charms haven’t gone unnoticed by you.”

Francesca’s eyes narrowed. “What charms? You’re insufferable.”

“And you’re a good liar, Miss Callaghan.”

Francesca shook her head, flabbergasted. “You’re opinion of yourself is obviously much higher than anyone else’s.”

Before Neal could reply, Francesca went to her cabin.

At seven thirty, Montgomery Radcliffe appeared on the wharf. Joe noted his well cut evening coat and the fact that he looked a little nervous and smiled to himself. He hadn’t expected him to be acting ‘high bred’ as he’d always seemed a real down to earth gentleman. He went to tell Francesca that her ‘dinner companion’ had arrived. The dress fitted her as if it had been made specifically for her, and as she knew it would, the colour complimented her dark hair and fair skin.

“You look beautiful,” Joe said with a lump in his throat, when she opened her cabin door. “Montgomery Radcliffe will be the envy of every patron at the Bridge Hotel.”

“Thanks, dad.” It was her first real date with a gentleman, and she was so nervous her knees were knocking together.

Joe was thinking how nice it would have been to have had Mary there, and Francesca was thinking the same thing. She could have done with a mother’s reassurances.

“You’re a picture, Frannie,” Ned said when she came on deck.

Francesca couldn’t help smiling with pleasure. Despite being jittery, she was very excited … until she turned and came face to face with Neal Mason. She was surprised he was still on board, as she’d assumed he’d be long gone to one of the hotels in town.

His gaze drifted over her possessively, but he folded his arms, lifted his chin and made no comment. Giving him a dark look, she went to meet Montgomery with a smile, as he stepped onto the boat to greet her, and shake hands with Joe and Ned. Francesca glanced over her shoulder and noticed Neal had turned his back, pretending he was busy.

After passing pleasantries, Joe bid them a good evening, and Monty took Francesca’s arm as they strolled along the wharf.

“They make a handsome couple,” Joe said, watching them go. He felt proud, but still not completely comfortable with the idea that he might one day soon lose his little girl to another man.

“I’m surprised you are not questioning the character of a man who thinks he has to buy her favors,” Neal said, climbing onto the wharf and heading off in the opposite direction.

Joe was startled by his comment, but a smile spread across his face.

“Did you catch the note of jealousy in his voice, Ned? I think he’s grown fond of our Frannie.” He never thought he’d see the day that Neal Mason cared enough for a woman … to be jealous if she went out with someone else.

“And why should that surprise you? Every man who sees Frannie tonight will be jealous of Montgomery Radcliffe,” Ned said proudly.

“You look far lovelier than I pictured you in that dress,” Montgomery said as he and Francesca strolled along the esplanade.

“I can’t believe you bought it for me,” Francesca said, Neal Mason’s insinuation ringing in her ears. “I wasn’t even sure I should accept it, but thank you.” She was tempted to say she could never have afforded it, but of course he must have known that.

“I know it was rather bold of me. Please believe it’s not the sort of thing I usually do, but I couldn’t see it on any other woman. They would never have done it justice.”

“I wouldn’t have liked to see it on someone else either, but it was still very generous of you,” Frannie said, flattered by his comment.

Francesca and Montgomery were half way through their meals of poached Murray Cod and succulent roast chicken, when Silas Hepburn entered the dining room of the Bridge Hotel. He was startled and a little dismayed to see Francesca in the company of Montgomery Radcliffe.

“He didn’t waste any time,” Silas muttered, as he made his way towards them, a forced smile on his fleshy face. “Good evening,” he said graciously.

Monty looked up. “Good evening, Silas.”

Francesca was astonished to find Silas Hepburn standing beside their fireside table, and a little confused about why he was there. She found it difficult to imagine Montgomery and he were friends. They were so different.

“May I introduce Miss Francesca Callaghan,” Monty added.

“Miss Callaghan and I met a few days ago,” Silas said, taking her hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Francesca,” he said in an intimate tone, his gaze roaming over her.

“Mr. Hepburn,” Francesca said, withdrawing her hand and lowering her gaze. It annoyed her that he was trying to give the impression that they were friends, or even acquaintances. She also feared she’d never get used to the way he looked at her. She wouldn’t have felt any worse had she been standing before him naked.

“I met Mr. Hepburn the day I returned to Echuca,” Francesca said to Monty. “He was kind enough to give me directions to the P.S. Marylou.”

Monty nodded. He had been wondering how they knew each other, but he was more than familiar with Silas Hepburn’s reputation, so he wasn’t surprised he’d made himself known to Francesca.

“Is everything to your satisfaction?” Silas asked.

“The meal is splendid, as always,” Monty said.

“I’ll have a bottle of my best wine sent to your table with my compliments.”

“No, thank you, Silas. We’re not having wine tonight,” Monty said.

Francesca had told Montgomery that her father had asked her not to drink alcohol. The legal age had been raised from twelve to fifteen in 1880, but it was his one stipulation to her going out on a date. Monty had done something quite unexpected and ordered lemonade for them both. She appreciated the consideration for her feelings.

“Oh.” Silas looked momentarily confused. He was of course aware that Francesca was young, which was the way he liked his women, but she was old enough to drink. Had she been his date, he would have insisted she have a glass of wine to ‘loosen her up.’ “How are Regina and Frederick?”

“Very well.”

“Please give them my best.”

“I will, thank you,” Monty said.

Silas glanced at Francesca, who was staring into the flames of the fire, hoping he would leave them in peace. “May I say you look lovely tonight, Francesca,” he said.

She lifted her gaze to meet his. “Thank you,” she said coldly. Her gaze and tone were deliberately unfriendly, as she hoped to leave him in little doubt that she had no wish to make conversation with him. Unfortunately, Silas was thick-skinned and his own thoughts were concentrated on a much lower level.

When Silas had gone, Francesca asked Monty if he owned the hotel.

“He does own this establishment, and the Steampacket Hotel on the esplanade, as well as numerous other ventures, including a vineyard. To be honest, I don’t think there’s a pie he hasn’t got his finger in. He’s a very influential man in Echuca, but much to his vexation, he’s not the only one.”

“With such a big land holding, your family must be very prominent.”

“My parents own several small stores in town and a livery stable, and they have a fifty percent share in the Riverine Herald, the local newspaper, but we concentrate our efforts on the sheep and cattle industry.”

Francesca took a sip of her lemonade, aware that Monty’s gaze rarely left her face.

“All eyes are on you, tonight,” he said, flicking a glance around the crowded dining room, and beaming with pride.

Francesca smiled, a warm feeling spreading through her. “I’m sure you are exaggerating.”

“I’m not, and I have a confession to make.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve been preoccupied for days … thinking about you.”

“You crossed my mind once or twice,” Francesca admitted, laughing at her wickedness.

It was Monty’s turn to flush, which Francesca thought was rather sweet. It proved he was not egotistical, unlike Neal Mason.

“You said you’d been away. Do you mind if I ask where you have been?”

“Not at all, I’ve been in boarding school in Melbourne. Dad sent me there after my mother was killed in an accident on the river ten years ago.”

Monty’s features sobered. “I’m sorry, Francesca. I remember now that Joe told me he was a widower. You must have had a difficult childhood without your mother.”

“I was seven when mother died, and I missed her terribly, of course, but the people who ran Pembroke’s School for Girls were very kind. I made lots of friends there, but I longed to return to life on the river. I’m very happy to be back.”

“I’m delighted,” Monty said, smiling warmly.

“Tell me about your childhood,” Francesca asked. She was very curious.

“What would you like to know?”

“How long have you lived on Derby Downs?”

“My parents bought the land in the early 1860’s, when I was just a baby, and started breeding cattle and sheep. With so many people in Australia searching for gold, they made a lot of money by sending livestock to the fields to feed the miners and their families. Although the alluvial gold has all but dried up, with so many towns springing up, it’s still a profitable venture. But from what my parents have told me, life wasn’t easy in the beginning.”

“Are you an only child, like me?” Francesca had no sooner asked the question when she remembered what her father had told her about his father.

“Yes, I’m sorry to say. It would have been nice to have had a brother or sister to share some of the responsibilities I have.” He smiled wistfully. “In 1864 my father had an accident … that left him in a wheel chair.”

“I’m sorry.” Francesca hoped she hadn’t upset Monty or sounded like she was prying.

“The tragedy is that I believe dad would have been more comfortable with the life of a drover than being one of the landed gentry. I think that’s been the hardest part for him, not being able to go off for weeks at a time droving cattle or sheep. From what he’s told me, he enjoyed the long days in the saddle, despite the dust and the flies.”

“Having him away for long periods of time must have been hard on your mother.”

“You’d think so, but my mother is very competent and independent, and it’s just as well, because for quite a long time after my father’s accident, she ran Derby Downs. She still does a lot, but father keeps an eye on the cattle and sheep breeding.”

“Have you ever been on a cattle drove?”

“No. Because of what happened to my father, mother was always over-protective.” Monty could see that Francesca didn’t understand. “He was trampled by a steer when he fell off his horse on a drove. The injury to his back left him unable to walk. I suppose I could go on a drove now, but it’s my responsibility to be by my father’s side.”

“I understand.” Francesca was thinking of her own life.

“I believe you do. With your mother gone, you no doubt feel it’s your duty to look after your father?”

Francesca was amazed by Monty’s insight. “The timing of my homecoming couldn’t have been more fortunate. When dad tried to save my mother from the paddles of another steamer, he hurt his arm badly. His arm has become so stiff that he finds it too hard to work the levers on the boat and handle the wheel. So I am going to get my Master’s certificate.”

“Good for you,” Monty said, and Francesca could see he meant it. “I like your father,” he added. “He’s a plain speaking man, so you know just where you stand with him.”

Francesca had to smile. She knew her father could be forthright at times and she had no doubt it sometimes strained relations, especially with people who took offence easily. Joe called a spade a spade.

“As I said the other day, he made a few trips to Goolwa with our wool. We would have hired him again when our wool needed to go down river, but he mostly carried timber on the Marylou.”

Francesca sensed there was more to their decision, especially as her father had told her carting wool was profitable. “Dad told me getting work can sometimes be very political. Do you agree?”

“Unfortunately, yes. As a matter of fact, Silas Hepburn has considerable influence over the work the river captains get. He has a stake in several paddle-steamers and a number of agents working for him, so he sees to it that certain people get more work than others. My mother quite often handles the arrangements when we want goods sent up or down the river, and I know she has been influenced by him.”

“Are you saying if someone is out of favour with Silas, then they won’t get work?”

“I’m not suggesting his opinion carries weight over everyone, but he does have the power to make life harder for some.”

Francesca was dismayed to realize their future depended so much on a man she could barely stand the sight of. She had been sure Silas would want the loan repaid more than he wanted the Marylou, but now she wondered. If he had a stake in more than one paddle-steamer, she had to consider the possibility that he acquired them by collecting on loan defaults.

Montgomery and Francesca strolled back to the wharf in a leisurely fashion. They had enjoyed each other’s company so much that neither wanted the evening to end. It was a lovely night, cool and starry. The moonlight filtered through the canopy of red gum trees and glistened on the surface of the river. Monty took Francesca’s arm and placed his hand over hers, keeping it warm. She felt very comfortable in his company.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said, when they reached the Marylou, and he helped her aboard.

“I’d like that, too,” Francesca replied.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” He looked her over again, but unlike Silas, his gaze was warm and affectionate. “If you have no objections, I’m going to take the vision of you in that dress with me tonight.”

“Not at all,” Francesca replied shyly.

“Goodnight, then. I’ll be in touch.” He kissed her hand and lingered to gaze into her eyes for a few moments. Francesca’s heartbeat quickened. It was a moment she wanted to hold onto, to savour.

Francesca watched Monty walk down the almost deserted wharf, and disappear into the shadows. For a moment she stood still, reveling in the delicious sensations coursing through her. It had been a perfect night, and she sighed deeply, looking forward to her own dreams and any future time that she would spend in Monty’s company.

“I was right,” she heard someone mutter angrily.

Francesca jumped with fright. Annoyed her thoughts had been interrupted, she turned to see Neal Mason emerge from the shadows under the foredeck canopy.

“He is a fop,” Neal hissed.

“Where did you come from?” Francesca snapped. “Were you hiding in the shadows so you could spy on me?”

“Now who’s conceited?”

“How dare you start on Monty again!”

“Surely you noticed how he reminded you he bought that dress in the same sentence that he said he wanted to see you again. He was playing on your gratitude.”

“He was doing no such thing … and I’ll thank you to mind your own affairs.”

“What’s all the shouting about?” Joe asked as he came from his cabin.

“Our barge-master was spying on me,” Francesca said angrily.

“I was not,” Neal stated emphatically. “I could hardly miss you from where I’ve rolled out my swag.”

“Please keep your voices down, both of you,” Joe said. “In fact, go to bed, before you wake the crew on other boats. We have an early start in the morning and so do they.”

Francesca gave Neal a haughty look before kissing her father good night and heading off to her cabin.

Joe looked at Neal. “Perhaps you should ask yourself why you are taking such an interest in the man Francesca dined with tonight.”

Neal didn’t know what to say, so he turned and went back to his swag.

An hour later, Neal was still awake, and still unable to answer the question that Joe had asked him.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Regina Radcliffe sat back in her leather upholstered chair in the library, which also served as her office, and flexed her aching back and shoulders. After dining alone, which wasn’t unusual if Monty was in town and Frederick was tired, she had begun poring over the station accounts.

In the deafening silence of the rambling house, she heard the click of the front door, the sound echoing in the tiled vestibule. She glanced up at the ticking clock on the paneled wall and was surprised to see it was almost eleven thirty.

“No wonder I’m weary,” she thought, realizing she’d been working for more than four hours without a break. It had been a very long, tiring day.

Seeing the light from the library spilling into the hallway, Monty knew where to find his mother. It was a place she spent a lot of time, but a room his father rarely used.

“Mother, it’s late. Why are you still up?” he queried, as he entered the room, his boots creaking on the polished jarrah floor.

Regina noted the spring in his step and the light in his eyes with some curiosity. “I’ve been going over the monthly accounts.”

“Are we still in the black,” Monty joked.

“Only just,” Regina said and smiled. She always enjoyed sharing her son’s quirky humour. Watching Monty stroll around the room, looking absently at books on the shelves, she could see he was in an especially good mood and somewhat preoccupied. Even though he spent a great deal of time with his father, who loved to be outside, if only on the verandah, she had always been close to her only son, and able to read every subtle change in his disposition. That was why she knew he’d be bursting to share whatever it was that had him in such good humour.

Finally Monty turned to her, his eyes dancing with excitement. “Mother, I’ve met the girl of my dreams, my future wife. She’s absolutely amazing …”

Regina was startled. Monty had never before actually referred to a young woman in the context of a future wife. “Does she … have a name?”

“Francesca Callaghan.”

Regina frowned, and a fine line marred her smooth forehead. Despite her years, she was still very attractive, with an air of sophistication that many of the station owner’s wives tried to emulate. Her taste in clothing, her strength, determination and business sense, made her the envy of many women whose husband’s admired and idealized her. But Regina could be shrewd and foreboding if crossed. “I don’t believe I know a Francesca Callaghan.”

“You wouldn’t. She’s just returned to Echuca from boarding school in Melbourne.”

“Boarding school! Then … she’s very young …”

“She’s old enough to court, and absolutely beautiful. She’s intelligent, witty and charming … everything a man could want, and yet down to earth. I just know she’d make a wonderful mother one day …”

Regina interrupted. “Do her family own property?”

“No.”

“Then what does her father do?”

Monty had been anticipating the question and yet it still annoyed him. “What does it matter?”

Regina was immediately suspicious. She ran the name Callaghan through her mind and then looked at her son through narrowed, green eyes. “The only Callaghan I know of … is that Irish paddle-steamer captain, Joe Callaghan.”

Monty detected the distinct disapproval in her mother’s tone, but his euphoric feelings afforded him the ability to ignore it. “Joe is Francesca’s father. She is so wonderfully sweet, mother. I’m going to bring her here to tea very soon, and then you will see for yourself what a treasure she is.”

“I’m happy for you, Monty,” Regina lied, “but how long have you known this girl?”

Monty knew his mother was hinting that he could not have known Francesca long enough to decide she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. “I feel like I’ve known her all my life. I knew the moment I met her that she was the one for me. It was like finding the other half of my heart.”

Sentimental fool, Regina thought.  “But Monty, a river boat captain’s daughter …”

“I’ve always liked Joe.”

“He’s a nice enough man … for someone with such a transient life-style, but I was hoping one of the girls from our neighbouring stations would appeal to you as a wife; someone like Isabelle St. Clair, or Rose Pearson, or one of the Pascal sisters. They’re both lovely …”

Monty rolled his eyes. “I’m sure Isabelle, Rose, Edwina and Maria Pascal will one day make someone very happy, but my heart is not controlled by a prospective bride’s pedigree,” he said wearily. “Please remember we are talking about my feelings for a woman, not a business arrangement.”

“I’m not suggesting such a thing, Monty. I just think having a similar upbringing and something in common is important in a marriage. It’s more significant than other things, like … a physical attraction. One can grow to love someone with similar interests …”

Monty pursed his lips. He knew his mother was thinking that a prospective bride that came with a parcel of land and a respected family name was certainly better than someone she considered to be from the lower working classes. “You’re a snob, mother, face it.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being … discriminate … when choosing a life partner.”

“Nothing will change the way I feel about Francesca, so you had better get used to the idea of having her for a daughter-in-law.” Monty was too happy to be angry for long. Besides, he knew when his mother met Francesca, she would see how perfectly suited they were. And he was sure his father would adore Francesca and be able to sway his mother’s thinking, if necessary. “Where is father?”

“He spent the day watching the shearers at work, so he was exhausted. I had Mabel take a dinner tray to his room.”

Francesca’s words ran through Monty’s mind. “Are you ever lonely, mother?”

Regina was surprised by the question. “Why do you ask?”

“Francesca and I were talking about life on Derby Downs tonight, and I told her about how father used to love going on cattle droves. I know that was years ago, but Francesca suggested you must have been lonely.” He knew his mother spent time in his father’s room on the ground floor, but for the past few years she’d taken to sleeping upstairs, because he often had restless nights and he kept her awake.

“Did she?” Regina suspiciously wondered what had been going through this Francesca’s mind. She knew many girls saw Monty as a fine catch. It was a matter of weeding out the gold-diggers from those who had the potential to be the perfect wife, mother of heirs and future matriarch of the Radcliffe family. This was something Regina prided herself on being adept at.

“Francesca got me thinking about how much time you spend alone. I’m ashamed I never thought of it before, but it can’t have been easy for you, not having father by your side.”

Regina was suddenly haunted by something that happened years ago. Blinking, she pushed the past away and pulled herself together. “I’ve always kept myself busy … and what your Francesca didn’t think about was that I have you.”

Ignoring something distastefully possessive in his mother’s tone, Monty smiled. “Good night, mother.”

“Good night, son. Pleasant dreams.”

“You, too, mother. I’ll look in on father.”

“He’s asleep.”

“Oh, then don’t stay up much longer. You look tired.”

Regina listened for her son’s footsteps on the stairs. “A paddle-steamer’s daughter!” she muttered. “Oh Monty, I shall have to put Francesca Callaghan off any ideas she might have about becoming part of this family.”

Joe Callaghan knocked on Silas Hepburn’s open office door, opposite the stairs in the passageway of the Bridge Hotel. Silas had been expecting him. He’d heard he’d been working but he was sure Joe had no hope of catching up what he owed in arrears. He’d designed his interest rates so that if any of his debtors fell behind in their payments, they may as well say goodbye to whatever collateral they had used to secure the loan.

“Come in, Joe,” Silas said amicably.

Joe cringed when Silas tried to portray a gentleman with a heart, because he knew him for the rogue that he was.

“How are you?” Silas said, taking his seat again and gesturing for Joe to sit opposite him.

Joe had no intention of staying a moment longer than was necessary, so he pulled a bundle of money from his pocket and put in on the desk. Silas looked at it in shock. He knew Joe would’ve had to work day and night to make that kind of money in such a short time.

“Give me a few months, three or four at the most, and I’ll pay back all I am behind,” Joe said. It gave him immense satisfaction to see the look of surprise on Silas Hepburn’s face.

Silas glanced at the money again. “You have been doing well, Joe. I’m … pleased.” His words belied his expression and the coldness that had crept into his grey eyes.

“Yer pleased to get your money,” Joe said, watching Silas count two months installments and write a receipt.

“Of course,” Silas said, looking up at him. “I'm as happy as you are to have your boat working again.”

“I’ll see you next Friday,” Joe said, which was when the next month’s installment was due. Eager to get away, he snatched the receipt and turned towards the door.

“Good,” Silas said, annoyed with his insolent attitude. “The interest is mounting.”

Joe felt like Silas had stuck a knife in his back. Damn him, has he not a shred of decency he thought? He turned to face Silas. “I know, but I will catch up. The Marylou is my home, but more than that, it’s Ned’s and Frannie’s home, too. I can’t lose it. I won’t.”

Silas caught the desperation in Joe’s voice, and it suddenly gave him an idea. It was all he could do to keep from smiling.

“Speaking of your daughter, she dined here last night. I must say, she’s a lovely young woman.”

As a man, Joe recognized the hidden meaning behind Silas Hepburn’s words, and it took all his might not to punch him in the face. “Good evening,” he said and walked out the door.

Silas stood looking at the empty doorway, his cunning mind ticking over. He planned to be at the wharf first thing in the morning, to find out exactly how Joe was making so much money. “I’ll soon put a stop to it,” he muttered, his eye on a more delectable prize than the P.S. Marylou.

Francesca came out of the bakery on High Street with two loaves of bread. As the bakery was about to close, the loaves had been going cheap. She was amazed by how much the town had grown since she was a little girl. There were so many more shops, and hotels and houses. The population seemed to have doubled. The streets had been crowded an hour ago when she went window shopping, but as evening approached, the shoppers had headed home to make dinner. Ned was cooking fish for their supper, but she had promised to bring home some bread.

It was getting dark, so Francesca hurried her steps, eager to get back to the safety of the Marylou. There were too many drunken men on the streets after dark. She decided to cut through a lane, rather than walk the long way back to the wharf, past the Bridge Hotel. The route was quicker, but she didn’t want to bump into anyone in the lane, particularly an inebriated wharfie, so she glanced down first to make sure the way was clear. There was a gas lamp at the far end, which partially lit the lane way. When she couldn’t see anyone, she proceeded.

Three quarters of the way down the lane, which was strewn with rubbish, Francesca stopped when she heard what sounded like a sickening thud, and someone crying out in pain. Standing perfectly still and holding her breath, she listened. There was no one behind her, and she couldn’t see anyone ahead, but a little further on, the lane widened, so there was a recess on either side. When she heard an angry grumble and the sound of someone slumping to the ground, followed by retreating footsteps, her heart began to pound. Pushing herself against the wall, she just caught sight of the shoulder of someone disappearing around the corner, onto the esplanade. Francesca wanted to turn and flee back to High Street, but knowing someone might need help prevented her from doing so.

A few seconds later, Francesca thought she heard sobbing. Almost sure it was a woman in need of assistance; she tentatively proceeded on, until the recess came into view. A woman was slumped to the ground in the corner, with her head bowed. Francesca rushed to her side.

“Are you all right?” she asked, noting the dirty, gaudy clothes.

The woman looked up in surprise. Her eyes were blurred with tears; her nose and lips were bleeding and she had a purple bruise rising on her left cheekbone. Francesca found a handkerchief and offered it to her.

The woman hesitated to take it, so she had to push it into her hand.

Francesca could see the woman was a prostitute, but that made no difference to how she felt. The woman was still a human being in need of help. The state she was in made Francesca want to cry in pity.

“I’m … fine,” the woman said, bowing her head in shame.

“No, you’re not. You’re bleeding.”

“T’is nothing knew,” the woman muttered in a cockney accent, laced with bitterness.

“Shall I call for a constable? I didn’t get a good look at who did this …”

The woman looked up again, this time in disbelief. “They won’t help the likes of me. They’d run me in for …” She stopped abruptly.

“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Francesca said naively. “You’ve been assaulted.”

The woman tried to laugh but the sound became a strangled sob. Francesca didn’t understand why. She watched as the woman struggled to get up, and then took her arm to help. Once she was upright, she tried in vain to straighten herself up, but finally gave up in defeat when she saw the state of her dress and her torn petticoats. She was tall and on the scrawny side, but with her features battered and bruised, it was difficult to tell whether she had been pretty.

“Let me walk you home,” Francesca said.

The woman looked momentarily astonished, before her features softened. “I’ll be all right. I appreciate your kindness and your concern, but you go on about your business.”

“Who did this to you?”

“A customer,” she hissed, running her fingers through her tangled, carrot red hair.

Francesca was confused. “Why?”

The woman dabbed her eyes and looked at Francesca in wonder. “You’re quite an innocent, aren’t you?” Her gaze became clouded. “I can’t remember ever being that pure of heart,” she added sadly. “But I suppose I once was.” She thought of her terrible childhood and the awful things she had seen happen to her mother, and then she’d been raped as a young girl of ten … No, try as she might, she couldn’t remember when she’d ever been innocent, and the tragedy of that brought fresh tears to her eyes.

“I … I don’t think anyone has a right to hit you,” Francesca said, placing an arm around her back.

The woman sniffed. “He did it because he could, and he enjoys it. With some men, it makes them feel more of a man to have power over a woman, and this one thinks he pays for the privilege. It’s the only way some men can … become intimate with a woman. Now do you want to run away?”

Francesca looked back at the woman in shock. She said the first thing that came to mind. “You should have kicked him right where it hurts.”

The woman laughed, but then cried out in pain as the split in her lip widened. Holding the handkerchief on the cut, she said, “You’d don’t know how much I’d like to, but that would be the end of me.”

“Then maybe it’s just as well you didn’t do it, but if I were you, I wouldn’t take money from the man who did this to you. Let him find his manhood somewhere else.”

“If only life was that simple,” the woman said sadly, tears running down her grimy cheeks.

“It comes down to choices, doesn’t it? I’m Francesca Callaghan.”

“Lizzie Spender.” The woman took Francesca’s hand. “Sometimes, Francesca, when we make the wrong choices, there is no going back.”

Francesca looked at her battered face. “Do you live near here?”

“Just down on the corner.” She gestured to a double storey fibro house set back on an angle on the corner of the lane-way and the esplanade. It was fronted by a picket fence and gate, and grass that needed cutting, but there was something unfriendly about the house. Francesca had suspected it was a bordello after seeing a steady stream of wharfies going to and fro. After meeting Lizzie she realized the house was full of misery, which was the reason it looked cheerless, even sinister.

“Will someone be at home to look after you?”

Lizzie looked towards the house. “That house is not a home, but I suppose it’s as near to it as I’ll ever get. And yes, there’s four of us lost souls live there and a woman comes in to help out with the washing and cooking.”

The two women began to walk together.

“You’ve been kind, Francesca,” Lizzie said awkwardly, knowing most decent folk would have given a stray dog more time. “I’ve had little kindness showed to me in my life, but I won’t forget you stopping to help me.”

“Please be careful, Lizzie, and try to avoid the man who hit you.”

Lizzie’s features went slack, and her eyes dead-pan. “There’s no avoiding him, Francesca.”


CHAPTER FIVE
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“Where is our esteemed barge-master this morning?” Francesca asked, as they prepared to go down to Barmah. It was very cool and windy. As the sun tried to break through the clouds, the dark surface of the river was slowly turning a pea-soup green, while the wind whipped it against the side of the rocking boat.

“I don’t know,” Joe said throwing the dregs from his coffee cup overboard. “He didn’t come back here last night.”

For the first time Francesca considered the possibility that he’d been injured in some misadventure. “Do you suppose something has happened to him?” She’d heard the men talking about the street brawls that occurred when the wharfie’s got drunk, and Friday night was the worst night because they’d just picked up their wages.

Ned overheard Francesca’s question to her father. “I saw him around seven o’clock yesterday evening,” he shouted up from the hull, where he was stoking the boiler, which had been lit before dawn to build up steam.

Francesca remembered that Ned had gone to the nearest hotel for a bottle of rum, which he and Joe were going to share. She hadn’t minded as they’d worked hard and they were in the mood to celebrate after paying Silas some of what he was owed.

“He had his hands full,” Ned added, winking at Joe who was leaning on the banister.

Francesca caught his meaning and frowned. “I take it you are implying he … was with a woman?”

“Not a woman, two women. He had one on each arm,” Ned said smirking. He’d recognized them as a couple of local trollops who hung around the hotels looking for a good time with a man with a few coins in his purse. He’d been a little surprised to see Neal in such unsavory company, but then he had been quite drunk.

“There’s no sense in wasting time waiting for him, then,” Francesca snapped, annoyed with herself for worrying even a smidgen about his welfare.

“If he’s not here in a few minutes, we’ll set off,” Joe said. “One load of wood is better than nothing, and Ezra Pickering is waiting for it, so I don’t want to let him down.”

“Then let’s not waste anymore time waiting for him,” Fran said, eager to get underway and leave any thoughts of Neal Mason behind.

“You haven’t told me how your dinner with Montgomery Radcliffe went,” Joe said to Frannie when they were underway.

“It was very nice, and he’s asked to see me again.” She smiled with pleasure.

Joe frowned. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

“I don’t know why you are worrying, dad,” Francesca said.

Joe couldn’t help thinking about the different social circles that Montgomery usually mixed in. “Be careful, Frannie girl, I don’t want to see you get your heart broken.”

“I could understand your concern if I was going out with someone like … Neal Mason, dad, but Monty is a perfect gentleman.”

“Any man would be lucky to fall in love with someone like you, Fran, and have you love him in return, but the gentry marry for different reasons. They map their lives out with about as much heartfelt emotion as they do their business transactions. I’m sure Montgomery Radcliffe thinks you are beautiful, but I’m also sure that Regina and Frederick already have a prospective bride picked out.”

“I doubt Monty would allow his parents to tell him who to marry.”

Joe knew Frannie was young and naïve, but he also knew she wouldn’t listen to any advice he gave her. “Please humour your old dad, Frannie girl, and play your cards close.”

Francesca smiled. “I’ll be careful, dad, I promise. But you are worrying for nothing.”

They had just passed the Moama Township when they heard a whistle behind them.

Joe looked out of the wheelhouse window and groaned.

“What’s wrong, dad?” Francesca asked.

“It’s the P.S. Kittyhawk,” he said.

Francesca noted the slight irritation in his voice. “Don’t you like the crew?” she asked.

Joe seemed to consider what he was going to say very carefully, Francesca noted. She had no idea he was trying to find a way to spare her feelings. “Mungo McCallister is one of the most irritating men on the river,” he said. “Pull in at the two hundred and ninety nine mile tree, and we’ll load some wood for the boiler. That will give him time to get down river ahead of us.”

As they tied up, Joe was annoyed to see the Kittyhawk had also stopped. Determined to get away quickly, he and Ned went ashore to load wood, while Francesca watched from the lower deck.

“Who’s your new skipper?” Mungo shouted to Joe as he tied up.

Joe didn’t respond, which puzzled Francesca. She wondered if he hadn’t heard the skipper of the Kittyhawk.

“I’m Francesca Callaghan,” she said.

Mungo’s eyes narrowed and he looked her over impertinently, giving Francesca an inkling into the reason why her father didn’t like him.

Joe and Ned continued to throw wood down the slip to the boiler room, ignoring the Kittyhawk’s skipper.

A younger version of Mungo appeared on deck and grinned insolently. He had sandy red hair, lots of freckles, and a flat boxer’s nose. He looked at Francesca with a combination of curiosity and condemnation.

“This is my son, Gerry,” Mungo said. “I’m training him to skipper the Kittyhawk.”

Neither Joe nor Ned made any comment. The skipper of the P.S. Syrett, John Henry, had already told them that Mungo was training his son to get his Master’s certificate. He’d also said that nobody on the river liked the lad because he was even cockier than his father.

“Are you going for your Master’s certificate?” Gerry called to Francesca.

“Yes, what of it?” Francesca called back. She didn’t like his tone at all. It did nothing to hide the fact that he not only disapproved of a female skipper, but he doubted she was up to the task.

As she expected, Gerry laughed scornfully. “How about a race to Flemings Bend?”

“What for?”

“Scared to lose, are ya?”

“Of course not. I just don’t see why I should join you in your childish need to prove yourself.”

Gerry’s eyes narrowed with malice, but before he could retort, Joe came aboard the Marylou.

“We’ve got work to do and a living to earn,” he said as much to the lad as his father.

“A girl could never beat me anyway,” Gerry scoffed.

Joe glanced at Frannie. He could see she was livid, but he was proud she held her tongue.

“The Marylou hasn’t got it in her anymore, son,” Mungo said, placing his hands on his shoulders. “Just look at the state she’s in.”

Next to the Kittyhawk, the Marylou did look shabby with her peeling paint, but looking good meant nothing if the engine wasn’t in good order, and Joe and Ned could certainly vouch for the engine of the Marylou.

Francesca noticed her father had tensed, but through sheer will, he ignored the remark. She followed him back up to the wheelhouse.

“You really don’t like Mungo McCallister, do you, dad?” she said, as they set off again.

“He’s the most reckless man on the Murray,” Joe muttered.

Francesca noted his bottom lip wobbled, and sensed that there was something more behind his words. He was clearly upset, but he also seemed to be haunted by something that had happened in the past. She wanted to find out about any history between her dad and Mungo McCallister, but she didn’t want to push.

When Joe looked out of the wheelhouse window half an hour later, he could see the P.S. Kittyhawk coming after them. “Damn him,” he hissed.

Francesca looked at her dad again. He could feel her gaze upon him, so he turned to her and noted the concern in her features. He’d often wondered just how much she remembered about the events surrounding her mother’s death.

Placing a comforting hand on her shoulder, Joe said, “The day your mother died, another boat side-swiped the Marylou …”

“That’s right.”

Joe frowned. He felt the pain as if it was yesterday.

“Was it …”

“It was the Kittyhawk. Mungo was racing the P.S. Adelaide.”

Francesca did remember the Marylou being hit by another boat, it had terrified her, but she hadn’t recalled the name of the boat.

“He’s never given me any reason to believe he regrets his actions, or what happened to your mother, so I find it hard to be anywhere near him.”

Francesca could now understand her father’s intense dislike of the man. “Then mother’s death is … his fault?” she said in disbelief and shock.

Joe dropped his head. “The Kittyhawk bumped us on the starboard side, and your mother fell over the portside. It would make me feel better to blame Mungo for her death, but if I had taught her to swim … she would have been able to get out of the way of a paddle-steamer coming in the other direction. Everyone who lives or works on the river should be able to swim.” He’d given Mary a few lessons in the summer months, but her fear of water had made her reluctant and her progress slow. Even so, he blamed himself for not taking more time and for not being more forceful about the lessons.

“If he hadn’t hit us, mother wouldn’t have fallen overboard,” Francesca said, suddenly burning with anger.

“He didn’t know your mother had fallen overboard, or that she’d been hit by another boat … until somebody told him some time later.” Mungo had tried to apologize, but Joe hadn’t been in the right frame of mind to accept any act of contrition. As far as he was concerned, he’d lost a wife and Frannie a mother, because of a senseless act. “What bother’s me the most is that despite what happened, he’s still the same irresponsible fool. If there was any justice in the world, his boat would sink with him on it.”

He didn’t tell Frannie that he’d been tempted to blow it up. It was only his love for her that had stopped him.

By the time the Marylou had rounded the next bend, the Kittyhawk was right behind them again, with Gerry blaring the whistle.

“Ignore them, Frannie,” Joe said tensely. “Just keep to your course.”

The wind was making the river choppy and Francesca had to concentrate harder than she’d ever had to before to keep the boat on course. She became nervous when the Kittyhawk was so close behind that the two boats were almost touching.

“Just hold steady,” Joe said, his jaw clenched in anger.

A short time later, the Kittyhawk had come alongside. Francesca could hear her paddle-wheels thrashing the water as she came up on their right side.

“Why is he so close?” she said glancing over her shoulder anxiously. She expected the paddle-boxes to clash at any moment.

“He’s trying to push us,” Joe said. “Ignore him.” What Mungo had said about the Marylou not having it in her anymore, had riled him. “I’d love to wipe that smug look off his face,” he muttered. “But racing for the sake of it is irresponsible, and for me as a master to encourage such negligent behaviour in you would be wrong.”

Francesca understood how he felt, and why, but she sensed there was something in her father that wanted to show Mungo McCallister that the Marylou wasn’t ready to be chopped up for fire wood.

The Kittyhawk was still right alongside, with Gerry blowing the whistle furiously.

“Are we going to put up with this?” Ned called from the lower deck. He’d never had much patience with fools and he’d always believed in the ability of the Marylou, even before her boiler needed repairs.

“We’ll keep about our business,” Joe called down to him, and he heard Ned mutter an oath as he went back to the engine. He knew if it was up to Ned, he’d have raced the Kittyhawk a long time ago, if only to shut Mungo McCallister up once and for all.

Joe looked across at the Kittyhawk. He could see into the wheelhouse, and noticed Mungo seemed to be giving his son direction. The next thing he saw was Gerry turning the wheel towards the Marylou.

“What the Hell is he doing?” Joe said.

He couldn’t tell Frannie to swing left because of rock shelves ahead. When the two boats collided, the bump nearly knocked Francesca off her feet. It was only holding the wheel that saved her.

“That’s it,” Joe said. “Stoke up the boiler,” he shouted down to Ned.

“Right!” Ned shouted back with relish.

“Has the Marylou been damaged?” Francesca asked apprehensively.

Joe looked out of the window. “It looks like some wood splintered off the paddle-box, but other than that, we seem to be fine.”

The Kittyhawk nosed ahead. Joe and Francesca could see Mungo looked smug, and Gerry was grinning like a fool as he turned to glance back at them.

“If he comes any closer, he’ll hit us again,” Francesca said, feeling pressured as the bow of the Marylou almost touched the stern of the Kittyhawk.

“Mungo does this sort of thing all the time,” Joe said angrily. “It’s no wonder he’s encouraging his son to act in the same negligent manner.”

“What should I do?” Francesca said, holding the wheel so hard that her knuckles had turned white.

Joe could see Francesca was on the verge of panicking. He knew she wasn’t ready for a race, but even worse, colliding with the Kittyhawk could sabotage her confidence. “We really should pull into the bank until he goes on ahead,” he said.

“But we haven’t got time to waste, dad, not if we want to get back with the wood.”

“I know.” Joe said, frowning anxiously. He couldn’t afford to break his agreement with Ezra Pickering, not with Silas Hepburn breathing down his neck, but he thought better of racing the Kittyhawk. It was too dangerous. “Just slow down, and we’ll let him get away.”

As the Marylou slowed down, the P.S. Kittyhawk pulled ahead, and Joe and Francesca felt a deep sense of relief. It wasn’t until the Kittyhawk also slowed down and swerved in front of the Marylou, and Francesca had to take evasive action to avoid a serious collision, that Joe lost his temper. He went down onto the lower deck, and yelled abuse at Mungo McCallister, who only laughed.

Going back up to the wheelhouse, Joe pulled on the whistle cord, but the Kittyhawk cut across in front of them again and Francesca had to swerve to the right again to miss colliding with the steamer.

Joe knew there was only one course of action to take.

“The only way to keep out of danger … and still get to Barmah to pick up the wood, is to get in front of the Kittyhawk, Frannie. The McCallister’s are causing problems for boats coming up river, and sooner or later there’s going to be a bad accident.”

Several steamers coming in the other direction had blown their whistles at the Kittyhawk because of the boat’s erratic course on the river, but Gerry had given them a blast with his own whistle, and kept up his senseless behaviour.

“He’s a bloody fool,” Joe muttered angrily.

“Do we have enough power to pass him?” Frannie asked.

“We’ll soon find out. Are you up to it, Frannie girl?”

Francesca nodded. She felt shaken, but she didn’t want to let her father down.

“Give her full throttle,” Joe said.

Soon the Marylou was gaining on the Kittyhawk and drawing alongside. The paddle wheels were thrashing the water, and the engine crank was pumping furiously.

Ned watched the pressure gauge creep upwards to eighty pounds per square inch. Joe watched the trees marked with each mile as they passed, to work out their speed. He estimated they were doing ten miles an hour and their speed was increasing. The Marylou nosed ahead.

The McCallister’s stepped up their speed and the two boats were abreast as they passed the two hundred and ninety five mile tree. The Kittyhawk was on the right, so Joe knew they would gain on the next left hand bend, but he also knew there was a snag on the left, so they had to be careful.

“Don’t get too close to the left side of the river on the bend,” he said to Frannie. “We’ll force the Kittyhawk out to the right.”

Francesca was aware that Gerry McCallister was trying to edge her over to the left. Although it took all her nerve, she held her ground. The Marylou was gaining speed. Joe estimated they were now doing fifteen miles an hour. When they got to the bend, they were ten yards in front of the Kittyhawk, which meant Gerry had lost the power to push her into the snags or the bank by cutting in front of her. As they rounded the bend, the Kittyhawk had to go wide, so the Marylou came out of the bend clearly in front.

Joe looked back. “The Kittyhawk still has her original boiler, so Mungo had better watch he doesn’t blow it.” He stuck his head down the manhole. “What’s our boiler pressure?” he asked Ned.

“Edging towards a hundred,” Ned called back.

Joe smiled to himself. “I’ll bet Mungo is having his engineer sprag the boiler,” he said.

“What does that mean?” Frannie asked.

“When the pressure in the boiler gets too high, the pressure gauge will blow as a safety precaution. When it blows, the pressure drops, and the engine loses power and slows down. The engineer can stop the gauge blowing by spragging it.”

“How?”

“He’ll wedge something into it to block it. Different engineers have different methods, but whatever way it’s done, it’s a practice wrought with danger.”

“Are you saying his boiler … could blow up?” Francesca asked.

Joe nodded and looked back at the Kittyhawk again. “Mungo is a fool. He knows he’s risking blowing his boiler, but it’s obviously not going to stop him.”

They rounded another left hand bend in the river, and soon afterwards the Kittyhawk began making ground on the Marylou.

“I was right,” Joe said, “they’ve spragged the boiler and they’re pushing the Kittyhawk to the limit.”

Francesca and Joe were both aware that on the next left hand bend, there were many snags, so they’d have to keep the steamer to the right side of the river. Gerry and Mungo were obviously also aware of this, so it was likely they’d try and catch the Marylou and force her into the snags.

Ned was working hard, keeping the boiler stoked. The pressure had long passed one hundred pounds and gone off the gauge, so he didn’t know what it had reached.

“You know, dad, if we do beat the Kittyhawk to Flemings Bend,” Francesca said, “Mungo and his son will be livid because I’m at the helm. In fact, they’ll be absolutely mortified.” She couldn’t help feeling pleased at the prospect.

“Never mind mortified, they’ll be the laughing stock along the river, and they know it.”

“It might be just what is needed to stop them acting like irresponsible fools.”

“You could be right, Frannie.” Joe glanced behind them. He knew this race was still far from over.

The engineer on the Kittyhawk was in an uncharacteristic flurry. Leo Mudluck, a fastidious and normally composed man had worked for Mungo McCallister for many years, and he knew the Kittyhawk’s boiler as well as he knew his wife. In fact, he likened the boiler to his wife. Bessie could be just as unpredictable and temperamental if she wasn’t treated right. He stared boggle-eyed at the pressure gauge, which he had spragged under orders from Mungo by forcing a nail into it. It no longer had a reading, and he feared he had pushed the boiler to its capacity.

“Mungo,” he called, more terrified than he’d ever been in his life. “The boiler is going to blow if we don’t release some pressure.”

“Hold your nerve,” Mungo said angrily, his face beet red as his own ‘inner pressure’ climbed to explosive levels. He could see the Marylou was putting more distance between them, and he was determined to catch up. The Goulburn River junction was not far ahead, which meant they were only a mile or so from Flemings Bend.

“Can’t we go any faster?” Gerry wailed with his gaze firmly fixed on the Marylou, and his bottom lip protruding like a petulant brat.

“Add more wood,” Mungo called to Leo. He didn’t want to lose face in front of his son, or have anyone on the river laughing at either of them.

“I won’t be responsible … .”

“Just do it, Leo …” Mungo shouted angrily.

“We’re getting away from them, aren’t we dad?” Francesca said, but Joe caught the edge in her voice. He wanted to tell her how proud of her he was, but for the moment his thoughts were preoccupied with what was going to happen in the next few minutes.

“We were, but I think they’re picking up speed again.” Joe was genuinely concerned for the engineer aboard the Kittyhawk. He’d known Leo Mudluck for many years, and although he worked for Mungo, he was a decent enough man.

As they passed the Goulburn River junction, the Kittyhawk had made more ground.

“Is everything all right down there?” Joe called to Ned. He wasn’t too worried about the new boiler, but even though she had been tested under pressure, there was always the slight possibility that she might have a weakness in one of the two hundred pipes inside her.

“She’s … all right … .” Ned called, wiping sweat from his brow.

Joe felt guilty when he caught the strain in his engineer’s voice. Ned wasn’t a young man, and he was quite obviously exhausted. He silently cussed Mungo McCallister. Fortunately they were less than a mile from Flemings Bend, where they could slow down and this terrible nightmare would be over. He just hoped that nobody got hurt.

“I’ll not push her a moment longer,” Leo said to Mungo from the deck. “I know she’s going to blow …”

“She’ll last another mile,” Mungo shouted. “She has to.”

Leo threw his hands in the air and refused to go back down to the hull, so Mungo flew down the stairs from the wheelhouse and went below to add more wood to the boiler.

“Christ, Mungo, that’s madness,” Leo shouted down. “Get out of there while you can.”

“There’s Flemings Bend,” Francesca shouted excitedly.

Joe turned. The Kittyhawk was only thirty yards behind them now but she was gaining. He couldn’t see Mungo in the wheelhouse, but he noticed Leo Mudluck was on deck.

“What the Hell’s going on aboard the Kittyhawk?” he mumbled to himself. He had an idea, but fear pushed it from his mind.

Francesca looked around just as Leo began yelling to Gerry. A moment later there was an almighty explosion. Francesca screamed in fright as steam billowed into the air. The blast shook the windows in the Marylou, as fragments of splintered wood rained down on the river.

“Christ, I knew it,” Joe said. “Stop the boat.”

Joe looked out of the wheelhouse window and witnessed Mungo stagger to the deck railing holding his arm. He was screaming in pain. A moment later there was another smaller explosion in the hull, and the three men leapt overboard, Leo dragging Mungo, as smoke billowed from the Kittyhawk.

Ned came up on deck and Joe raced down the ladder from the wheelhouse. The three men in the river trod water ten yards from the steamer and stared at it in disbelief, waiting to see if there was going to be another explosion or whether she was going to sink.

“Shall we turn back?” Francesca called to her father from the wheelhouse window.

“We had better,” Joe said. “They may need help with a fire.”

While Francesca turned the boat, Joe watched Mungo, Gerry and Leo swim back to the Kittyhawk and clamber aboard. While Gerry tried to comfort his father, Leo cautiously scrambled below to survey the damage.

Francesca slowly circled the Kittyhawk in the Marylou, while Joe and Ned kept watch from the deck.

There was plenty of steam coming from the hull, they noted, but no more smoke.

“Do you need assistance?” Joe shouted. “Is there a fire aboard?”

“We don’t need … any help … from the likes … of you,” Mungo snarled ungraciously. He was holding his arm, which had been burnt by steam, along with his shoulder and a small part of his back. He had been lucky he was heading back up on deck when the boiler blew, or he would have been killed.

Joe knew how painful a steam burn could be, yet he was almost speechless with rage.

Leo appeared on deck coughing and choking, his face smeared with black soot. “There’s a Hell of a mess … down there,” he wheezed, “but there was only a small fire … and I’ve put it out.”

Joe continued to glare at Mungo. He could see he was humiliated and in a lot of pain but he felt no satisfaction. To callously push your boat, just for the glory of winning a race, was beyond him. He’d always respected the Marylou, and although he’d often worked her hard, he’d never deliberately put her or himself and Ned in danger.

“Are we going to help them?” Ned said to Joe. He’d follow Joe’s orders, but he hated Mungo McCallister with every fibre in his body.

“No. They’re lucky the Kittyhawk isn’t burning to the water line,” Joe said bitterly, remembering that Mungo hadn’t even cared that he’d collided with the Marylou, or stopped to find out if anyone had been hurt, let alone killed.

Joe would have felt sorry for anyone else, but he couldn’t feel a morsel of pity for Mungo McCallister. It was a miracle that he, Gerry and Leo weren’t seriously hurt or dead, and he could only wonder at the reason why someone so reckless and uncaring of others had been spared, when someone so good and loving, like his Mary, hadn’t.

Francesca knew exactly what her father was thinking when he joined her in the wheelhouse. She put her arm through his. “At least he’ll be off the river for awhile, dad,” she said softly.

Joe nodded. “There’s nothing to do here, so let’s get underway.”

He had been going to offer to tow the Kittyhawk to the riverbank before she floated down stream, but Mungo had called to another passing steamer to tow them in.

As the Marylou headed down to Barmah, Joe couldn’t shake the awful feeling that racing the Kittyhawk had been a mistake they were going to regret. Mungo was a man who harbored a grudge. Joe was worried that somehow he’d make them pay for the humiliation they’d caused him.


CHAPTER SIX
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Ezra Pickering’s ship building yard was a hive of noisy activity when Silas Hepburn approached. He’d known the shipwright was making a decent enough living, but he hadn’t expected the business to be so obviously thriving, with more than twenty men working on several new steamers that were in varying stages of construction. It rankled somewhat, because when Ezra had been just starting out, he’d offered to invest in the business, but he’d been turned down flat.

Since finding out that Joe was working for Ezra, Silas had done his homework. He’d discovered that Ezra had acquired a number of contracts to build steamers, and from whom, but he’d been very interested to learn that the identity of the biggest client was someone that he shared a history with. He considered this discovery to be a brilliant stroke of good fortune. He’d also found out that Joe Callaghan was mostly supplying the wood to keep the steam presses and forges going, while other river boat captains were bringing Ezra the quality timber used to build the boats. This meant Joe was hardly indispensable.

As Silas sauntered through the gates as if he owned the business, he had a clear picture in his mind about what he hoped to achieve, and a steely resolve that nothing, or no one, would stand in his way. Keeping the prize in mind gave him all the incentive he needed to be as forceful and dirty as it took to convince Ezra to do his bidding.

“Good morning, Silas,” Ezra said, when he noticed him in the yard. “What brings you here today?” Ezra’s cheerfulness hid the foreboding feeling that gripped him. He knew Silas wasn’t at his yard to commission the building of a steamer, which meant he wanted a favour of some kind. As his favours only ever benefited him, Ezra knew he wasn’t going to be happy with the outcome of any discussion.

“I’ve come to put a business proposition to you,” Silas said, his smile doing nothing to disguise his one-sided purpose.

“Please come into the office,” Ezra said. “It is difficult to be heard out here amid this din.” The background noise of sawing, hammering, shouts, and the wheezing of bellows, made it almost impossible to have a conversation outside. Besides, Ezra didn’t want his workers to see him in a dispute with Silas, which he sensed was going to be inevitable.

Silas followed Ezra into his small office, which was littered with papers and plans, and closed the door. He couldn’t afford to be overheard by anyone stopping by the office unnoticed. It was one thing to be thought of as scheming and calculative, it was quite another to be actually caught out. “I’ll come straight to the point,” Silas said, as he removed his hat and took a seat, and Ezra did the same.

“Please do,” Ezra said, his chest tightening. He wanted this meeting over and done with as soon as possible. “I have an appointment this morning with an important client,” he added.

“This client wouldn’t by any chance be … Marshall McPhearson?” Silas asked, raising one arched, slightly unruly, brow.

Ezra was startled and slightly alarmed by the glint in Silas’s cold eyes. “That’s … right. I didn’t … realize you … were acquainted.” A niggling uneasiness began to manifest.

“Marshall and I have known each other for many … many years,” Silas said meaningfully. “He’s done well for himself … as have I. Like most young men with a vision, we made mistakes in the beginning, but we’ve learnt to rely on our instincts and each other, and we keep one step ahead of trouble.” In other words, they’d been caught once in their illegal dealings, but it wasn’t going to happen again.

Silas never openly admitted he had served time in Port Arthur, a convict prison in Tasmania, and no one was game to bring it up in conversation. But it was common knowledge, substantiated by several other former inmates, and he never denied it. Marshall McPhearson had been a fellow inmate, and as they had been serving time for similar crimes, Silas for fraud and profiteering and Marshall for theft by deception, the two had become fast friends.

Ezra quickly understood that he was at a disadvantage. “What is this about, Silas?”

“Joe Callaghan.”

“What … about Joe?”

“I believe he supplies you with timber …”

“That’s right.”

“I would like someone else to supply you.”

Believing he had misread Silas’ intentions, Ezra almost sighed with relief. “I can always use more wood … business is thriving.”

“I meant … instead of Joe Callaghan.”

Trying to grasp the situation, Ezra blinked. He wondered if Silas wanted Joe to work for him, or whether he had something against him. “I’m very happy with the arrangement I have with Joe.”

Silas ran his fingers through his beard. “I’ve no doubt you could be just as happy with another arrangement, especially if you were compensated.”

Ezra smelt a rat. “I don’t see any need to change my supplier.”

“I’d appreciate it if you did it as a favour to me. As Marshall and I are very good friends, he … values my opinion.” Silas didn’t have to come right out and say that he would suggest Marshall uses another shipwright, because Ezra understood that was exactly what he meant. For the first time he cursed the fact that he didn’t use binding contracts. He’d never before felt the need. It was his policy to give either party an out clause.

Ezra felt annoyed, and his colour heightened. He baulked at being manipulated. “Are you trying to intimidate me, Silas? I run my business as I see fit, and I don’t appreciate any outside interference.” He also hated to see a good man become a victim of Silas Hepburn’s warped plans.

“Not at all …”

“Then what does it matter to you who supplies my wood?” Ezra said tersely.

“Let’s just say, I have a vested interest in Joe Callaghan’s activities,” Silas said. Thinking of Francesca, and her delicate features and young, supple curves, he ran his tongue over his bottom lip in anticipation.

Ezra knew that Joe had paid for his boat outright, but he also knew that he’d been off the river with boiler problems. He could only guess that he’d borrowed money from Silas, and Silas was taking advantage. “I don’t like being told what to do or who to employ,” Ezra said angrily. His mind was working overtime trying to figure out what would happen if he defied Silas.

“I wouldn’t dream of trying to tell you what to do, I was merely making a suggestion.”

Ezra felt marginally better. He intended to turn Silas down.

“But,” Silas said, and Ezra’s heart began to race. “I’m sure I don’t have to point out that I have many friends … and they listen to my recommendations …” He smiled, but his eyes remained as cold and lifeless as a corpse’s.

“Let’s not mince words, Silas. I know when I am being given a not so subtle hint that you have the power to make all my contracts dry up. Is that your intention?”

Silas smiled without showing his teeth. “If I were you, I’d do me this one small favour. You won’t go without your timber because I have an interest in several paddle-steamers, so I can arrange for someone else to deliver all the wood you need at a lower rate than Joe was charging you. I can’t be fairer than that.”

Ezra wanted very much to defy Silas, but he had been planning to retire in a few years, so he hoped to build up as much capital as he could while work was plentiful. He felt the peak of the river trade had been reached and there had been whispers that more cargo would be transported by train. This meant the steamer trade could become obsolete over time, and it followed, that his business would also. “What do I tell Joe?” he said in defeat.

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Silas said, getting to his feet. He was well pleased with himself. His plan was working perfectly.

As the Marylou steamed into Echuca, Joe and Francesca could see the barge tied up at the river bank just past the wharf, but there was no sign of Neal Mason.

“I hope Neal is all right,” Joe said, for the first time considering the possibility that something had happened to him.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Francesca said, annoyed that her father was worrying when Neal had no more morals that a ‘tom cat.’

The Marylou pulled into the river bank at Ezra Pickering’s yard, and several men began the arduous task of unloading the logs which would be cut up and used to feed the steam presses that shaped the higher quality timber used to build the boats. Francesca retired to her cabin to get cleaned up. While Joe oversaw the unloading of their cargo, Ned set about restocking their own wood supply with off cuts from the yard. It was one of the perks that went with transporting wood to mills and ship building yards.

“Mr. Pickering would like to see you in his office, Mr. Callaghan,” one of the young laborers said. “He told me to tell you as soon as you came in.”

“Thank you, lad,” Joe said. Thinking he was going to be paid for the cargo, but not understanding the urgency of the situation, Joe went directly to Ezra Pickering’s office.

“Good afternoon, Ezra,” Joe said cheerfully. “My load is a bit short this afternoon because my barge-master was absent this morning, but I’ll try to do an extra run this week, to make up the shortfall.”

“That won’t be necessary, Joe,” Ezra said, feeling a terrible fraud.

Joe was surprised. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Ezra sighed. “I’m afraid I have some news … and it’s not good.”

“What’s that?” Joe said, taking a seat.

Ezra found he couldn’t look Joe in the eye. “I’ve … lost some of my contracts, so I won’t need so much wood.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Ezra. What happened?”

Ezra almost cracked. Lying to Joe would have been so much easier if he hadn’t been such a decent person, or if he had been difficult to work with and he’d been looking for an excuse to let him go. “A couple of my clients have had a down turn in their economic circumstances, which unfortunately affects me.” He almost choked on the lie.

“Never mind,” Joe said, feeling upset for Ezra, whom he thought deserved all the luck in the world for how hard he’d worked. “I’m sure you’ll get more contracts. Your craftsmanship is excellent.”

Ezra looked up briefly. He was mentally berating himself for allowing Silas to put him in such an awkward position. Lying was foreign to him, and certainly not the way he did business. The thought crossed his mind that he should tell Joe the truth, but he had no doubt if he did, Silas would make sure he never built another boat in the state of Victoria. He’d known him to systematically ruin more than one businessman in town.

Joe felt concerned for Ezra. He looked ill. Obviously the situation was graver than he thought. “How much wood will you be needing?”

“I’m sorry, Joe, I won’t … need any from you. But I’m sure some of the other mills and boat builders up stream could use more wood. I’ve heard some of them are doing pretty well.”

“I see,” Joe said, bitterly disappointed.

“There’s always cargo to be carried, so I know you’ll be all right,” Ezra said, cursing Silas Hepburn. “And of course I’ll give you a written recommendation.”

“That’s decent of you,” Joe said. He was almost numb as he accepted the cheque that Ezra offered him. He glanced at the amount, and his eyes widened. “This is too much,” he said.

“No,” Ezra said, hoping to ease some of his guilt and intending to make sure he was reimbursed by Silas. “I’m sure the extra will come in handy … until you find work. If my circumstances should change, you’ll be the first person I contact.” Horribly uncomfortable with telling Joe lies, he was still unable to meet his gaze for any length of time.

“That’s very generous of you,” Joe said. “But I can’t take this amount of money, Ezra, not after you’ve lost several contracts.”

“I insist,” Ezra said, getting to his feet. He felt truly sick at heart. Joe had employed him to build the Marylou when he’d been starting out and had virtually no good will, and as a client, he’d been very professional and courteous. Ezra wished all his clients were so easy to work with. Besides that, he felt Joe was one of the few that had a genuine appreciation for boats.

Joe couldn’t bring himself to tell Francesca and Ned the bad news until they had tied up at the Echuca wharf.

“Ezra Pickering has just told me he no longer needs any wood, so I’ll have to try and find other work.”

“Oh, dad,” Francesca said in distress. “There will be more work, won’t there?”

“Of course, Frannie girl, don’t worry. Look after this cheque.” He handed her the cheque that Ezra had given him.

“I thought Ezra had several new contracts,” Ned said, his suspicions growing when he saw the amount the cheque was for.

“I thought so, too, but he says they’ve been cancelled.”

“Cancelled! That doesn’t sound right to me,” Ned says. “I might do some asking around.”

“Don’t waste your time, Ned. Ezra wouldn’t let me go if he didn’t have to,” Joe said, remembering how upset he’d looked. “I’m due to give Silas another payment next Friday and I don’t want to get further behind, so I’ll check with the other boat owners this evening and see if they know of anyone who needs cargo carried. There’s bound to be plenty of work going, but if I don’t get any leads, we can always go further up river to the ship building yards to see if any of them need wood.” Joe gave Francesca a reassuring smile. He was fairly confident he’d be working again within the next day or so, so he didn’t want her worrying.

Francesca was hurrying to catch the bakery before it closed, when she saw Neal Mason come out of the bordello where Lizzie Spender lived. She watched him from the other side of the street, hardly able to believe her eyes. Anger surged through when she thought of how they had all been worrying about his welfare, and here he was … satisfying his lusts.

“Good evening, Mr. Mason,” she said sharply, as he crossed the street in her direction. He had his head down, and his hands in his pockets.

Neal hadn’t seen her, and he was slow to react, but after a moment, he stopped, looked up, and blinked in surprise.

Francesca couldn’t help noticing that he looked terrible. He had dark circles around his eyes, like he hadn’t slept at all, he was unshaven, and his clothes were disheveled.

“Miss Callaghan,” Neal said softly. Obviously distracted, he looked down at the ground and continued on.

Fuming, Francesca followed him. “Are we to assume you’ll turn up for work tomorrow?” she quipped.

Neal stopped and looked at her as if she had spoken Swahili. “I … think so.”

“You think so! Have you nothing to say for yourself about not turning up today, and not letting anyone know where you were?”

Neal had the ungraciousness to yawn. “Did you miss me?” he said lazily, a familiar twinkle returning to his dark eyes.

“We waited for you this morning, and I can only say it was valuable time misspent.”

“Sorry. I was otherwise engaged.”

Francesca’s blue eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to know about your sordid … little dalliances.” She could hardly believe the audacity of the man. “My father … was actually concerned that something had happened to you.”

Neal thought she must be exaggerating. “Were you worried?”

“Of course not! Ned said he saw you in town … with two women.”

“Ah, Sadie and Maggie,” Neal smirked at the memory.

“I guessed what you were … that is … I tried not to think about … .” Francesca couldn’t help blushing.

“Were you jealous, Francesca?”

“Jealous!” She looked him up and down in disgust. “As far as I’m concerned, they can have you forever and a day.”

Neal stepped closer to her and she was wafted with the smell of cheap perfume … and the warm manly smell of his skin. “You deny it, but your eyes tell a different story,” he whispered seductively.

Francesca stepped back and glared at him. “I’ve never met a man so full of himself,” she said angrily. “It’s a wonder you need any company … other than your own.”

Neal laughed, but Francesca was so furious that she turned and walked away.

“Ah, honey, are you mad at me?” Neal called after her. “You know you’re the only one I love.” He laughed again.

Francesca ignored him, but it was harder to ignore the curious stares of passersby, some of whom were grinning as if she had just had a spat with her lover.

Francesca was still fuming and humiliated when she came out of the bakery carrying two loaves of bread.

“Francesca!” someone called.

She stopped and looked across the street. Monty was just getting out of his carriage. He smiled as he came towards her, his brown eyes glowing with pleasure. He was so handsome … and gracious … that her anger dissipated in seconds. Why couldn’t Neal Mason be more like you, she thought?

“You looked upset a moment ago,” Monty said taking her hand and patting it soothingly. “Is everything all right?”

Francesca hated to be reminded of Neal Mason. “Yes, I was just a bit preoccupied with something … something that is definitely not worth worrying about. How are you?”

“Fine … now that I’ve seen you. Actually, it was good fortune that I ran into you, because I wanted to invite you to tea on Sunday at my home. Will you come?”

“Oh.” Francesca brightened but she had a flash of memory about what her father had said about Monty’s parents having someone lined up for him to marry. But looking into his warm, sincere eyes, any doubts or fears were washed away. “That would be lovely,” she said smiling. “Will I be meeting your parents?”

“Of course. They’re looking forward to it. I’ll call for you at one o’clock. I am assuming the Marylou will be tied up at the wharf?”

Francesca nodded, thinking she’d make sure of it.

“Would you like a ride back to the wharf?” Monty said.

“If it’s not out of your way,” Francesca said.

“I’d go hundreds of miles out of my way for you,” Monty replied.

His words made her go warm. He was so charming. She just hoped his parents liked her.

When Monty’s carriage pulled up near the wharf, Francesca was delighted to see Neal Mason standing on the deck of the Marylou, talking to her father, and the look of surprise on his face.

She turned to Monty and placed her hand over his. “Thank you for the ride, Monty. I’ll look forward to seeing you on Sunday.”

He stepped out of the carriage and helped her down, holding her hand as long as was respectful in front of Joe. “I can hardly wait,” he said.

Francesca glanced in the direction of the Marylou, and noted that Neal Mason was no longer wearing the annoying smirk that usually adorned his smug features. On the contrary, she couldn’t help noticing how weary he looked. Serves him right, she thought.

“Until Sunday,” Monty said, kissing her hand.

Francesca smiled up at him, and then turned to walk to the Marylou. Monty waved to Joe, who returned his greeting.

“I’m going to tea on Derby Downs on Sunday,” Francesca announced as she came aboard the boat. “Monty … will be picking me up in his carriage.”

Joe smiled at Francesca, but he didn’t comment. He did notice that Neal Mason didn’t look too pleased, though, and so did Francesca.

“Where did you meet up with Montgomery Radcliffe?” Joe asked as they ate their supper.

“Outside the bakery,” Francesca replied. “What did Neal Mason have to say for himself?” She didn’t know where he was, and she wasn’t going to ask.

“He said he’d been looking after his sister all day. Apparently she’d been very ill.”

Francesca rolled her eyes. “You’d think he would come up with something believable,” she said.

“He’s gone to see how she is,” Joe added.

“I saw him coming out of the bordello on the corner of Esplanade Road and the lane way this morning and you can bet that is where he is now.”

“How do you know that is a bordello?” Joe asked in shock.

“I found a woman in the lane way the other day. Her name was Lizzie Spender and she’d been beaten by one of her customers,” Francesca said. “It was obvious she was a prostitute and she told me that is where she lived. I wasn’t surprised it was a … bawdy house … because in the short time I’ve been back in Echuca, I have seen how many men come and go from there.”

“You should keep away from that lane way, Frannie girl. You never know who is lurking around there.”

Francesca huffed. “The likes of Neal Mason for one …”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Monty’s carriage rattled and jolted on the rough road to Derby Downs. They’d been traveling for nearly an hour, but Francesca was too excited to notice any discomfort. She felt like she was living a fairy tale.

“I can see why the land out here is good for grazing,” she said, trying to distract Monty from staring at her. “It’s so lush and fertile.” She was barely aware that her euphoric happiness had heightened her senses, giving her the ability to absorb and appreciate everything around her, - especially the company she was keeping. She felt so contented with Monty and he seemed to be smitten with her. It was as if she had known him all her life, which was absurd given that this was only the third time they’d been in each other’s company.

“I hadn’t noticed,” Monty said, smiling at her warmly. He was pleased that Francesca was wearing the primrose dress he had bought her, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“I’m looking forward to meeting your parents,” Francesca said shyly, “but I must confess … I’m feeling a little … nervous.”

“There’s absolutely no need,” Monty said kindly. “My parents are just ordinary people … who happen to live in a big house.”

Francesca looked at him dubiously. “A very … big house.”

“Think of the house as … a large barn.” Monty smiled, hoping to put her at ease.

Francesca laughed, but put her hand to her mouth self-consciously. “Don’t let your mother hear you call her home a barn.”

“It feels like a barn sometimes … especially in the winter when the wind seems to whistle around the hallways.” Monty grinned. Then his features sobered. “Seriously, when I told my father I had met a wonderful girl, and that I was bringing her home for tea, he was very pleased. The last thing he said to me before I left this morning was how much he was looking forward to meeting you. My mother feels the same.” While Regina had expressed a similar sentiment, Monty knew she was less than thrilled that Francesca was the daughter of a paddle-steamer owner. Nevertheless, he was confident that Francesca’s natural charm and down-to-earth nature would win his mother’s favour.

Francesca noted his tone altered ever so slightly when he spoke of his mother and it suddenly occurred to her that she was probably just one in a succession of girls that Monty had brought home for his parents to ‘assess’ for suitability as a potential life partner, and no doubt his mother was the hardest to impress. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before, and wondered how many had failed to meet their high standards. She also couldn’t help thinking about how much notice Monty would take of their opinions, but supposed it would be considerable since any prospective wife would be taking on a lot of responsibility. One day, she would be the matriarch of an empire.

As they drew up in front of the house, Francesca was daunted by how big it was. Viewing it from the river, aboard the P.S. Marylou, it had looked like a very large house, but up close, it reminded her of one of the huge buildings in the city of Melbourne. Suddenly she felt unsure of herself, but Monty smiled encouragingly.

“The school I boarded at in Malvern wasn’t as big as your house,” she said a little breathlessly, as Monty helped her alight from the carriage. “I can’t believe only three people live here. You must have a small army of staff … and that’s just to clean the windows.”

Monty laughed. “Perhaps we should advertise this place as a boarding school for girls,” he said, raising one brow to look like a cad. “It would be lots of fun, and we might even make some money.”

Knowing he was only having fun with her, Francesca shook her head. “Believe me; you’d get a lot more than you bargained for. Try to imagine a hundred girls …”

“Yes,” Monty said, his eyes glinting playfully.

“ … of varying ages and all with vivid imaginations … .”

Monty nodded, grinning.

“ … and all with an overwhelming capacity to cause mayhem whenever they needed amusement, which will be often. Trust me; you’d be pulling your hair out inside a week.”

“Oh, dear.” Monty’s features sobered and it was Francesca’s turn to laugh.

“Perhaps we’ll stick to livestock,” he said.

“You’re a wise man.” Francesca turned to admire the view of the river as it flowed sleepily past the property, carving a serpentine like path through the countryside. A green pasture rolled away from the house down to the river, where majestic gums grew along the banks intermittently. Even from a distance, Francesca could hear the noisy raucous of kookaburra’s in the branches.

“Oh, Monty, this outlook is … simply breathtaking,” she said. As they stood admiring the view together, neither Francesca nor Monty had heard the front door open.

“We think so,” someone said.

Francesca and Monty swung round. A man in a wheelchair was in the open doorway, a broad smile on his face. He had the same warm, brown eyes as Monty, and also a moustache, although his was mostly grey. His body looked withered beneath his shirt, but his limbs were long, so it wasn’t a far stretch for Francesca to imagine that he had once been a tall, handsome man.

“It’s a view we never tire of. Welcome to Derby Downs,” he said cordially.

“Thank you, sir,” Francesca said.

“Father, I’d like you to meet Francesca Callaghan,” Monty said, leading her up the steps onto the veranda.

“Absolutely delighted, my dear.”

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr. Radcliffe,” Francesca said, taking his outstretched hand.

“Call me Frederick,” he said holding her hand in a warm grip. “All my friends do, and I hope we’ll see you often on Derby Downs.”

“Thank you, I hope so, too, Frederick,” Francesca said. Her first impressions of Frederick Radcliffe were of an amiable man whose intelligence shone from his eyes. She could tell he was comfortable around people, women and men alike, and had no difficulty imagining him in the company of his peers, or shearers and stockmen. She had been expecting him to be self-conscious of his predicament, but that wasn’t the case at all. He made her feel at ease immediately, which she appreciated.

“Monty was right about you,” Frederick said. “You are such a pretty girl.”

Francesca glanced at Monty and blushed.

“I was only telling the truth,” he said smiling at her.

“I can certainly see why he’s wasted so little time in bringing you home to meet us,” Frederick added. “Please, come inside.”

“Thank you.”

Frederick reversed his chair through the wide doorway, and swung round on the green and white tiled vestibule floor. Ushering Monty and Francesca in front of him, he pushed himself into the hallway, and through some open double doors, into a large sitting room.

As Francesca had expected, the rooms were enormous and sumptuously decorated with stuffed easy chairs and lounges, potted palms and antique vases and lamps. The art on the walls depicted mostly landscapes, some with river scenes, but there were also paintings of stately homes with gardens full of colourful flowers, and horses. Francesca was almost afraid to speak as she expected her voice to echo in the cavernous rooms.

“Where is mother?” Monty asked his father.

“She’ll be down in a minute,” Frederick said. “Please make yourself comfortable, Francesca.” He looked up at Monty. “You must both be parched after the trip. Ring for Mabel, and she’ll serve the tea. We could have it on the veranda if you like,” he said turning to Francesca and smiling. “It’s a lovely afternoon.”

“That would be nice,” Francesca said, knowing she would never tire of the view.

“Mabel has been instructed to serve tea in the sitting room,” a woman’s voice stated in a tone that broached no argument.

The three turned their heads towards the living room doors in time to see a woman descending the polished oak stairs. Francesca did not know why, but her heart started to race.

Regina Radcliffe had very dark hair which was neatly styled, and when she looked up, her eyes were as blue as a summer sky. She could only be described as a very handsome woman, with an elegant, regal aloofness about her.

As she crossed the hall, she did not smile or speak and barely made a sound, but her gaze was firmly fixed on Francesca, who felt the overwhelming desire to rise and curtsey.

“Mother, this is Francesca Callaghan,” Monty said.

Something in his tone made Francesca feel even more apprehensive. She was about to get to her feet, but Regina stopped her by holding up a hand adorned with gold rings. “Please remain seated, dear,” she said in a voice that lacked warmth.

“Thank you, Mrs. Radcliffe,” Francesca muttered, held frozen by Regina’s icy gaze. “It’s … nice to meet you.”

Up close, Francesca noted the few lines around her eyes and the wisps of grey in the front of her hair, but nothing could detract from Regina Radcliffe’s splendor. She was wearing a teal green gown and a large pendant around her neck.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Francesca,” Regina said. She glanced at her son before briefly taking Francesca‘s hand. She then turned and walked to a wing-backed tapestry chair, opposite the sofa, where she sat down, tucking her dress carefully under her and placing her hands neatly in her lap. She held herself erect, as if they were having a meeting that was going to last a matter of minutes.

“I hope it was all flattering,” Francesca said, trying to break the tension.

Regina didn’t answer, but Monty came to her rescue. “Of course it was, Francesca.”

“You have …” Francesca had to clear her throat. “You have a lovely home, Mrs. Radcliffe,” she said. If she wasn’t mistaken, Regina’s eyes hardened.

“Thank you. We like it,” Regina returned crisply. “Where do you live?”

Francesca glanced at Monty, and felt herself go warm. She couldn’t believe it had only taken a matter of seconds for Regina to make her feel inferior. She prayed it hadn’t been deliberate on her part, but somehow she knew it had.

“I told you, mother,” Monty said, glaring at her.

Francesca noted the slight edge to his voice and she felt terrible that he should be made to feel ashamed of her.

“I know Francesca’s father has a river-boat, Monty, but that doesn’t mean that they don’t own a house,” Regina said defensively.

“We don’t,” Francesca cut in. “I live on board the P.S. Marylou, Mrs. Radcliffe.” She held Regina’s gaze and forced herself to smile. “And I love the life.” She glanced at Frederick, who seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say, and not as judgmental as his wife. “As a matter of fact, I love the river. That is why I was admiring the view from your front veranda.”

“The river can get into your blood,” Frederick said warmly. He glanced through one of the large windows as he spoke.

“Especially when you were born on it,” Francesca said, “as I was.” She knew she couldn’t hide what or who she was, so Francesca thought she’d be damned if she’d behave as if she was someone to be ashamed of. Either the Radcliffes accepted her, or they did not, and she tried to tell herself it didn’t matter either way. But it did.

“How exciting,” Frederick said, but Francesca noted that Regina pursed her lips in disapproval.

“Monty tells me you’ve just returned to Echuca from … boarding school,” she said, changing the subject as it made her uncomfortable.

“I have just returned to Echuca, but I left school almost a year ago.”

“Oh. What have you been doing in the mean time?”

“I’ve been working.”

One of Regina’s dark brows arched. “As what?”

“I was employed as a bookkeeper, but unfortunately the people I worked for had thirteen children and another on the way, so I hardly got time to do the books.”

Regina thought Francesca must be exaggerating about the bookkeeping position and sniffed a glimmer of hope that Monty would find she wasn’t going to be the mother he had hoped. “Don’t you like children?”

“Oh, yes, of course, but I expected to be working as a bookkeeper. I didn’t mind helping Mrs. Kennedy with the children, but in the end, doing chores for her ended up taking up all my time, and the books were neglected.”

Monty smiled kindly at Francesca in empathy.

Francesca returned his smile. “Leaving my position with the Kennedy’s has turned out to be a blessing in disguise.”

Regina thought Francesca was referring to the opportunity she’d had to meet Monty, and it angered her that Francesca was being so blatant.

“My father injured his arm many years ago,” Francesca said, a flicker of sadness crossing her features at the memory. “It has stiffened considerably which means he can no longer work the control levers on the Marylou or turn the wheel, so I am going for my master’s certificate, and I’m thoroughly enjoying it.”

Regina was startled.

“Of course working on the Marylou gives me the opportunity to spend a lot of time with my father and our engineer, Ned. I missed them both so very much when I was away.”

“Getting your master’s certificate is quite a challenge,” Frederick said in awe.

“It is, but I’m sure it can’t compare to running this place. The book work alone must be quite a daunting task.”

“Not too many women like that sort of work,” Frederick said. “Regina, of course is one exception, and it looks like you are another.”

Francesca smiled. “I love working with figures.”

Regina couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t liked bookkeeping, even at school. She realized Francesca was obviously not an empty headed girl, and that she must have courage if she was taking on the men to compete for work on the river. She had to admit, albeit grudgingly, that she had a flicker of admiration for her.

“I think it’s important for us to do our own accounts,” Regina said.

“You hear some horrible stories about accountants robbing their employers blind,” Frederick said, laughing.

“I’m sure that happens,” Francesca said, “and I’m also sure that you get a lot of satisfaction from doing it yourself, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

Regina nodded. She always felt fulfilled at the end of the month when she had tallied the ledgers, but it wasn’t something she had expected anyone else to understand.

“I admire you,” Francesca said.

Regina was startled … and a little suspicious. “Oh, why is that?”

“You are a mother and a wife, but so much more. Most women are wholly satisfied in those roles, and there is nothing wrong with that, but I believe we have the potential to achieve far more in our lives. God gave us a good brain, and we should seek the opportunity to use it.”

“I like a girl with ambition,” Monty said. “Someone not afraid to use her mind. Francesca reminds me of you, mother.”

Francesca was astonished by the compliment, but Regina had been thinking the same thing. She still had doubts about Francesca though, and she intended to use this occasion to find out as much as possible about her.

“I can’t help but notice you keep looking at my pendant,” she said.

Francesca had glanced at it several times. It was an enormous green stone, surrounded by gold filigree, and it hung on a heavy gold chain.

“It did catch my eye,” she admitted.

“It’s a family heirloom. Actually it was Frederick’s grandmother’s, so it’s been in the family for many years.” Regina watched Francesca closely. She wanted to see if her eyes lit up when she mentioned an heirloom. “Do you like it?”

“It’s very unusual, ornate in fact.” Francesca actually thought it was over elaborate. “You carry it very well, but it’s not something I could wear. I’m afraid I have very simple taste in jewelry. I have just a few pieces my mother left me and their worth is more to do with sentiment than actual value.” She lifted the fine gold chain around her neck that was adorned with a simple gold cross. “I always wear this because it was my mother’s. I have her wedding ring, too, but it’s too big for me, and a watch that belonged to my grandmother, but that is all, and I can’t say I have a longing for more.”

“I can’t remember the last time you wore that pendant, Regina,” Frederick said frowning. “What made you put it on today?”

“I don’t know. It was just a whim.” Regina had come to think of the pendant as ostentatious, but she had worn it to get Francesca’s reaction. She knew if her eyes lit up and she admired the pendant, that she had a taste for expensive, showy things, and Regina would have been wary of her motives. But it seemed Francesca was not impressed by the finer things in life. The only thing she seemed to like about the house was the view it afforded of the river. She appeared to be down-to-earth, just as Monty had claimed. Regina was actually pleasantly surprised by Francesca, which was quite unexpected, and she did remind her of herself when she’d been young.

“She’s a lovely girl,” Regina said to Monty that evening when he returned to Derby Downs.

Monty was astonished, but pleased. He’d hoped his mother would see what he saw in Francesca, but he hadn’t been confident, as he knew Regina could be stubborn if she made up her mind about someone.

Monty thought of the meeting. After tea, and some tales from Frederick about the many droves he’d been on, the two women had gone into the library where Francesca had shown Regina the new double entry bookkeeping method. Monty had been really pleased that they appeared to be getting on so well, but even so, he was still a little worried because he knew his mother had the ability to cut someone down to size with just one razor sharp look. That she claimed to genuinely like and approve of Francesca delighted him, and made him all the more sure that he had finally met a woman with whom he could share his life.

“I thought she’d charm you,” he said, smiling.

“It would take a cart load of charm to win me over, Monty. Fundamental qualities are more important, like honesty and values and depth of character. I do believe your Francesca is graced with these qualities. And it doesn’t hurt that she’s a whiz with figures.”

“Then you support our relationship?”

“Yes, I do. It’s a pity she’s not from an influential family, but her good character and qualities compensate for that.”

Monty rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help smiling.

“Good news, Frannie, I’ve found work,” Joe said excitedly, when she got back.

Francesca was happy but she thought her father didn’t look as pleased as he was trying to convey. “What sort of work is it?” she asked.

“It’s carrying mixed cargo with plenty of stops between Moama and Goolwa, but the money is good.”

“What is the downside, dad, and don’t deny there is one, because I can see it in your face?”

“The deadlines are tough, but I’m sure we can manage.” He didn’t add that they had to, but he didn’t need to. Francesca knew the stakes.

“When do we begin?”

“Wednesday morning. How was your afternoon tea?”

Francesca smiled. “Lovely. Monty’s parents are very nice. His dad is a very sweet man. If he had any frustrations, he didn’t show them, but I had the opinion his mother took a while to warm up to me, but only because she is very protective of her only son.”

Joe had suspected that Francesca would find Regina’s demeanor rather daunting, and he’d been worrying about her all afternoon.

“We both love bookkeeping, though, so when I showed her the new double entry system, she was very interested and appreciative.”

Joe tried to imagine Francesca showing Regina the new methods in bookkeeping and he had to smile. He felt so proud of his daughter.

On Tuesday evening, Joe received a message. They were tied up at the wharf, making last minute preparations for the next day’s work. They had stocked up on wood, and everything had been cleaned, the engine had been checked, oiled, and the water tanks filled and Francesca had replenished their stores, so they wouldn’t have to make any unnecessary stops for the week. Neal Mason had been absent for a couple of days. He’d told them he was checking his boat repairs and had made a vague reference to other bits of business. Francesca tried not to think that he might be spending his time in the bawdy house, but it was in the back of her mind. They were expecting him to return to the Marylou that evening, to begin work the next day, but whether he did or not, was anybody’s guess.

Joe was mystified when someone called him from the wharf, and it turned out to be a lad with a note.

The lad quickly disappeared and Joe scanned the contents of the note, and his face dropped.

“What is it?” Ned asked.

“Hell,” Joe hissed. “We won’t be starting work tomorrow. The job has been cancelled.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t been given any explanation.” Joe turned the note over but there was nothing written on the back, so he scrunched it up in his fist. He was furious and frustrated. For the first time he began to consider the possibility that Silas was behind his sudden run of bad luck. He didn’t say it out loud because he didn’t want to appear suspicious when there was no real evidence, but Ned was thinking the same thing.

“I can’t believe it, dad,” Francesca said, as they sat on the deck. Night had fallen. It had been a warm day, with no wind, so the river was as smooth as glass and the sky was full of stars, but no one was in the mood to notice.

“Something will come up, Frannie girl,” Joe said. He’d thought everything was going right, and that they’d had a real chance of saving the Marylou, but now their odds looked slim to none.

Despite the fact that Joe was putting on a brave face, Francesca could hear the despondency in his voice. “I know we seem to be having a run of bad luck, dad, but things can only get better, right?”

“That’s right,” Joe said. “With a new day, comes new hope.” He stood up and said goodnight. Even though he couldn’t help thinking he was wasting his time, for Frannie’s sake, he had every intention of searching for work first thing in the morning.

“I think I’ll go, too,” Ned said. They’d been working hard all day to get the boat ready to set out the next morning, so he was very tired.

“Good night,” Francesca said. “I’ll be going to bed myself in a minute.” The day had been a mix of high’s and lows, so she wanted a few moments to clear her mind, and gazing at the peaceful river always helped.

Francesca was staring into the dark water, totally lost in her thoughts, so she didn’t hear anyone come up behind her.

“Still up?” Neal Mason said.

She jumped with fright. “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she said with her hand on her thumping heart.

“Sorry. Where were you just a moment ago?”

“What … do you mean?”

“You looked like you were miles away. Is something wrong? Has that fop, Radcliffe, upset you?” Neal came to stand beside her, and Francesca felt herself tense. “No, if you must know, I’ve had a wonderful day with Monty and his family. I was thinking about dad. We won’t be working tomorrow after all, and he’s feeling very low.”

“What happened?”

“He received a note from the agent who was handling the work we were going to do. It said the job had been cancelled.”

“Cancelled? Why?”

“There was no explanation, but maybe dad will find out tomorrow.”

“Things are not going his way, are they?”

Francesca detected that Neal felt real sympathy for her father. “No,” she whispered.

They stood side by side in silence for a few moments.

“I had better get to bed,” Francesca said, feeling the need to get away from Neal. She was aware that she always felt like fleeing whenever he came near her. She told herself it was because she found him thoroughly annoying, but in her heart she knew there was much more to it than that. There was something attractive about him, and although she’d tried to deny it, she could see why women were drawn to him. Like flies to sticky paper, she was thinking with macabre amusement.

Neal didn’t want her to go. It was the first time they had been alone, and the night and the stars were creating an atmosphere of real intimacy. “You’ve been good for Joe,” he said, taking her by surprise.

“Do you think so?”

“Yes, I can see a real change in him since you’ve come home. Whatever happens, I know he’ll be all right as long as he has you with him.”

Francesca thought that was such a sweet thing to say, - unexpected from Neal Mason, but sweet nevertheless. She dared to glance up at him, quite expecting his eyes to be glinting in mockery, but he had a rather serious expression on his face.

“You’re not going to run off and marry that fop Radcliffe, are you?”

“That’s none of your business,” Francesca snapped defensively.

“You know you wouldn’t be happy playing lady of the manor.”

“How could you possibly know what would make me happy?” Francesca seethed.

“I don’t know for sure,” Neal said. Impulsively, he put his arm around her slim waist and pulled her close to him. He’d been fighting the urge but he couldn’t resist a moment longer. Francesca pushed her hands against his chest, but her efforts were futile. She was about to demand he release her, but he effectively silenced her by capturing her mouth with his.

Francesca struggled for a few moments, but then felt herself go weak as his strong arms encircled her. His lips were warm and insistent on hers and she felt completely lost in the outpouring of sensations between them. When he lifted his head and looked down into the dark pools of her eyes, a slow smile came to his mouth.

Francesca wasn’t to know that kissing her had surpassed Neal’s expectations, and that was why he was smiling.

As far as she was concerned, his smile of satisfaction brought her back to earth with a bump. She felt cheap, like nothing more than one of his conquests. Trying to catch her breath, she struggled to get out of his embrace. “Let me go,” she hissed.

“I bet that fop Radcliffe doesn’t kiss you like that,” Neal said, his voice husky with desire.

Francesca was shocked that Neal thought he was in competition with Monty. “He hasn’t …” she mumbled defensively.

“He hasn’t … kissed you?” Neal said in amazement, and laughed. “I knew he was a fop.”

“Stop saying that,” Francesca snapped. “Monty is a gentleman, which is more than I can say for you.”

Neal was shocked by how angry she had become. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the first moment I saw you, Francesca, so I’d say that I’ve been more than gentlemanly for taking this long to do it.”

She pushed out of his arms. “You’ve no right to be doing it at all.”

“What man could resist you in the moonlight? Besides, you didn’t seem to mind.”

Francesca gasped at his audacity. “I hardly had a choice, did I?”

Neal didn’t understand why Francesca was so shaken. He imagined she’d been in this situation often. “How many times have you been kissed before?” he asked, suddenly curious.

Embarrassed, Francesca turned away, and gripped the railing of the boat for support.

Neal suddenly wondered …  “Surely that wasn’t … the first time?” He couldn’t believe it was true … simply because she was so beautiful. But then he thought about her attending a girl’s school … and she was very young.

Francesca turned her back on him. “Oh, shut up,” she said thoroughly humiliated. She’d imagined her first kiss would be romantic, not taken from her … by a … cad.

The smirk on Neal’s face completely disappeared. He realized it should have been a very special moment for Francesca, and he’d ruined it.

“Francesca,” he whispered, but she couldn’t face him. She felt on the verge of tears.

“Francesca,” he said again, and placed his hands on her shoulders, gently turning her to face him. She kept her head bowed to avoid seeing the mockery in his eyes.

Neal lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. He gazed into the depths of her eyes and saw her uncertainty and humiliation. He felt like a real heel. “I’m sorry I spoilt something that should have been special for you.”

Francesca thought Monty should have been the first man to kiss her, but he’d respectfully restrained himself. She doubted Neal Mason ever restrained himself.

“I couldn’t resist your honey sweet lips,” Neal whispered.

Francesca’s eyes welled with tears, and Neal watched them spill over her lashes and roll down her cheeks. Still holding her shoulders, he bent his head forward … tentatively … and kissed each tear away, and then looked into her eyes again. He desperately wanted to kiss her again, but he held back. He’d already ruined one perfect moment for her. He didn’t want to do it again.

Her moist tears on his lips glistened, mesmerizing Francesca. She watched his tongue taste them and cupped his neck with her hand and drew him to her slowly. Their lips touched in a feather light, salty caress. She glanced into his dark eyes, shining in the moonlight, but there was no mockery or arrogance there. He looked as moved as she felt.

Neal kissed her gently on the lips with all the reverence that a first kiss should hold. He kissed her cheek, the line of her jaw, and then found her mouth again. Francesca thought it was the most perfect kiss and she didn’t want it to end, but finally Neal pulled back and touched her velvet smooth cheeks with his fingers tips. “You are incredibly beautiful, Francesca,” he whispered huskily. “A man could get lost in the depths of your eyes.” He ran his thumb gently over her full, supple, bottom lip. “ … and misplace all sense of reason when he kisses these lips.”

Francesca slowly smiled. She could feel his heart pounding beneath her fingertips and she could see the desire for her in his dark eyes. For the first time she understood the power a woman had over a man, and Neal had made her feel like a real woman. He’d given her a gift she would always treasure.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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“Good morning,” Francesca said cheerfully, when she came out on deck into the brilliant morning sunshine. Ned, Neal Mason and her father were standing with their backs to the railing, enjoying a morning brew. She smiled at them all, but her gaze lingered on Neal for a few moments before she turned away coyly. The warmth in his eyes sent a shiver through her, reminding her of what it felt like to be in his arms, kissing him.

“I’ve just made a fresh pot of tea,” Joe said, glancing from Neal to Francesca in confusion. They usually scowled at each other, so he wondered what he had missed.

“Thanks, dad,” Francesca said, heading to the galley with a real spring in her step.

If Joe wasn’t mistaken, she was humming a gay tune. “She’s in a good mood this morning,” he said, glancing at Neal again.

Neal knew Joe was confused and of course he understood why. “It makes a change, doesn’t it?” he said, turning away to throw the dregs of his tea into the river.

Joe caught his small, secretive smile and was about to question him further when he heard someone call his name and turned to see Ezra Pickering on the wharf.

“Good morning, Ezra,” Joe said going towards him. He dared to hope he’d got his contracts back, and could hire him again.

“Have you got work yet, Joe?” Ezra said.

“I did have, but it was mysteriously cancelled, and I can’t find out why,” Joe said, his expectations growing.

Ezra wasn’t surprised because he knew Silas was on a mission to destroy Joe any way he could. Again, guilt almost got the better of him, and he thought about telling Joe what Silas was up to, but he reasoned there was no point in going down with him. Even if he was willing to sacrifice himself, he employed a lot of men and they depended on the work he gave them to support their families. “Would you be interested in carting wood for Dolan O’Shaunnessey?”

Joe looked startled. “He’s a bit hot-headed, isn’t he?” he said. He hadn’t worked for Dolan before, but he’d heard plenty of stories.

“No more than any other Irishman,” Ezra said, his lips tugging upwards.

“Point taken,” Joe said. “How do you know Dolan needs someone?” Joe had tried nearly all the contacts he could think of, but no one had mentioned Dolan O’Shaunnessey.

Ezra had gone out of his way, but he decided to keep that to himself. “He’d put the word out, so I thought of you and got in touch with him.” This wasn’t true. He’d thought of Dolan and contacted him off the bat. “Apparently his business is doing well, so he needs wood and lots of it.” Ezra was exaggerating. Dolan was making a decent enough living, but his business was on a much smaller scale than his own. But more importantly, he was willing to hire Joe, as he’d recently been offered more work. “You can pick the wood up at the Moira Forest, just before the eight hundred and fifty five mile tree. As Dolan’s business is situated just before Thistle Bend, you wouldn’t have to cart the wood too far, so it would be a good little earner for you.”

“That it would, thanks, Ezra. I owe you one.” Joe still couldn’t believe he hadn’t heard Dolan was looking for someone, but he wasn’t about to question good fortune.

“Nonsense.” Ezra hated the idea of Joe feeling he was beholden to him after he’d given in to Silas Hepburn’s veiled threat. “Just get down there as soon as you can,” he said, hoping Silas wouldn’t hear that Joe was working for Dolan. But just in case he did, Ezra was fairly certain Dolan O’Shaunnessey wouldn’t be influenced by anything Silas had to say. He was not a man easily intimidated.

“I’ll head off now.” Joe said.

Joe was just about to cast off, when he saw Silas Hepburn making his way towards the Marylou. Silas had seen Ezra leaving the wharf, so he was curious about what he was up to.

“Silas,” Joe mumbled, unable to hide the displeasure he felt when he stopped at the boat.

“Good morning, Joe. Heading out somewhere?” Silas said, his grey eyes glinting with cunning.

Joe ignored the question. He wasn’t going to take any chances. “What brings you here?” he said.

“You know you’ve got a payment due on Friday.”

Joe’s irritation grew. “Did you come here just to remind me of my obligations?”

“Have you got the money?”

“You’ll have to wait and see, won’t you?” Joe said, determined to be as hard to get along with as he possibly could and thinking Silas was nothing more than a greedy bastard.

Silas glared at him coldly. “I have a proposition for you,” he said, noting his presence had aroused the interest of Ned and Neal Mason. He glanced about, hoping to see Francesca, but he was disappointed. “If you’d care to step onto the wharf, we can talk in … private.”

Joe wanted to get underway, but Silas had stirred his curiosity, so he tied the boat up again and walked with Silas towards the wool store.

“I have been thinking about your predicament,” Silas said as they strolled together. “I know you are a proud man and it irks you to be in debt to me. I also know you are struggling to meet your repayments.”

“I’ll manage,” Joe muttered.

“I’m not a man without heart, Joe, so I’ve been giving your situation some consideration. I think I have come up with an idea that would be mutually satisfying to the both of us.”

Knowing Silas only ever did something if it was beneficial to him, Joe was suspicious. “What would that be?”

“As you probably know, my wife left me some time ago,” Silas said. “She missed her family in England and she couldn’t really handle the climate out here …”

“What’s on your mind, Silas?” Joe interrupted. “I’m sure you don’t want advice on your marital woes.”

Silas bit down his anger. “I have been lonely and I think I have a lot to offer a wife. For one thing, she’d have every comfort I could afford …”

“Why are you telling me this?” Joe said, not in the least interested in Silas Hepburn’s problems.

“You have a very beautiful daughter, Joe,” Silas said.

Joe gasped and stepped in front of Silas, who wasn’t at all sure the belligerent Irishman wasn’t going to strike him. Although wealth had brought him power, when it came to knuckle fighting, Silas wasn’t a courageous man, so he rushed on. “I would marry her of course, Joe,” he said, determined that he should know his intentions were completely honorable. “And as that would make us family, I’d cancel your loan.”

Joe’s eyes clouded with rage. “Let me get this straight, Silas. You’ll cancel my loan … if I make a sacrifice of my daughter?”

Silas was offended. He thought of himself as a very good catch for any woman. “I wouldn’t put it quite like that, Joe …”

“You can put it any way you like. That’s what it amounts to.”

“Very well. If you want to see it that way, so be it. If I have your permission to marry Francesca, I’ll cancel your loan.”

“Now see here … you … devious, conniving snake. I’d sooner rot in Hell than subject my daughter to a life with you,” Joe blurted out. “I don’t care if you offer to cancel a thousand loans. Her happiness means everything to me, and you’re the last man she’d want to marry.”

Silas recoiled, and his upper lip curled in a sneer. “I hear things haven’t been going too well for you lately, Joe,” he said maliciously, “and I can tell you … they’re not likely to improve. You know you’ve no chance of repaying the loan, which means the Marylou will soon be mine, unless …”

Joe’s eyes narrowed. “I had a feeling you were behind my sudden run of bad luck,” he seethed. “Well you can do your worst, Silas, but you’ll never have Francesca. Never!” Joe headed off towards the Marylou before he was tempted to do something he’d regret in front of so many witnesses.

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Silas called after him. “See you Friday, and make sure you’ve got all my money.”

Joe stopped and slowly turned. His expression was murderous.

Gathering his nerve, Silas stood his ground, but he feared he’d pushed Joe too far.

“I’ll have you’re damn money,” Joe spat. “See you Friday.” If it wasn’t for Francesca, he would have dealt with Silas Hepburn a long time ago.

Silas already had another point of attack in mind. He was sure Francesca would have a soft heart. If she thought her father was going to lose the Marylou, and that it would break his heart, she’d sacrifice herself.

“What’s put you in such a good mood?” Joe asked Francesca up in the wheelhouse as they prepared to set off up river. It had taken him several minutes and a good slug of rum to calm down after talking to Silas, but he was determined Francesca wouldn’t know what he had proposed. As far as he was concerned, the man had the hide of a goanna.

“Nothing special,” Francesca said, pushing the lever that put the paddles in reverse. She certainly hoped her father couldn’t tell by looking at her that something fundamental had changed. She was now a woman, who’d been kissed. Not only that, she’d initiated the second kiss, which when thinking back on it, was rather forward for a virgin. Just thinking about it made her blush.

“Neal seems to be in a good mood this morning, too,” Joe added, scratching his head as he saw her heightened colour. He watched Francesca’s progress as she reversed away from the bank and turned the boat. She was beginning to handle the Marylou with a great deal of confidence.

“Does he?” Francesca said, avoiding her father’s curious glance.

“I don’t know when it happened, but it seems you two have made peace with each other.”

“You could say that,” Francesca said. Trying not to smile, she pretended to be concentrating, as she turned the giant wheel and they headed down river.

A few minutes later the hatch opened and Neal Mason’s head popped into the wheelhouse. “If you want to get another cup of tea, Joe, I’ll stay up here and keep an eye on Francesca,” he said. He’d thought Joe looked like he needed one when he returned to the Marylou. He’d been in a foul mood, but he hadn’t told him or Ned what had gone on between himself and Silas Hepburn.

Joe was startled by Neal’s offer, and wondered why he hadn’t brought him up a cup of tea. He was about to ask him when he noticed Francesca looked pleased at the prospect of having Neal’s company. “All right,” he said, still confused, as he began climbing down the ladder.

When Joe had gone, Neal looked at Francesca and smiled. She was so small behind the huge wheel, but he noticed she handled it with confidence. Her courage and confidence were just two of her many appealing qualities.

“Sleep well?” he asked her.

“Yes. Did you?”

He grinned. “Not really.”

In truth, she hadn’t either. “Why not?”

“I was thinking about you.”

Francesca blushed. “Should I apologize for keeping you awake?”

Neal’s smile broadened. “It’s not your fault you are so enchanting,” he said, coming up behind her and placing his hands around her waist.

“Behave yourself, Mr. Mason,” Francesca said, smiling with pleasure.

“You concentrate on the river, and I’ll devote all my attention to you.”

Francesca pushed his hands away. “If my father catches you, he’ll feed you to the fish in tiny bits and pieces,” she said laughing.

“Hmmm,” Neal said. “Living dangerously is exciting.”

Neal and Francesca heard Joe tactfully clear his throat before he came up the ladder.

“I think there’s going to be a full moon tonight,” Neal whispered in Francesca’s ear. He stepped away from her and looked out at the river nonchalantly.

Taking the hint, Francesca smiled in anticipation.

“Will we be taking the barge down to O’Shaunnessey’s boat building yard next trip?” Neal asked Joe as his head appeared in the wheelhouse.

Joe knew when he was being distracted. “That depends on how much wood he needs,” he said, glancing at Francesca. “How’s my girl doing?” he asked.

Neal wished Joe had stayed away longer. “You’ve taught her well, Joe,” he said going down the ladder.

As they passed through a section of the Murray known as The Narrows, with Lake Moira on one side and the Barmah Lake on the other, the current was swift. The banks in this section of the river were low, and Joe told Francesca, in times of high water, the river spilled out through the red gums, sometimes for as far as the eye could see.

“Your mind appears to be elsewhere,” Joe said to Francesca. She only seemed to be half listening to anything he said.

“No, it’s not,” Francesca protested. “I’ve heard every word you’ve said.”

Joe huffed. “Veer to the left up here. There’s a sub-merged tree on the right.”

Dolan O’Shaunnessey was happy enough to see Joe. He knew him by a reputation that resembled his own, but they quickly came to an arrangement for the Marylou to carry wood. Dolan told Joe he had several new orders for boats, but unlike Ezra, he concentrated on building smaller fishing boats and barges.

“I’ve got the use of a barge for a few weeks,” Joe said.

“Ezra mentioned the barge, but we won’t need it if you can deliver a full load of timber once a day.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Joe said doing mental calculations.

“I’m surprised Ezra didn’t hire you himself. He’s got more work than he can handle at the moment. Still, I’m not complaining. Can you start straight away?”

If Joe had any doubt that Silas was working against him, it was gone, but it hurt to know that Ezra had lied to him. The only conclusion he could come to was that Silas had something over Ezra. “Yes … I’ll head back to the Moira Forest now,” he said.

For the next few days, the Marylou delivered fifty eight tones of wood a day to O’Shaunnessey’s mill. They unloaded first thing in the morning, went back to the Moira Forest, loaded up, and then camped for the night near Little Budgee Creek, ready to unload first thing in the morning at the mill. After dinner, Joe and Ned usually retired exhausted, while Francesca and Neal found an excuse to delay going to bed, so that they could spend time together in each other’s arms in the moonlight. It wasn’t apparent at first to Francesca that Neal was just passing time with her. She was under the impression that they were developing a relationship, one that would ultimately end in marriage. Although she was fond of Monty, Neal’s kisses had completely distracted her, and she thought they were perfectly suited – more so than she and Monty. They had similar backgrounds and a love of the river in common. It wasn’t until the third evening together that the subject of love and marriage came up, and Francesca’s bubble of happiness burst.

“What kind of future do you see yourself having?” Francesca asked Neal. He was kissing her neck and she was gazing up at the moon, enjoying the goose bumps his lips aroused on her skin, and dreaming about the life they could have together.

“I imagine my life won’t change a great deal in the future from what it is now,” Neal whispered. He was only half concentrating on their conversation as his attention was taken with how good she felt in his arms.

Francesca thought Neal didn’t realize how much a wife and family would alter his life.

“That’s rather naïve of you, don’t you think?”

“Why?”

“How many children do you see yourself with?” Francesca tried to imagine a baby with his dark eyes, and olive skin.

“Children!” Neal stopped kissing her neck and looked at her.

“Yes, children. You do want a family, don’t you?”

Neal’s expression was blank. He was trying to fathom how the subject had suddenly turned to children and he hadn’t noticed.

Francesca blinked in surprise. “Everyone wants children … one day.”

“I don’t know what’s going through that pretty head of yours, Francesca, but I’m not the marrying kind.”

Francesca was stunned. “Are you telling me you don’t want to get married one day … and have a family?”

“You can’t seriously imagine me with a house … and a wife … and bunch of kids in tow, can you?”

Francesca knew Neal loved living on the river, so she thought that he had misunderstood her. “You don’t have to live in a house, Neal. You could live on the Lady Ophelia.” In her mind, she had romanticized about them living a blissful life on the river with two or three children. It was the life she would have had, had she not lost her mother.

“Oh, no. The Ophelia is my boat and I’m not sharing it with a wife and kids. I’m not the settling down type, Francesca.”

Francesca felt winded. “Then what are you going to do? Go from one woman to another your whole life, and grow old alone? Everyone wants a family of their own one day. It’s nature’s law.”

“Then it looks like I’m going against nature, because that life is not for me.”

Francesca felt hot tears sting her eyes. “What happens … if you should fall in love?”

“I fall in and out of love every week.” Neal grinned. He was thinking of the women that had passed through his life, but Francesca was livid and pushed him away.

Neal didn’t understand what he could have said that had upset her so much. He’d unwisely thought she knew what kind of man he was. He thought everyone knew. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong!” Francesca couldn’t believe he didn’t know. “You’ve all but told me you are wasting my time; that you are playing with my feelings.”

“We’re having a bit of fun. What’s wrong with that?”

Francesca huffed. “Fun is what you have with … with bar girls and … prostitutes, not me.” She turned and went to her cabin, where she promptly burst into tears.

Come Friday afternoon, they headed back to Echuca. Joe hadn’t failed to notice that the atmosphere aboard the Marylou had turned hostile. Francesca wouldn’t speak to Neal and avoided being in his company as much as was humanly possible aboard a boat. Neal seemed confused and yet determined to ignore her sulky behaviour.

When Joe couldn’t find out from Francesca what had upset her, he asked Neal.

“I told her I wasn’t the marrying kind,” Neal said candidly.

“That shouldn’t have surprised her,” Joe said. “I told her you weren’t the marrying kind weeks ago.” He glared at Neal. “You haven’t done anything … to compromise her, have you?”

“No, of course not, Joe,” Neal insisted. He’d had no intentions of taking things that far. If he wanted a woman, there were plenty of willing partners around that had lost their good virtue long ago. “We’ve gotten closer … but I had no idea she was thinking about marriage … and children …”

Neal knew Francesca wasn’t the first woman to get upset when he’d told them he never intended to marry, but in hindsight he could have kicked himself for not being more diplomatic with Francesca. After all, she was young and impressionable, and she had quite obviously become besotted with him after he’d kissed her. Not that he blamed her … He could be charming! But mostly he could have kicked himself because he had enjoyed her company.

As soon as they pulled into Echuca, Francesca left the Marylou, telling her father she was going to the bakery. As she walked along the wharf, determined to get as far away from Neal Mason as she could, she saw Lizzie Spender. Lizzie noticed her but looked the other way as Francesca approached.

“Hello, Lizzie,” Francesca said, stopping beside her.

Lizzie turned in surprise and glanced around to see if anyone was taking notice.

“Hello, Francesca,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t be talking to me where anyone can see you, not if you don’t want to ruin your reputation.”

Francesca hadn’t thought about her reputation, and she certainly wasn’t in the mood to care.

“I’ll pass the time of day with whom I please,” she said defiantly. “How are you?” As far as Francesca was concerned, most of the men on the wharf were on more than familiar terms with Lizzie and the girls she lived with, so they had no right to say anything about her.

“I can’t complain,” Lizzie said. “Nobody would care, anyway.”

“I would,” Francesca said.

Lizzie looked at her in amazement. She could see Francesca was serious. “You’re one of a kind,” she said. “But you run along before any of the women in town see you. They can be right malicious about the likes of me.”

Francesca was about to say she didn’t give a fig about them, but then she thought of Regina Radcliffe and Monty. “I want to catch the bakery before it closes,” she said. “So I will be on my way, but you take care, Lizzie.” Francesca smiled kindly at her. She had noted the remnants of bruises on her face with some concern, but she didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to remind Lizzie of the parts of her life that she’d no doubt sooner forget.

As Francesca returned from the bakery, taking a short-cut through the lane way, she saw Neal Mason walking through the front gate of the bordello with Lizzie Spender. They were laughing together, and Neal put his arm around Lizzie’s shoulder as they went inside the house. Francesca felt sick at heart. She could hardly believe that Neal preferred to have superficial relationships, rather than a loving relationship with one woman. She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter what he did, but the thought of him with Lizzie, or one of the girls, broke her heart.

The next morning, Joe called Francesca.

“You have a visitor,” he said at her door.

Francesca opened the door, and Joe noticed she looked like she hadn’t slept. “Who is it, dad?”

“Montgomery Radcliffe,” Joe said, thinking she’d be more pleased than she appeared to be.

Francesca couldn’t help wondering if Neal Mason was already aboard.

“Good morning, Francesca,” Monty said as she came out on deck. He was quite obviously overjoyed to see her.

Francesca noted Neal was helping Ned sweep up wood chips on the aft deck. “Good morning, Monty,” she gushed enthusiastically. She wanted to hurt Neal as much as he’d hurt her.

Monty was warmed by the fact that she had obviously missed him as much as he’d missed her. “You’ve been away all week,” he said, taking her hand in both of his and kissing it.

“Yes, we’ve been working down river.” She tried to push thoughts of Neal Mason from her mind.

Monty glanced at Ned, Neal and Joe nervously. Francesca could tell he wanted to ask her something, so she led him to the railing of the boat.

“I called to ask if you’d accompany me on a picnic on Sunday,’ he said. “I’ve asked your father’s permission, and he says it’s all right.”

Francesca was delighted with the idea. She needed to get away from the Marylou for awhile. “Oh, yes, where will we go?”

“I know of a nice place down river. It’s an especially pretty part of the river bank, where there are plenty of shady trees. Shall I call for you about noon?”

Monty’s brown eyes glowed with warmth, making Francesca feel safe. She knew he would never hurt her. “Yes, I’ll look forward to it.”

“Me, too,” Monty said, and Francesca could tell he really meant it. “My parents send their best wishes,” he added. “They can’t say enough nice things about you, but I knew they would be taken with you.” The tone of his voice clearly indicated that he was very smitten with her, but Francesca already knew that. Monty was no good at hiding his true feelings, unlike Neal Mason, whom she thought she’d never understand.

“They hope to see you again soon,” Monty said.

“I’d like that, too.”

“Well, I’ll see you on Sunday,” Monty said, obviously reluctant to go.

Francesca nodded. “Shall I prepare something?”

“No. I’ve got it all arranged. You just be ready at noon.” Monty turned to the others. “Goodbye, Joe,” he called. “Ned.” Neal Mason glared at him, so Monty didn’t offer him any greeting. He smiled once more at Francesca before taking his leave.

Francesca turned to see Neal Mason watching her. He looked resentful, but she didn’t understand why, so she quickly went to her cabin.

“It looks like Montgomery Radcliffe is quite serious about courting Francesca,” Joe said. “To be honest, I thought his parents would put a stop to it, being as they’re upper-class, but they have obviously given Monty their blessing.”

“Francesca is good enough for any man, and too good for most,” Ned said loyally.

“Can you see us related to the Radcliffes?” Joe said, shaking his head at the irony.

“Do you think we’ll be invited to tea on Derby Downs?” Ned said laughing.

“Of course we will,” Joe said. “We’d better dust up our Sunday best.” Joe looked at Neal. It was obvious by his surly expression, that he wasn’t seeing the funny side to a relationship between Francesca and Neal. “What do you think about this?” he asked him.

All sorts of things were running through Neal’s head. He tried to imagine Monty kissing Francesca the way he had kissed her, and holding her the way he had held her. He tried to imagine her looking into his eyes with the same innocent longing that she’d looked at him with, and his stomach churned. “It’s not for me to say,” he mumbled angrily. Putting down the broom, he jumped onto the wharf. “I’ll see you Sunday night,” he said, heading in the direction of the pub.

Joe and Ned glanced at each other.

“What’s up with him?” Ned said.

“If I didn’t know that he wasn’t the marrying kind, I’d say he was jealous of Francesca’s relationship with Montgomery Radcliffe,” Joe said. “He can’t have it both ways, though. He can’t tell her he hasn’t any intentions of marrying, and then expect her not to become involved with another man.”


CHAPTER NINE
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Neal Mason was in a particularly sour mood when he came out of the Steampacket Hotel. The night had turned cold, so he pulled the collar of his jacket up around his ears, put his head down, and headed for Gwendolyn’s place. He could have slept on the deck of the Marylou, but he couldn’t endure being so close to Francesca, and he knew Gwendolyn wouldn’t turn him away if he needed a bed for the night. He just hoped she’d understand that he wasn’t in the mood for conversation.

Montgomery Radcliffe had been at the Riverine Herald newspaper office getting some figures his mother wanted to go over. He too, felt the briskness of the breeze off the water when he came out of the building, and pulled the collar of his overcoat up as he headed for his carriage. He walked around a corner and collided with Neal Mason.

“I beg your pardon …” Monty began.

“Why don’t you watch where you are going,” Neal bit back.

The two men took stock of each other, and recognition slowly dawned.

Monty had been about to continue with his apology when he noticed Neal was glaring at him with malice, and it reminded him that he had done so earlier in the day, when he’d been visiting Francesca. Before leaving the wharf he’d made enquiries about his identity, but he’d also been dismayed to be told Neal Mason was a ladies man.

“You were aboard the Marylou this morning,” he said. “I believe you work for Joe Callaghan?”

“What of it?” Neal said caustically.

Monty was confused by his hostility. “I’m sure we haven’t met before, so it baffles me why you are being so aggressive towards me. I can’t have offended you, so I can only assume your conduct … has something to do with Francesca Callaghan.”

Neal remained silent.

“Do you object to me seeing her?”

“I object to your type,” Neal growled.

“What does that mean?”

“You think you can buy anything … and anyone.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The dress you bought Francesca. It was a blatant attempt to buy her affections.”

Monty was startled by the accusation. “I thought I was doing something nice for Francesca. When I met her she was admiring the dress in a shop window, and she implied that she’d never be able to afford to buy it. It never entered my head that I’d need to buy her affection, but if it had, I would have been doing us both a disservice. My feelings for Francesca are genuine, and I believe she returns my affection.”

Neal couldn’t help smirking. He was thinking about the kisses he and Francesca had shared and thought it ironic that Monty assumed, after seeing her less than a handful of times, that he had a special place in her heart.

Monty noted his expression, and became worried. “Are you … in love with Francesca?” he asked.

Confronted with something he hadn’t dared to face, Neal’s expression sobered. He glared at Monty for another moment before walking away.

“He is in love with her,” Monty said to himself. Now he was really worried. Francesca spent most of her time aboard the Marylou with this man, which meant he had to do something about it if he was to have any chance of winning her hand.

When Monty arrived home, it was very late, but he could see the light spilling out from the library into the hallway. He was concerned about how much time his mother spent there, alone, but when he thought about it, she had always retired at a late hour, and usually rose about mid morning. His father, on the other hand, had always retired early, and awakened at daybreak, a habit he’d gotten into in his droving days and one he never broke, even after his accident. Thinking of a future with Francesca, Monty hoped they’d find similar interests, and spend a lot of time in each other’s company.

“Here are the figures you wanted, mother,” Monty said.

Regina could see he was distracted. “Thank you, Monty. Is … everything all right?”

“Yes, why do you ask?”

Regina regarded him intently. “You look worried about something. Would talking about it help?”

Monty focused on a bust of Florence Nightingale on a shelf. It was dated 1853, and created in her honour when she had been appointed Superintendent of the Institution for the care of sick gentlewomen in London. Regina admired strong, influential and inspirational women in society. Apart from the bust of Florence Nightingale, several paintings of such women adorned the walls in the dining room and on the stair landing.

“Did you see Francesca in town?” Regina asked. Monty had told her of his plans to ask her to picnic with him on Sunday. She wondered if Francesca had turned him down.

“Yes … yes, we have a date for Sunday,” Monty said, still distracted.

“Then what on earth is troubling you, Monty?”

Monty frowned and considered what he should say. “There’s a man … who works on Joe’s boat …”

“Are you referring to Ned Guilford?”

“No. I don’t know this man, but I made some enquiries and found out his name is Neal Mason.”

Regina had heard of Neal, or more precisely, his reputation with women. “What about him?”

“When I saw Francesca today, he was on the boat, and he was looking at me very strangely. Then tonight, we literally bumped into each other, and had words.”

“Oh, Monty, I wish you’d be careful in town at night. You should always have Claude with you.”

Claude Mauston was Monty’s driver. But whenever Monty knew he would be some time on an errand, he allowed him to go to the pub for an hour or so. It was an arrangement that Regina was oblivious to.

Regina had hand picked Claude as Monty’s driver because he was an ex-champion boxer. He’d traveled the length and breadth of Australia chasing prize money in boxing tents and he could recognize an undesirable character a mile away. He’d retired at forty, which was five years ago, and although he looked like he’d well and truly been around the traps, he still knew how to handle himself. Regina paid him well to double as a body guard, and she’d sack him on the spot if she knew he was shirking off in the pub.

“Claude was close-by,” Monty said, bending the truth to keep his mother happy.

“What did this Neal Mason have to say?” Regina asked.

“It’s what he didn’t say that bother’s me. I asked him point blank if he was in love with Francesca, and he said nothing.”

“That doesn’t sound like much to worry about,” Regina said.

“I’m sure he’s in love with her,” Monty said.

It was on the tip of Regina’s tongue to reassure her son that there wasn’t a man in town who could match his looks, charm or status, but she knew Monty well. Such words would give him little comfort.

“I have an idea,” Regina said. “Let’s invite Francesca to Derby Downs for the weekend. I’d love to get to know her better, and you could show her around the property. You’d like that wouldn’t you?”

“That’s a wonderful idea, mother,” Monty said enthusiastically. “Is next weekend all right?”

“Yes, I’m sure we don’t have any social engagements next weekend.”

“I’ll ask her tomorrow when we’re on our picnic.” Monty kissed his mother’s cheek and went off to bed, happy.

It always gave Regina a warm feeling to see her son happy, and if Francesca was the girl he wanted, then she had every intention of taking her under her wing, and giving her the benefit of her experience. With some grooming and polishing, Francesca had the potential to be the belle of polite society, and Regina was sure, with her help and guidance, and as little reference to her background as possible, she would do the Radcliffe family proud. But first she’d have to come up with a way to make sure this Neal Mason character did not spoil Monty’s plans.

On Sunday, ten minutes before noon, Monty pulled up near the wharf. Francesca was waiting for him in the sunshine. She was wearing a navy blue skirt, with a white blouse and a large straw hat adorned with a blue ribbon. She looked as pretty as a picture and almost indecently young, sitting on a barrel on the jetty, with her legs swinging. Ned was feeding some pelicans scraps of fish from the back of the boat, and she was laughing at some of their antics as they squabbled with each other over the meal.

“Hello,” Monty called, glancing around to see if Neal Mason was aboard the Marylou.

“You’re early, Monty,” Francesca said getting to her feet, her shapely figure reminding him that she was indeed a young woman, and not a girl.

Francesca thought Monty looked rather debonair and very much the country aristocrat in light slacks and a white shirt that was open at the collar. He was also wearing a fawn, broad-brimmed hat.

“You can’t blame a fellow for being keen, can you? Are you ready?”

“Yes.” Francesca turned and waved to Ned and her father, who’d appeared on deck. “See you later this afternoon,” she called.

As Monty and Francesca traveled out of town, her hat was nearly whipped off by the breeze. “You didn’t come all the way from Derby Downs in this sulky, did you?”

“No,” Monty grimaced at the thought. “Remember I told you we own a livery stable in town. I left my carriage there in favour of this buggy because it will be easier to handle in the terrain we’ll be going into today.”

“I had forgotten your family owns a livery.”

“You are welcome to use a sulky, horse or carriage any time you want. I’ll let Henry Talbot know that you have my permission. He’s the livery manager.”

“That’s kind of you, Monty. Thank you.”

They were traveling north, along the river bank. The ground began to incline gradually, and the horse struggled, but Monty urged it on, until they were virtually on the cliff tops. They stopped at a spot that was on a bend in the river, so they had a wonderful view both ways. There were many shady trees, including red gums, wattle and eucalypts, just as Monty had promised.

While the horse cropped on the lush grass, Monty laid a blanket out under a wattle. In the branches, curious kookaburras looked down on them and made their laughing raucous. Below, on the river, pelicans and ducks bobbed about in the shade provided by overhanging trees.

As Francesca gazed at the view, Monty put out their lunch, - wine, cheese, cold chicken, pickles and plum tomatoes grown on Derby Downs, fresh bread and fruit cake.

“I hope you are hungry,” he said, laying net covers over the food to keep the flies at bay.

“I’m ravenous,” Francesca said, her eyes lighting up at the feast. “This is marvelous, Monty. You’ve gone to a lot of trouble.”

“I’d like to take the credit, but Mabel prepared the basket for me. If I return home with any leftovers, she’ll be furious.”

“We can’t have that,” Francesca said, sitting down beside him.

Monty passed her a plate, napkin, and some cutlery. “Now I’m going to say something my mother would never approve of,” he said. As he lifted the net over the food, his brown eyes twinkled devilishly.

“What’s that?”

“Dig in,” he said breaking into a laugh.

“Sounds good to me,” Francesca said, taking a chicken drum stick. “How is your mother?”

“She well, and sends her warmest wishes. Actually, she has asked me to invite you to Derby Downs for the weekend. Next weekend, if you are free.”

Francesca’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yes, she would love to get to know you better, and it would give us some quality time together. Will you come for the weekend?”

“I’d love to, but I had better check with my father.”

“Of course. I’ll ask him if you like, when I take you home.”

Francesca thought Monty was so gallant.

After lunch, Monty and Francesca went for a walk along the cliff tops. They talked about everything; their childhoods, their likes and dislikes in food and music. Monty told her about plays he’d seen in Melbourne and they discussed books they’d read. Monty mentioned places of interest that he’d been to, and places he’d like to go in the future, including the islands off the Queensland coast. Eventually the conversation got around to the family he would like to have one day, and he made tentative enquires about whether Francesca would like to have a family.

“Yes, of course,” she said, her mind drawn to the conversation she’d had with Neal Mason.

Monty noticed she looked contemplative. “Is something wrong, Francesca? Am I being too forward?”

“No,” she smiled wistfully. “I was just recalling a conversation that I’d had with … someone … recently. I’d always assumed everyone wanted to get married and have a family one day, but it seems that is not the case.”

Monty thought Francesca seemed troubled to make this discovery and thought it enhanced her innocence. “Whether they acknowledge it or not, everyone wants to find that special person to share their lives with.”

“I’d thought so.”

“Those that claim they don’t have probably been damaged by an unpleasant or painful experience.”

Francesca hadn’t thought of Neal Mason as someone who’d had his heart broken. “That’s very insightful of you, Monty,” she said.

“Francesca, do you mind if I ask you how … Neal Mason came to be working on the Marylou?”

Francesca was startled that Monty should mention Neal. It was as if he had known she was thinking about him. She couldn’t look him in the eye when she responded. “His boat is in dry dock … and my father was looking for a crewman, so he hired Neal. Apparently they have known each other for some time.”

Monty suddenly has an inspirational but selfish idea. He could pay the owner of the dry dock an indecent amount of money to give Neal Mason’s boat priority. He felt ashamed of himself … and slightly foolish for being so insecure, but he couldn’t help it. “Does … your father really need him?”

“He definitely needs someone, and Neal is a good worker. Actually, it was my idea to hire someone. Dad didn’t like the notion at first, but he’d borrowed money to fix the boiler on the Marylou, so he needed to earn enough to pay back the loan. As his shoulder has stiffened, and Ned is no longer a young man, he really needed someone to help, and if we could increase productivity, even better. Neal … has been a great help.”

Monty noted Francesca’s tone held reservations. He would have given anything to know what sort of relationship she had with Neal. He hoped it was professional, but with Neal’s reputation … he couldn’t be sure. “There must be plenty of men who would like to work for Joe.”

“Yes, I suppose so, but dad is a proud man and he feels comfortable with Neal. Why the interest in Neal, Monty? Do you know something about him that we don’t?”

“No. I don’t know him at all, but I’m usually a good judge of character and there’s something about him … that doesn’t ring true.” Monty didn’t want to admit that he’d been told he was a ladies man. He’d be embarrassed if Francesca found out he’d been snooping around for information.

“He comes across as being a bit rough around the edges, and by his own admission, he doesn’t want to live a conventional life, but dad knows him well and claims he’s a good man at heart.”

Francesca didn’t realize she had more or less told Monty that it was Neal who didn’t want to get married and have children.

Monty couldn’t believe Neal had the audacity to be questioning his motives, when he had no intentions of pursuing an honorable life with Francesca himself. “Perhaps I am wrong, but on both occasions I have seen him, he’s been rather … surly, and I was concerned … about you.”

Francesca smiled. She knew Neal had been distant and impolite because he didn’t approve of Monty.

“You are very sweet,” she said.

Francesca was not very hungry after her big lunch, but helped Ned prepare supper for himself, her father and Neal Mason, who’d returned to the Marylou in her absence.

“Won’t you have some fish?” Ned said when Francesca declined to sit down and eat with them.

“No thank you, Ned. Monty brought enough food for lunch to feed six people.”

“Tell us what the upper class eat, Francesca?” Neal said with a smug expression on his face. “Imported cheese, pheasant, and spicy delicacies from the Orient?”

“They eat what we eat,” Francesca snapped back. “Cheese made here in Echuca, chicken, not pheasant, fruit cake, home grown tomatoes…”

“Were there any leftovers?” Joe said, attempting to diffuse a possible argument.

Neal continued to eat without looking up, and Francesca went out on deck, where she took several deep breaths to calm herself.

Unfortunately, nothing would calm Francesca. Her anger simmered while Neal ate with her father and Ned. By the time he came out on deck, she was ready to snap his head off.

“Why are you always being so sarcastic about Monty?” she hissed. “He treats me like a princess, so you have no right to say anything about him. My father approves of our relationship, and that is all that is important to me, so kindly keep your remarks to yourself.”

“Oh, so a few dates … have turned into a relationship?”

“That’s right,” Francesca said with satisfaction. “Monty is not afraid of commitment.”

“Are you suggesting I am?”

“It seems the only thing you are committed to is visiting bordellos.”

Neal looked confused for a moment, before turning to look out over the river.

Francesca thought he had the gall to appear disappointed in her. She was so angry that she wanted to push him into giving her an explanation. “What is it, Neal? You can dish out the sarcasm, but you can’t take it. Is that it?”

He turned to glare at her. “You are way off track, Francesca.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve seen you coming and going from the bordello on the corner of Esplanade Road.”

“So you … assume I’m sleeping with prostitutes.”

“Do you think I’m that naïve that I’d believe you were there to clean the windows?”

Neal sighed. “You’ve obviously formed an opinion of me, so nothing I say will change your mind.”

“You haven’t given me much to go on, have you?” Francesca was thinking about Monty’s comment. “Did someone break your heart, Neal? Were you engaged and your intended broke it off? Is that what has led you to vow never to marry?”

Neal looked startled that she had drawn such a conclusion. “No.”

“Well, what has made you so bitter against women?”

“I’m not bitter in the least. I love women and I enjoy their company.”

Francesca fumed with jealousy. “Love! Real love lasts longer than a week. Real love is more than what you get between the sheets … with a woman you are paying for favours.”

Without waiting for Neal to reply, Francesca hurried to her cabin so that he wouldn’t see her cry.

Neal stood looking down at the river. He’d always avoided relationships because his main priority had been to look after Gwendolyn. He’d never felt he’d sacrificed his own happiness before, but then he’d never come close to loving someone like Francesca Callaghan.


CHAPTER TEN
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As soon as Monty’s carriage pulled up outside the house on Derby Downs, Regina opened the front door and came out on to the veranda.

“Welcome, Francesca,” she declared wholeheartedly, as she came down the steps. “We are so delighted you could come.”

“Thank you for … inviting me, Mrs. Radcliffe,” Francesca said. She couldn’t help comparing Regina’s welcome to the first time they had met. The contrast was stark. “I’m … delighted to be here.”

“I know Monty has plans to show you around the property, but I hope he’ll allow us some time together to get to know one another.” She smiled at her son in such a way that Francesca felt like she was in the middle of a conspiracy.

“Do I really have any say, mother?” Monty asked in a mock sulky tone, softened by a sheepish grin.

“No, but I was being polite,” Regina said laughing. She took Francesca’s arm and began leading her up the veranda steps. “Now, we want you to have a relaxing, pampered weekend, Francesca,” she said. “If you wish, you can soak in a luxurious bath before dinner. As the only woman aboard the Marylou, you probably don’t have much privacy, or the time to indulge yourself.”

Francesca blinked in astonishment. She couldn’t believe Regina would say such a thing, even though she was right. She had been using a small tub that she had to drag into her cramped cabin for privacy whenever she wanted to bathe, so the idea of laying out in a big bath sounded like Heaven. “I’d enjoy being able to use a full sized tub … but I don’t want to put you to any …”

“I thought you’d say that,” Regina interrupted. “So I’ve had Mabel heating water for hours.” They went inside and through to the living room. “You must be parched, so I’ll ring for tea to be served. Monty will take your bag up to one of the front guest rooms.” She turned to look over her shoulder. “Won’t you, dear?”

“Yes, mother,” Monty said, becoming resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to have Francesca all to himself for quite a few hours.

“The shearers are here at the moment, so it’s a busy time, but it will be a good opportunity for you to see how things work. Frederick is down at the sheds, but he’ll be back before dinner. Speaking of dinner, I’ve had Mabel prepare her specialty, roast lamb with mint jelly. It’s absolutely delicious.”

Francesca could smell the lamb cooking and her mouth watered, but she was quite overwhelmed by how welcome she was being made to feel. She’d expected slightly more warmth than her last visit, because Monty had claimed it was his mother’s idea to invite her for the weekend. But in all honesty, she’d been surprised that Regina Radcliffe had been ready to welcome her with open arms, especially as she’d put her firmly in her place on the last visit. Francesca also couldn’t put from her mind what her father had said about class distinction and the possibility of an arranged marriage for Monty.

After tea, Regina took Francesca upstairs to her room. Like the rooms downstairs, the guest room was of generous proportions, but Francesca’s mouth fell open in awe when Regina led her out onto the balcony through French doors. She couldn’t hold back from gasping at the view because she could see miles of the river. “Do you mind if I sleep out here?” she joked. She walked to the side balcony, where she could see the length of the drive-way and miles of rolling hills.

“It is a spectacular view,” Regina said. “I suppose I am guilty of taking it for granted.” She went inside again, and Francesca reluctantly followed.

“I hope you’ll find this room comfortable,” Regina said.

“The bed looks fit for royalty,” Francesca replied, thinking it was as big as her cabin on the Marylou. The four posts had wine coloured velvet curtains tied to them with a fringed cord, and the overhead canopy was draped with mosquito netting.

“It’s not quite as large as mine, but it is soft. If you leave the doors open to the balcony, you’ll get a lovely breeze in, but it might be a bit cool tonight.” Walking to another door, Regina said, “Through here is an annex room for bathing. Amos should have filled your bath by now.”

Francesca couldn’t believe there was a separate room just for bathing. “Amos?”

“Oh, dear, I should have warned you … if you see a strange man around the corridors, and he does look rather frightening until you get used to him, it’s just Amos Compton. He’s as big as an ox, but it’s his strength we need. He does any lifting Mabel might require, like bringing supplies from the store or carrying bath water upstairs, but he mostly lifts Frederick in and out of his wheel chair. Frederick can’t get into the bath, his bed or carriage by himself.”

“I see,” Francesca said, mentally visualizing a huge man with Frederick Radcliffe in his arms. She couldn’t help feeling it must be very indignant for Frederick.

Regina took Francesca down a short, narrow passageway into a small room. There was a claw-foot bath in the middle, and it was more than half full of steaming water. A chair stood in one corner and there was a small cupboard in another, with towels and soap on it.

Regina put her fingers into the bath water. “It’s nice and hot, so I’ll leave you to bathe before it gets cold,” she said. “Soak for as long as you like. We usually dress for dinner, so I have selected some lovely gowns for you to try on.”

Francesca didn’t know whether to be pleased or offended, and it showed in her features.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Regina said smiling kindly, “but as I don’t … have a daughter, it’s a special treat for me to be able to dress a lovely young woman like you.” She didn’t want to be too blunt and say that one day Monty hoped to marry her, which meant she’d be a Radcliffe, and she’d have standards to live up to. That could wait for another time.

Put so nicely, Francesca could hardly be offended. “Not at all,” she said. “It is very kind of you.”

By the time Francesca had finished bathing, Regina had laid several beautiful gowns on her bed. Fran was admiring them when Regina came into her room, carrying three more.

“Oh, there you are,” she said. “Did you enjoy your bath?”

“It was divine,” Francesca said sighing. She’d never felt so relaxed. “I must be imagining things because I was sure the water smelt like … roses.”

“That is because I had Mabel add a few drops of my rose-water to your bath. Apart from leaving your skin fragrant … it will make you feel so … feminine. It’s a habit you should get into, because it’s the small things that will set you apart from the rest. Now, what do you think of these gowns?”

Set me apart from the rest … Francesca was flabbergasted that Regina would say such a thing. She didn’t know what to think. “They’re … all … so lovely. I wouldn’t know which one to choose.”

Regina carefully placed the gowns in her arms on the bed. “Try this one first,” she said. “It’s one of my favourites.” Selecting a gown, she carefully laid it over the top of a screen which stood in one corner, and then went to choose a second while Francesca slipped behind the screen and removed the robe she was wearing. She stepped into the gown and put her arms in the leg-of-mutton sleeves. The bodice was black velvet, but the skirt had four white panels. The black was trimmed with white piping, and the white panels were trimmed with black. Overall, the effect was striking. Once she’d done up the fasteners, Francesca came out from behind the screen to look in the full length mirror, which was standing in the corner. “It’s beautiful,” she said admiring herself from all angles. “And it fits me perfectly.”

“It suits you,” Regina said, a little taken back by how much Francesca looked like she did twenty years ago. It was uncanny, but she felt vindicated in her belief that with her help, the girl would one day do the family proud. “You have a lovely figure, but you must be disciplined all your life if you want to keep it.”

Francesca was dumbfounded. She ate whatever she liked, and never gained weight. But she was stunned that Regina was impolitely suggesting she might.

Standing beside Francesca, Regina corrected her posture by pulling her shoulders back and then gathered her hair, twisting it into a bun. “You mustn’t leave your hair loose because it makes you appear undisciplined, and one must always look disciplined.” Regina stood surveying Francesca with her lips pursed. “You’d look quite elegant with it up or braided, so that is something we must remember.”

Francesca had the sense of being in a strict finishing school for young ladies. The wealthier girls at Pembroke had told her all about such schools, as some had older sisters who had been sent there when they’d finished their studies. She’d been told they were torturous, and as she imagined lots of Regina’s, all pulling, pushing and criticizing her, she could quite believe it.

Francesca tried on several more of the gowns, each just as fetching as the last. She loved one that was turquoise, and another that was red and blue velvet, but one that stood out was white lace that had been threaded with pale blue ribbon.

“All of the gowns are so lovely, which makes it difficult to choose, but I think I like the white gown best.” Francesca’s voice had risen slightly to sound shrill because she was so excited at the prospect of wearing such a lovely gown. “It’s so … glamorous,” she cried.

“The dress is nothing if the woman wearing it doesn’t carry it just right. Chin up, shoulders back, and never be loud. It’s so unbecoming.”

Francesca flinched. Several times Regina had corrected her speech and posture in a critical manner. She was beginning to feel that she couldn’t act naturally or be herself.

“You must try this one,” Regina said, hanging a two piece ensemble over the screen while Francesca took the white gown off. She would have been quite happy to wear the white gown to dinner, but she didn’t want to disappoint Regina by refusing to try on anymore, even though she was more convinced than ever that she was being groomed. She could only wonder how many other girls Monty had brought home to be put through the same process, and how they coped. Obviously they hadn’t measured up, or she wouldn’t be here taking Regina’s criticism and on the receiving end of hints on how to stand apart from the rest.

The skirt of the navy silk suit opened out into one large piece of material. It had several fasteners along the band, so Francesca was having difficulty figuring out exactly how it did up.

“Is something wrong?” Regina asked when she hadn’t appeared after several minutes.

Francesca was embarrassed to admit the truth. It made her feel even less sophisticated than she already did. “I’m … not sure how this goes,” she said fiddling with the fasteners.

“It’s a wrap around skirt, and it does up on the left side,” Regina said, a hint of irritation in her voice. “Let me show you.” Regina stepped behind the screen and took the skirt from Francesca and threw it around her waist while she looked for the hooks to fasten it. While doing so, she caught a glimpse of Francesca’s left thigh, and her birth mark. Her hand froze in mid action and the skirt slipped through her fingers, to the floor.

Francesca bent and picked it up. “Can’t you do it either?” she asked.

“What?” Regina glared at her. “Oh … yes.” She took the skirt again. “That’s an … unusual birthmark,” she stammered, her gaze fixed on it.

Francesca noticed how pale she had become and that her hands had begun to shake. “Yes, it is. Are you all right, Mrs. Radcliffe?”

“I … I do feel a bit … dizzy. I must … sit down for a moment.” Her legs were shaking so much she barely made it to the bed, but when she did, she flopped down. Francesca wrapped herself in a robe and followed her.

“Should I call Monty?” Francesca asked, but it seemed Regina didn’t hear her. She didn’t say anything for a few moments. She just stared into space with glassy eyes.

“Can I get you a drink of water?” Francesca asked her, becoming quite worried.

Regina slowly turned to look at her, her gaze running over her features. She thought of how alike they were. Both had dark hair and blue eyes, and the same heart shaped face. She thought about how they both liked bookkeeping. How many women liked bookkeeping? She also remembered that Francesca had said she was born on the river. But surely it was all a coincidence. It had to be. “May I … see that mark on your thigh again?” She had to see it again … to examine it closely. “It’s … so unusual.”

Perplexed by her interest, Francesca showed her the mark, and Regina scrutinized it carefully, running her finger over it.

“My mother named me Francesca Starr because the mark is shaped like a star,” Francesca said, her pride tinged with sadness.

It was an almost perfect five point star, Regina noted. Surely there couldn’t be two like it. Even so, she couldn’t stop herself rationalizing. The night her baby had been born, she had only seen the birthmark in the moonlight, and only for a very brief time, but she was sure it had been on the left upper thigh. She tried to tell herself she could be mistaken about the shape, after all, it had been so tiny, but she knew in her heart that she was not. The birthmark was distinctive, but it was just too incredible to think that her baby was now grown up … and sitting beside her.

“When … is your birthday?” Regina asked in a voice barely above a whisper. As she waited for the reply, she struggled to get a breath and prayed Francesca would say any day … other than October, 3rd.

Francesca thought it was an odd question, but for some strange reason it seemed to matter to Regina. “October 3rd. Why do you ask?”

Regina made a strangled, whimpering sound. Still holding a vestige of hope, she asked, “What … year?” Monty had said she was young, but he hadn’t given her age. Her child would now be … seventeen.

“What has this to do …?”

“What year?” Regina asked more insistently. It took all her strength not to become hysterical.

“1866, but please tell me why you want to know?”

“Oh, God!” Regina buried her face in her hands before she jumped to her feet, and rushed from the room.

Baffled, Francesca followed her to the bedroom door, but Regina fled across the hall to her own room and slammed the door behind her. Francesca heard the lock being turned. Not knowing what to do, she quickly dressed herself and went downstairs to find Monty.

Francesca was half way down the stairs, when she caught a glimpse of Monty in the living room. He was reading a paper. “There’s something wrong with your mother,” she called, hurriedly taking the last few steps. She’d spoken before she realized that Frederick was also in the room.

“What do you mean?” Monty said in concern.

“Is she ill?” Frederick asked, pushing his wheelchair towards her.

“I’m not sure. We were in my room. I was trying on gowns, when suddenly she went very pale … and rushed to her room.”

“I’ll go up, father,” Monty said. He dropped his paper and took the stairs two at a time.

“I’ll ask Mabel to take Regina some water,” Frederick said.

While he was gone, Francesca paced up and down. She was confused by Regina’s behaviour and worried about her. One minute she’d been fine, and the next … And what was all that about her birthmark and birth date? Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Frederick’s wheel chair crossing the floor as he came back into the room. At the same time Mabel appeared with a water pitcher and a glass, and Monty came down the stairs.

“What’s wrong with your mother?” Frederick asked.

“She says she’s fine. She claims she just had a dizzy spell and she’s going to lie down for a while.”

“Do you think we should call a doctor?” Frederick asked.

“I suggested it, but mother insists she’ll soon feel better. Take the water up, Mabel,” Monty said, and the housekeeper hurried up the stairs.

“Did she … say anything … about me?” Francesca asked.

“Not a word. I’m sure she’ll be all right,” Monty added, taking Francesca’s arm. “I don’t think it’s anything serious.”

Francesca wondered if she had done something that had upset Regina. She couldn’t help thinking that she despaired that she’d never be the lady she hoped.

Regina refused to come down for dinner, and she did not appear for the rest of the evening. Francesca, Monty and Frederick spent hours talking about all sorts of things, but it was clear that Monty and Frederick were worried, especially as Regina had refused a dinner tray and roast lamb was her favourite meal. Also, Francesca wasn’t to know that it was so out of character for Regina not to come down if they had a guest. She was proud of her hostess skills and she liked to take control of any social gatherings at the house.

Monty went to check on his mother, twice, but she refused to open the door the first time, and the second time, she didn’t answer his knock on the door, so he assumed she had fallen asleep. He’d been so concerned that he tried her balcony door, but found it locked, which caused him to worry all the more.

Francesca could see how upset Monty and Frederick were, so she knew Regina’s behaviour was unusual. She could only assume it was somehow her fault that Regina became dizzy. Perhaps she had taken too long to try on the gowns, and it had been too much for her.

When Frederick retired, Monty and Francesca changed into more casual clothes and went for a walk in the direction of the river. There was no wind, so it wasn’t too cool, and the stars and moon were bright enough for them to see kangaroos grazing. Monty carried a lantern because he said they had to be careful where they stepped, as the cattle had been in the pasture they were crossing for most of the week. At first Francesca thought he was fussing on her behalf, but she soon realized he wasn’t comfortable himself. He had given her a pair of Regina’s gum boots to wear, and he had put his own on, so she thought it hardly mattered if they stepped in cow manure. After teasing him about being too particular, he saw the light-hearted side of things and laughed.

“How can someone who lives on a cattle property not be used to stepping in cow manure?” Francesca said.

Monty looked discomfited. “I never actually handle the cattle and sheep, Francesca. While father usually purchases our breeding stock, I organize the cattle auctions and find the buyers for our wool. I also do most of the running around in relation to our businesses in town.”

Francesca had to admit that Monty did not have a laborer’s hands, and she really couldn’t imagine him astride a horse, roping a cow or rounding up sheep. He was too dapper. She wondered how Frederick felt about his son, because they were entirely different people.

“You’re absolutely incredible, Francesca,” Monty said. “You are just as at ease in a stunning gown as you are in gum boots in a pasture full of cow dung, but more importantly, you’re good for me.” He put his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I feel like I have been waiting for you all my life.”

Francesca was flattered and again experienced that warm, comfortable feeling that she always had when in Monty’s company. It was a stark contrast to how she felt whenever she was in Neal Mason’s company, - which was usually tense and emotional. Thinking of Neal, she had to push thoughts of how wonderful she felt when he kissed her, to the back of her mind.

The next day, Regina still refused to come down. She hadn’t slept at all, and she couldn’t face Francesca, not without giving herself away. She had spent the entire night trying to figure out how she was going to tell Monty that the girl he intended to marry … was his half sister. She just couldn’t believe that the tiny baby she had set adrift on the river all those years ago, was at that very moment, in her house, and looking upon Monty as a potential husband. It seemed impossible – incredible, and the most unimaginable tragic twist of fate.

After hours of agonizing that her world was about to blow up in her face, Regina finally came to the only conclusion possible. She couldn’t tell Monty or Frederick that Francesca was her daughter. She couldn’t risk losing their love, the life she shared with them, or her home and reputation. They were all too important to her. And she certainly couldn’t risk telling Francesca the truth. She’d want a relationship of some kind with her, and that was simply out of the question. There was only one course of action she could take, and that was to break Monty and Francesca apart. And it had to be final and swift, before anything of an intimate nature happened between them. She had watched them the evening before walking away from the house from her balcony, and witnessed Monty pulling Francesca close. It had made her physically ill … and it couldn’t go on.

When Regina thought about Frederick finding out the truth, a chilling fear ran through her, and she shuddered. Frederick was a loving, compassionate man, but one thing she had learned over the years, was that he was not a forgiving man when it came to betrayal, and she had betrayed him in the worst possible way. He would never understand that she had been lonely … and weak … or that while he’d been away for months, droving cattle hundreds of miles and building an empire, she’d been in her lover’s arms. He might even remember that he had returned to find her supposedly too ill to share his bed, and that she’d avoided him for a month, until he went away again, so that he wouldn’t know she was with child. Pretending the baby was his was not even a consideration because he’d been gone for too long.

Regina had given birth on the riverbank … alone and terrified … just three short days before Frederick was due home. Believing she had absolutely no choice, she had made the decision that she and her baby would never know one another, and not even a pitiful whimper from the newborn had swayed her sympathies. Now she knew her baby’s name … . Francesca, but she held firm with the same dispassionate resolve. Her conception and birth had been a terrible mistake, - a mistake that not even the baby’s father knew about. She’d never allowed herself the slightest doubt that setting Francesca off on what could have been a perilous course down river had been the wrong thing to do. At the time, she’d vowed she would take her secret to the grave, and nothing had changed.

Seventeen years ago Regina had been so desperate and afraid, that she had actually contemplated drowning the baby after birth, but when her labour had started, she’d changed her mind and taken a small tub with her to the river. Her decision had nothing to do with motherly instincts. She felt that allowing the river to carry the child downstream was somehow putting the baby’s life in the hands of God, and therefore absolving her from any wrongdoing.

The cattle were being mustered on Derby Downs so Regina had to go several miles up stream to give birth, so that she wouldn’t be seen. She’d believed the baby would float miles away during the night, and be rescued by someone working on the river the next day. But incredibly, Mary and Joe Callaghan must have rescued the baby almost as soon as she was put in the river.

“I must stop Monty seeing Francesca,” she told herself over and over. She felt tormented that Monty’s heart had to be broken, but that was better than one day discovering the girl he hoped to make his wife was his half-sister.

For hours, Regina agonized about how she would go about tainting Francesca’s reputation in Monty’s eyes. He was such a loyal soul, but he had something of his father’s character. He wouldn’t be able to forgive an indiscretion and he would never marry someone with questionable morals. Regina had eyes and ears everywhere, so she already knew that Francesca had been seen talking to a prostitute on the wharf, a woman named Lizzie Spender. She had intended to tell her that talking to a harlot was not appropriate or acceptable for someone dating a prominent member of the community, no matter how innocent it was. Now she could use it to her advantage. If a certain light was cast over the encounter, it could be made to look questionable. But Regina had to go a step further. She planned to meet secretly with this Spender woman and encourage her to foster a friendship between herself and Francesca. And if she could be persuaded by a generous amount of money exchanging hands, Regina wanted her to spread rumours about Francesca’s character. If Francesca’s reputation was not spotless, she was sure Monty would soon look elsewhere for the future mother of his children. If this plan failed, there was always Neal Mason. Regina was sure it wouldn’t take much to convince Monty that something indiscreet was going on between Francesca and a man with Neal Mason’s reputation. Especially if Monty was right, and Neal Mason was in love with Francesca. She felt no remorse for ruining Francesca’s life. As far as Regina was concerned, Francesca was a reminder of a past mistake, which was something she didn’t want or need. She would do anything to protect her family, especially Monty.

“Do you think your mother will come down before I leave?” Francesca asked Monty. They’d had an early breakfast and Monty had taken her to the shearing sheds to watch the shearers at work. Both had expected to see Regina upon their return. Francesca wanted to say goodbye and thank her for her hospitality.

“I don’t know,” Monty said, perplexed by his mother’s behaviour.

“May I go up and speak to her?” Francesca asked.

“Yes, of course. I’m sure she would appreciate that,” Monty said.

Francesca knocked on Regina’s door, but there was no answer.

“I’m leaving, Mrs. Radcliffe,” she called. “I just wanted to thank you for inviting me to stay on Derby Downs. I had a lovely time. I’m sorry you are not well, but I hope to see you again, soon.” Francesca wanted to say much more, to ask if she had done something wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Perhaps she could have said something face to face, but not through a door. She waited for a reply, or some acknowledgement that she’d been heard, but Regina was silent. “Goodbye,” she said, and went back downstairs.

Listening to Francesca, Regina felt sick to her stomach. She’d never in her worst nightmares imagined her past sins would catch up with her. She’d believed the moment she set that tub afloat with her baby in it, that she’d never see her again. Now all she could do was pray that Francesca would be driven away by the trouble she intended to cause her, perhaps back to Melbourne, - anywhere, as long as it was far away from Monty. While she stayed in Echuca, she represented a terrible danger to her family.

“Did you speak to mother?” Monty asked, thinking she had been quick.

“No. Perhaps she was asleep.”

Monty could see that Francesca was upset. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll see her again soon and I’ll tell her you said goodbye.”

“It was lovely having you,” Frederick said. “I hope you come again, soon.”

“I’ve enjoyed myself immensely,” Francesca replied, relieved that neither Monty nor Frederick blamed her for Regina’s sudden ill state of health.

Francesca went down the steps to Monty’s waiting carriage. While he put her bag in the luggage compartment, she glanced up and was startled to see Regina standing on the balcony, looking down at her. Happy to see her, Francesca smiled, but Regina’s features remained heartlessly impassive, and then she turned away.

Francesca didn’t know what to think. It was obvious Regina was displeased with her about something, but what? What had she done that had upset her so much? And why had Regina been so curious about her birthmark and birth date? These thoughts had been running through her mind nearly all night, but she couldn’t think of one plausible explanation.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

[image: Image]

Lizzie Spender made her way along the riverbank, towards the wreck of the P.S. Platypus. Up ahead she could see the gloomy, shadowy bulk in the slowly falling darkness, and a flicker of light through a broken cabin window. She stopped and glanced around apprehensively, pulling her shawl tightly around her shoulders. It wasn’t cold, but she was shivering in trepidation.

Lizzie stared at the derelict boat in two minds about what to do. She couldn’t help feeling uneasy because she never knew what was waiting for her when she agreed to meet a customer in an isolated place. In fact, it was something she rarely did. Not much surprised her anymore when it came to men. Less than a handful were gentlemen who treated her kindly. Most were just pigs as far as she was concerned, but it was the strange and weird types, the one’s that would ask to meet her in a lonely place, that were the most frightening. If it hadn’t been for the large sum of money promised, she wouldn’t have come at all.

Strangely enough, it was the amount of money offered that made Lizzie suspicious. She’d received a message, which read more like a command, instructing her to be at the ‘Platypus’ at seven o’clock. She knew she was late, but something told her all was not right. Many prostitutes had met ill fates by not listening to their instincts. It was all they had to go on, so being ‘in tune’ could mean the difference between life and death.

Continuing on, Lizzie had to watch every step she took because some of the enormous gnarled roots of the older river gums protruded from the sandy ground like giant fingers that anchored them to the bank. Two years earlier ‘Brownie’ Wilson had left the ‘Platypus’ to rot on a sandbar that resembled a small ‘beach’ because she needed repairs that he couldn’t afford. He took work as a laborer on the wharf to try and raise the money, but was again hit with misfortune when he was injured in a crane mishap that left him with a broken leg and unable to work for weeks. Silas Hepburn offered him a loan, but Brownie had seen what had happened to other men who had accepted his offer, so he declined. Silas was furious and saw to it that when Brownie was finally fit for work, he couldn’t get a job anywhere on the Murray. He had little choice but to head for Ballarat to work with a brother in his mine. He vowed to be back in a month or so, but never returned. All sorts of rumours abounded, but no one knew for certain what had happened to him.

Abandoned, the Platypus became a roost for birds and a playhouse for boisterous children, but this particular night, she was the clandestine meeting place for Lizzie and a customer.

Lizzie was about to change her mind, and flee, when she heard someone call her name. She was startled because the voice was feminine. She went closer to the Platypus, and could just make out the silhouette of a woman in the open doorway of a cabin.

“Please come aboard, Miss Spender,” the woman called.

The woman’s cultured voice took Lizzie by surprise. “Look, if your husband is coming to me … you’ll have to sort it out with ‘im,” she called back. “I don’t ask any questions …”

“My husband is not one of your customers,” the woman said, a touch of disgust making her voice harsh.

Her tone did not surprise Lizzie. She was often vilified by women who suspected their husbands were paying for her services. “Then what do you want?”

“Please come aboard … and I will tell you.” The woman attempted to sound genial, but Lizzie caught the impatience in her voice. It was also obvious the woman didn’t want to be seen with her, because she wouldn’t come out into the open.

Still apprehensive, Lizzie called, “Are you alone?” She’d learnt the hard way not to underestimate people, and she had the scars, emotional and physical, to prove it.

“My driver is waiting up on the road.”

Lizzie sensed the woman was telling the truth, and her curiosity was aroused, so she went aboard the P.S. Platypus, reminding herself to keep her wits about her and her back to the wall.

There was one single candle burning in the filthy cabin. It had been placed in a corner, so Lizzie assumed the woman had brought it with her. It gave off enough light for Lizzie to recognize Regina Radcliffe, one of Echuca’s most prominent citizens.

“What’s all this about?” Lizzie asked from the doorway. She had absolutely no idea what Regina Radcliffe would want with her.

Regina came straight to the point. “I believe you know a girl called Francesca Callaghan.”

Lizzie was startled. “I know of a Francesca … her father owns the Marylou, but we’re not acquainted.” She wanted to spare Francesca’s reputation.

“Don’t be coy, Miss Spender. Francesca was seen speaking to you the other evening on the wharf.” Regina noted the surprise in Lizzie’s tired features with some satisfaction.

“She only passed the time of day … that’s the sort of girl she is, right friendly … even with the likes of me.”

“I’m glad she’s sociable with you, because I want you to foster a friendship with her.”

“A friendship! You can’t be serious.”

“I’m deadly serious.”

“But … why would you want something like that?”

“Never mind why,” Regina snapped, no longer able to hide her feelings. “I want her reputation ruined, and you are just the person to do it.” Regina expected Lizzie to look hurt … or indignant, but instead her expression became almost smug, which confused her.

“I don’t think that is a good idea,” Lizzie said, pulling her shawl tightly around her shoulders as she tried not to smirk.

Regina was displeased by her attitude. “It doesn’t matter what you think. I’ll pay you well to do my bidding.”

“And I’d take your money gladly, but you’d be wasting it,” Lizzie said with a degree of satisfaction. She was tired of being looked down upon by those that thought they were better than her, those that hadn’t suffered the life she had. “One of Echuca’s most powerful men is plannin’ on marryin’ Francesca.”

Regina was appalled that Monty’s plans were already common knowledge. “I think that is premature, Miss Spender, but nevertheless, I’m not pleased. My son could do a lot better than a river boat captain’s daughter.”

Snotty nosed cow, Lizzie thought. “I wasn’t referrin’ to your son.”

It was Regina’s turn to look shocked. “Then … who are you referring to?”

“Silas Hepburn.” Silas had told her of his plans, not that she was interested, or surprised that he had his eye on a young girl. She detested him, but when he’d had a quart of rum, he talked, talked and talked. Although she could usually scream with frustration, listening to him rabble on … was better than having him climb upon her or beat her.

Regina reeled. Even in the dim light, Lizzie thought she was going to faint.

“He … can’t …” Regina bent forward, with her hands over her face. “Oh, God, no. When will this nightmare end?”

Lizzie didn’t know what to do. She looked at Regina in bewilderment. She couldn’t tell whether she was sickened by the thought of Silas marrying Francesca, or brokenhearted. Either way, she didn’t understand her reaction.

“What does it matter to you if … Silas … marries Francesca?” Lizzie whispered.

Regina made a noise that was something akin to a muffled, choking sound. “He can’t marry …” Her voice trailed off as she doubled over, clutching her stomach, but it sounded as if she whispered the words, “his daughter.”

Lizzie was sure she must have heard incorrectly. Joe Callaghan was Francesca’s father. Had Regina Radcliffe lost her mind?

Pushing Lizzie aside, Regina stumbled from the cabin almost hysterical. She disappeared into the twilight, calling for Claude. Lizzie heard the rumble of carriage wheels on high ground, where there was a rough road, and then the shadowy bulk of the carriage seemed to appear from nowhere. Lizzie couldn’t see clearly from that distance, but she assumed Regina must have clambered in, because the carriage rolled away.

“What a strange woman,” Lizzie said aloud, “and she didn’t even pay me.” Lizzie had long ago realized that members of high society could behave in a most bizarre fashion. She turned to blow out the candle and caught sight of something glistening on the floor. Bending to pick it up, she discovered it was a bracelet. She assumed it had fallen from Regina’s wrist as she writhed in mental anguish.

“This is pretty,” she said aloud. She hung it over her wrist, admiring the glittering stones set in gold. Thoughts of returning the bracelet ran through her mind, briefly, but she wondered if for once good fortune was smiling upon her. “I’m sure Mrs. Radcliffe has plenty of jewelry. She won’t miss one small bracelet, and it’s better than a few dollars.” Smiling to herself, Lizzie set off for town.

At the same time, Francesca was sitting on the back of the boat with Ned, who was fishing. Joe had retired in the late afternoon to nap, and hadn’t yet woken. It was twilight, and the water reflected the blazing pink sky that was streaked with shades of mauve and yellow on the far horizon. The mirrored images of the giant river gums rippled ever so slightly on the surface of the water that flowed sleepily past the boat. It was a quiet time of day. The galahs and cockatoos had come down from the tree branches to drink from the shallow edges of the water, while the pelicans and herons fished for freshwater catfish, bony bream or callop, watched by a kite circling overhead.

“You haven’t said much about your stay on Derby Downs,” Ned said. “Didn’t you enjoy yourself?”

“Yes,” Francesca said thoughtfully. She couldn’t stop thinking about Regina, and the way she had looked at her from the balcony. It was haunting her.

Frowning, Ned lifted the brim of his hat, which was trimmed with fishing hooks and his own peculiarly fashioned but effective lures, and turned to look at her. “You don’t seem too sure.”

“I’m sorry, Ned. Something strange happened … and I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“Strange?” Ned was immediately alert. “What do you mean?”

Francesca glanced at him. It occurred to her that it might help to get someone else’s point of view. She had wanted to talk to Monty about it, but feared he’d brush off her concerns by telling her she was imaging things.

“Didn’t Monty’s parents make you welcome, Frannie?” Ned asked, barely restraining his emotions. If they hurt her … so help me … 

Francesca caught the protectiveness in his tone. “Yes, they did, Ned. In fact, Regina Radcliffe greeted me warmly, and Frederick hasn’t been anything other than polite and gracious …”

“Then … what happened?”

“I was upstairs with Regina, trying on gowns, when she saw the birthmark on my upper thigh. She started shaking … and had to sit down. She wanted to see it again, and then she asked when my birthday was, and what year I was born. It was all very bizarre.”

Ned’s heart began to race and he had to turn away for fear Francesca would see the panic in his features. He’d never imagined this day would come, but now it had, and he didn’t have a clue what to do.

“She ran to her room and locked herself in,” Francesca added. “I didn’t see her again until I was leaving.”

“Did she … say something to you?” Ned asked, fear almost choking him.

“No. I was getting into Monty’s carriage, when I happened to look up, and she was on the balcony. When I smiled up at her, she had this … odd look in her eyes, and then she turned away. I just don’t understand it. I wish I knew what I had done to upset her.”

Ned stared into the river. A fish tugged on his line, but it barely registered because his mind was racing. What could Regina Radcliffe know about Francesca’s birthmark? Could she know Fran’s real mother? Surely it wasn’t possible.

Joe, Mary and Ned had made a pact on the night they found Francesca. After discussing it at length, they decided Francesca should never know the truth … because it was so awful. Mary thought it was better for her to believe she was born into a loving home, with two parents who wanted her more than anything in the world, and Ned and Joe agreed. Ned was now gripped with fear that Regina Radcliffe was going to say something to Francesca. He didn’t want her to find out the truth from a stranger, and yet it wasn’t his place to tell her the shocking circumstances of her birth. That was Joe’s decision.

“What do you suppose made Regina act that way?” Francesca asked Ned.

“I … don’t know,” Ned said carefully. “Rich folk can be peculiar sometimes, Frannie girl. If I was you, I’d keep away from her … at least for awhile.” He needed time to talk to Joe.

“Maybe you are right, Ned. Do you think I should say something to Monty?”

“No,” Ned snapped.

Francesca looked at him in alarm.

“He’d defend his mother, Frannie girl,” Ned said, fighting to keep the panic from his tone. “It’s only natural.”

“That’s what I thought,” Francesca said, leaning on his shoulder like she had done when she was little. She wondered if she’d ever get the opportunity to talk to Regina about it.

Silas Hepburn was feeling particularly ill-tempered this evening, as he went into Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard. Joe Callaghan had made a repayment on his loan on Friday night, something he hadn’t expected. He’d paid the interest only, but even so, Silas was livid. When he’d tried to find out where Joe was working, nobody could tell him. But he was determined, and sure Ezra was a good place to start.

Ezra was disappointed to see Silas, and angry that he had returned to his yard. If he wanted any more favours, he’d be disappointed.

Dispensing with formalities, Ezra said, “I’m busy, Silas, so unless you want a steamer built, I’ll bid you good day.” He turned to walk away.

“Not so fast, Ezra. Joe Callaghan is working … and I want you to tell me who he’s working for.”

“How would I know?” Ezra said, his eyes narrowing with determination. No matter what Silas said, or what he threatened, he had no intention of divulging anything. A man could only stretch his ethics so far.

Silas glared at him in an intimidating fashion. “I saw you talking to Joe on the wharf more than a week ago.”

“So what?” Ezra said a little shakily. Even though he was trying to be brave, Silas still made him nervous. “I’ll … pass the time of day with whomever I like.”

“Did you give him any leads about where to find work?”

“I merely asked how he was getting on. There’s no law against that.”

“You are not a very good liar, Ezra,” Silas said. He sensed Ezra wasn’t going to tell him anything, but that wouldn’t stop him finding out who Joe was working for. He already had it in mind to have Mike Finnion follow him in the P.S. Curlew, when he left the wharf on Monday morning. Silas owned the Curlew, which meant he’d lose money, but if that was what it took to find out where Joe was going in the Marylou, then so be it.

“I did what you asked, so ask no more of me,” Ezra said. “Good evening!” He turned to walk away.

“You know I’ll find out,” Silas sneered. “If not from you … then someone else.”

Ezra turned to glare at him. “I feel bad enough for what I did to Joe. He’s a good man.”

Silas was unaffected by sentiment, and it showed in his callous features. As far as Ezra was concerned, the man had no conscience. “What are you after, Silas? What has Joe got … that you want? It can’t be the Marylou, because you own or have an interest in several steamers. So what is it?”

Silas’s grey eyes glinted and he puffed out his chest. “A man can never have too much money, but in this case, I’m after a very tasty morsel,” he said.

Ezra frowned in confusion, and then suddenly his eyes widened. “You can’t mean … you don’t mean, Francesca?”

One of Silas Hepburn’s brows lifted, and he smirked in a way that made Ezra want to vomit. Without another word, he turned and strolled out of the yard, swinging his walking cane and whistling. Ezra thought he was the most detestable man he had ever had the misfortune to meet. He knew if Francesca was his daughter, he’d feel like killing Silas.

Ned was walking along High Street when he happened to see Regina on the other side. He hadn’t yet had the opportunity to speak to Joe, who still was asleep, and he’d certainly like to know exactly what Regina knew before saying anything to add to his worries. As he watched Regina, he noted she looked distracted and upset, but he decided he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to speak to her, so he hurriedly crossed the street.

Regina was heading for the Bridge Hotel, to see Silas. She wasn’t going to own up to knowing his plans, but she wanted to discredit Francesca, and hopefully convince him the girl was of dubious character and that he should abandon his plans to marry her. Just the thought made Regina sick, and she had to stop and catch her breath, as she fought the bile rising in her throat.

Ned was about three yards from her when Regina caught site of him out of the corner of her eye, and a flicker of panic crossed her features.

With his heart racing, Ned reached her and spoke up. “Excuse me, Mrs. Radcliffe, may I have a word?”

Regina tried to pretend she hadn’t heard him, and turned to go into Gregory Pank’s Drapery Store.

“Mrs. Radcliffe,” Ned persisted. “I need to discuss an important matter …”

Regina stopped and half turned, glancing up and down the pavement to see if anyone was taking an interest in them. “What is it?” she hissed impatiently, having every intention of going about her business as soon as possible.

Ned had never held a conversation with her before, but he was still startled by Regina’s frigid demeanor. “I’m Ned Guilford … I work for Joe Callaghan …”

“I know who you are. What do you want? I have an appointment …”

“I won’t take a minute of your time.” Ned cleared his throat nervously. “Francesca … told me what happened on Derby Downs …”

Distressed, Regina interrupted. “What are you talking about?”

Ned suddenly had a moment of doubt that he was doing the right thing, but he forced it from his mind. He could tell by Regina’s aloof expression that she wasn’t going to make things easy for him, but for Fran’s sake, he had to speak up.

“She said … you were very interested in her … birth mark. I’m sorry, but I have to ask if you know something about it?” Ned thought Regina looked terrible. Her pallor was terrible and she looked like she’d been crying, but he was sure she paled further before his eyes.

“I don’t know … what you mean,” she said and went to walk off, but Ned took her arm, noticing she was trembling. Regina glanced at his hand on her arm, and gave him a scathing glare for touching her. My bracelet, she thought, noticing it wasn’t on her wrist. Where is it? Embarrassed, Ned withdrew his hand, but he was desperate to find out the truth. “I’m sorry to be rude … but I think you do. Francesca … doesn’t know anything about her … birth.”

A vivid picture of herself giving birth on the river bank flashed through Regina’s mind and she almost fainted. “And what makes you think I do?” she snapped breathlessly. Realizing the people passing were taking an interest, she fought to compose herself.

“Your attention to her birth mark,” Ned whispered. He knew he was taking a chance, but he had a hunch that Regina knew the truth. “You know that … Mary … wasn’t her mother, don’t you?” He noted that Regina didn’t look in the least surprised, so he felt vindicated in taking a gamble. “Do you know who her mother is? Was it one of your servants?”

Regina’s head went light. “Of course not. I know nothing about … her mother … but I suggest you never tell her about the circumstances surrounding her birth,” she said. “It’s not something she needs to know.”

Ned thought that was an odd thing to say. He agreed, but he couldn’t understand why she’d think Fran shouldn’t be told anything, especially as Regina claimed she didn’t know the truth. “I hadn’t intended to, but … I was afraid you would.”

“That is impossible.” Regina lifted her chin, more determined than ever that no one would ever discover that she’d had an affair with Silas Hepburn and set their offspring afloat on the river. She knew she’d slipped up when Lizzie Spender had told her about Silas. It had been a momentary lapse, because the idea of Silas wanting to … marry his own daughter had been so shocking, but she didn’t expect Lizzie had caught what she’d said, or understood, because she wasn’t very bright. “I admired her birth mark because … it’s unusual. I had one of my dizzy turns. Anything else Francesca claims happened … was her imagination. Excuse me.”

“Why did you ask when …?” Ned didn’t have the opportunity to finish because Regina hurried away. He’d been going to ask why she had wanted to know when Francesca had been born, and why she had looked at her the way she had from the balcony. He felt greatly dissatisfied with her explanation for her interest in Francesca’s birth mark and more worried than ever.

As Ned headed back to the boat he decided not to speak to Joe about what Regina had said to Francesca. He felt sure Regina wasn’t going to say anything, and he hoped Francesca wouldn’t say anything either, because Joe had enough problems with worrying about how he was going to pay back the loan he’d taken from Silas.

Regina found Silas in his office at the Bridge Hotel. For a moment she stood in the open doorway, watching him do paperwork, and shaking her head in utter bewilderment. They’d had a brief and foolish affair, something she’d regret all her life, but she couldn’t believe someone as loathsome as he was now could have fathered a daughter as beautiful as Francesca. She’d often imagined his daughter being something like him, and that had made it easier to put her from her mind. But Francesca was so like her … 

Eighteen years ago, when Silas had first come to town, she’d found him charming, but when she thought about it, as she had done a million guilty times, she concluded it was his drive and ambition that had appealed to her. She’d been despairingly lonely with Frederick gone for long periods of time on droves, and Silas had been ardent in his pursuit of her, so she’d given in to his attempts to woo her. Back then she’d found him ruggedly handsome, but as time passed and his ambition turned to ruthlessness, his evil character gradually sculpted the detestable man he was today.

Sensing he was being watched, Silas looked up. He was usually pleased to see Regina and egotistically oblivious to the fact that she had come to dislike him intensely over the years. “Good afternoon, Regina,” he said, his tone lacking the normal warmth he would have bestowed her with. It barely registered that she looked drawn and pale.

Regina was too focused on her purpose to notice his benign greeting. “I was in town … so I thought I’d stop by. I hope you don’t mind, Silas.”

Silas tried to push his annoyance with Ezra Pickering to the back of his mind. “Of course not. You know you are always welcome.” He didn’t add that she only ever stopped by if she wanted something, and as she was a very resourceful woman, that was a rarity. “Is something bothering you? Are you having a problem with one of your business concerns?”

“No. I’m a little distracted … Actually; I’m concerned about Monty …”

Taking more notice, Silas thought he’d never seen Regina looking so terrible. He concluded she must be in trouble. “What about Monty?”

“He’s seeing a girl, a paddle boat owner’s daughter …” Regina noted that Silas’s grey eyes had narrowed at the mere hint of Francesca.

“Are you displeased about that?” Silas asked, hoping for an affirmative answer. If Monty was out of the picture, and he would be if Regina disapproved of his interest in Francesca, it would make his pursuit of her so much easier.

“Of course. Wouldn’t you be unhappy if one of your offspring were dating someone beneath them?”

Silas did not answer. When it came to women, beauty, poise and a comely figure were more important than family background, but he didn’t expect a mother concerned about her son making a good match, would share his point of view.

“Not only is this Francesca … not worthy of Monty, but I have reason to believe she’s involved with another man,” Regina said, carefully watching Silas’s reaction.

Silas was dumbfounded. Regina noticed he lost all colour in his face and beads of perspiration began forming on his forehead.

“That’s why I’m here really,” Regina added. “I wanted to find out what you know about this man.”

“Who … is he?” Silas could barely keep the anger from his voice.

“Neal Mason. I believe he’s currently working aboard the Marylou. I don’t know him personally, of course, but he does have a reputation with the ladies. Monty has spoken to him, and he’s under the impression that he’s in love with Francesca. I told him not to worry, but she stayed with us on Derby Downs last weekend, and I got the impression she’s intimately involved with this man.”

Silas gasped and colour rushed into his fleshy face. He couldn’t believe Francesca would let something so private slip. “What … did she say?”

“It’s not so much what she said, it’s what she implied. You’d have to be a woman to understand. I believe she’s playing Monty for a fool. She’s obviously a scheming little gold digger. As far as I am concerned this Neal Mason can have her. Her type is certainly not fit to be with someone who has standing in the community. Unfortunately, Monty is smitten. I admit the girl is pretty … in a common sort of way, but he could do so much better. If he were to continue in a relationship with her, his own reputation would be tarnished, and the whole town would be laughing at him behind his back. No one has respect for a man who lets a pretty face turn his head, especially not if her name is sullied. I’m sure you agree, Silas. Maybe you could talk some sense into my son.”

Silas was at a loss for words. He hadn’t had a clue that Neal Mason was interested in Francesca, and cursed himself for a fool. As for Francesca being intimately involved with him, he was sure Regina must have the wrong end of the stick.

“Joe Callaghan would never allow Neal Mason to compromise his daughter … right under his nose. As much as I personally dislike Joe, I can’t deny he’s well respected on the river and he has the temper of a tyrant.”

Regina could hardly disagree. Joe Callaghan did have a temper, and she was sure he’d be very protective of Francesca, but she knew lovers could always find ways and means to be together if they really wanted to. “When a man wants a woman, he can be very resourceful,” she said. The words were no sooner out, when Regina realized that she would be reminding Silas of his own behaviour eighteen years ago, and she blushed.

Silas was indeed reminded of his persistence and resourcefulness when he’d been pursuing her, and he realized the sooner he came to an arrangement with Joe for Francesca’s hand, the better. That meant he had to force Joe into a corner.

“I’ll … talk to Monty,” he mumbled distractedly, quite obviously wanting Regina to leave him alone.

Regina was satisfied she had achieved her aim. “Thank you, Silas. Monty will listen to you because he respects you.” She wasn’t sure this was true, but she knew appealing to Silas Hepburn’s ego always got results.

Regina went to the door of his office and turned to look at him. She desperately wanted to blurt out, “she’s your daughter!” But self preservation held her back.

Silas was leaning on his elbows, his head in his hands. Regina knew she had given him much to think about. She hoped he’d talk to Monty and change his mind about Francesca, but she prayed neither of them would continue to pursue her. She couldn’t have Silas marry his own daughter, and she couldn’t tell him the truth, because if he knew, someone else was bound to find out.

Silas was despaired that a ‘ladies’ man like Neal Mason was interested in Francesca. He had to find a way to get rid of him, before Francesca fell for his charms, and many possibilities, some sinister, were running through his mind.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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It was late on Tuesday afternoon when Francesca steered the Marylou to their usual mooring place, near the Budgie Creek inlet. It was a very hot day, and they had just dropped a load of timber at O’Shaunnessey’s mill. Joe was in the wheelhouse with her. He’d been coaching her on some of the finer points she might need to go for her master’s certificate, as he thought she was just about ready, and he intended to book her in with the licensing panel in the next couple of weeks.

Francesca mopped perspiration from her forehead and neck. She felt drained, but not just from the heat. There was so much to remember in regards to getting her master’s certificate and with everything else on her mind, she was finding it hard to keep things straight in her head. “I think I’ll go for a swim,” she said.

Joe glanced at her, and she saw a flicker of contrasting emotions cross his features.

“Stay within sight of the boat,” he insisted. “The currents can be tricky.”

“I’ll be fine, dad,” Francesca replied wearily. She wasn’t in the mood for his over protectiveness. “I told you … I’m a good swimmer,” she added.

“That you might be,” Joe bit back, “but this river has claimed many good swimmers.”

Joe’s haunted expression made Francesca realize he’d never get over losing her mother the way he had, and that she had to indulge his worrying. She also acknowledged that she was irritable because working so closely with Neal Mason on a daily basis was taking its toll. She was barely on speaking terms with him, so you could cut the atmosphere aboard the Marylou with a blunt knife, but she knew it wasn’t fair to be cranky with her father.

“Perhaps I should go with you,” Joe suggested. He couldn’t bare the thought of anything happening to her.

“Don’t treat me like a child, dad. It’s so humiliating,” Francesca said in a tone softened by her sympathy for him. “I’ll be all right. I’m going up the bank a bit … for privacy, but I promise I’ll stay in the shallows.”

Joe knew Frannie was no longer a child, but he still found it very hard to treat her like an adult. They’d lived apart for so many years, so he hadn’t actually witnessed the transition from little girl to the young woman she was now. He certainly hadn’t had time to get used to it. “Mind you do stay near the bank … and watch out for snags. They can be treacherous.”

Francesca turned away and rolled her eyes, but she agreed she’d be careful as she climbed down the ladder from the wheelhouse.

Mike Finnion steered the Curlew alongside the Echuca wharf to find Silas Hepburn waiting for him.

“Well?” Silas said, even before he had tied up.

“He’s carting wood for Dolan O’Shaunnessey,” Mike said.

Silas Hepburn’s fleshy face turned carmine with anger. “I knew Ezra was lying to me,” he spat. “Did you see where Joe is getting the wood?” He wanted to look at every angle so that he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to make Joe’s life hell.

“He picks it up from the Moira Forest, near the eight hundred and fifty five mile tree, and takes it up to O’Shaunnessey’s at Thistle Bend. Yesterday and this morning, he dropped one full load and he tied up last night near the Budgie Creek inlet.”

Doing mental calculations, Silas worked out how much Joe was earning and how long it would take him to pick up a load and drop it off. “Good work, Finnion.” He rubbed his jaw in contemplation. Dolan O’Shaunnessey would not be intimidated by anything he said, so he had to handle the matter another way. Fortunately, he wasn’t short of ideas. “Can you fetch Zeb Critchley? I have a job for him.” Silas was also determined that Ezra Pickering would not get away with deceiving him. “And while you’re about it, Mike, tell ‘Matches Maloney’ that I want to see him.”

Mike looked alarmed. ‘Matches!’

“Be on about it quickly,” Silas rasped impatiently.

“Yes, Mr. Hepburn,” Mike said and jumped onto the wharf.

“Critchley will probably be in the Star, but you’ll likely find Matches over at Molly McGuire’s place. I’ll be waiting for them in the back room at the Steampacket.”

Mike knew that was where Silas held meetings that he wanted private. “Yes, sir, Mr. Hepburn,” he said, and headed off.

The river water felt heavenly against Francesca’s hot skin. She pushed out from the bank, reveling in the glorious coolness.

“Don’t go too far out,” she heard Joe call from the back of the boat when he glimpsed her in the water. She had gone about twenty yards up the river bank before getting into the water, so that Neal Mason wouldn’t see her in her costume. It was modest, but when Neal Mason looked at her with his dark, smoldering eyes, she felt as if she had been stripped bare to her soul.

“I won’t, dad,” she called back. The cool water, and being alone, eased her tension, allowing her the graciousness to humour him.

When Neal Mason came out on deck, he asked Joe where Francesca was. Although they avoided each other where possible in the confines of the boat, he always sensed where she was, so he had the feeling she wasn’t aboard.

“She’s … swimming,” Joe said, glancing in Francesca’s direction.

Neal followed the line of his gaze and saw her splashing in the water, in the shade of overhanging trees. “She’s got the right idea. It’s damned hot,” he mumbled. He’d been perspiring all day. They all had.

“I offered to go with her, but she wouldn’t hear of it,” Joe added.

Ned’s voice boomed from the engine room. “Joe! Will ya come down here a minute?” He’d been having problems with a sticky valve, and Joe knew from his tone that it had got him licked.

Joe felt torn. “Can you watch Francesca for me?” he asked Neal. “Just in case she gets into trouble.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t take yer eyes off her. She says she can swim, but she’s too slight to be very strong, so if the current gets her, she could be gone in seconds …”

“I’ll watch her, Joe. Don’t worry,” Neal assured him. But Joe was still hesitant. He knew he’d only feel better once she was back on dry land.

Neal knew how deadly the currents could be. He’d gotten into trouble himself more than once. If he’d been alone at the time, he knew he wouldn’t be standing on the deck of the Marylou now. “I’ll watch her, Joe. I swear I won’t let anything happen to her.”

Joe glanced at his daughter again. She was still in the shallows, so he went below.

Francesca glanced towards the Marylou, expecting to see her father on the bow of the boat, but it was Neal Mason watching her with his dark brooding gaze. She tried to ignore him, but it was impossible. Feeling self-conscious, she swam along the edge of the river, in the opposite direction to the boat, under the cover of overhanging trees. She went further and further, until the Marylou and Neal Mason were out of sight.

“Francesca!” she heard Neal shout.

She wanted to ignore him, but she knew he’d come looking for her. “I’m all right,” she called back, rolling her eyes and groaning. Holding on to a branch protruding from a dead tree in the water, she kicked her legs, splashing and laughing like a child. She was still in the shade of the trees, and enjoying feeling so cool after the heat of the day.

Neal heard her splashing, but he was not happy that he couldn’t see her. “Damn,” he muttered, climbing out of the boat onto the bank.

Turning, Francesca threw her arms out and kicked her legs, swimming away from the bank. She had gone about ten yards when Neal Mason caught sight of her and mumbled an oath under his breath. Sensing she should turn back, as the water was quite deep, Francesca turned and headed for the bank, and Neal sighed with relief.

As she neared the bank, Neal lost sight of Francesca again because of the curve of the riverbank. Suddenly something caught on one leg of her costume, down near her left calf. She felt it scratch her leg and then catch in the material of her costume. Panicking, she tried to kick out, but she couldn’t free herself, and her nose and mouth were barely above the surface of the water.

Neal Mason was worried because he couldn’t see Francesca. He called her, but there was no answer, so he ran along the bank. When he reached the trees, he clambered over the protruding roots, searching the edge of the river.

“Francesca! Francesca,” he called. The river bank curved slightly, so he couldn’t see up ahead, but when Francesca didn’t answer him, he became frantic.

Francesca took in as much air as she could and then bobbed her head under the water to try and free her costume from the snag. She tugged at it frantically, but the current pulled at her, making the effort twice as hard, and quickly sapping her energy. She surfaced again and took a gulp of air that was half water. Coughing and choking, she really began to panic. She kicked and pulled as hard as she could. It flashed through her mind that she could remove her costume, but she quickly realized that would be no use because the material was too tightly wound around the snag. Her frantic efforts to pull herself free had left her weak, and as she couldn’t get her head much above the water, she knew she could drown within minutes. Spluttering and coughing, she couldn’t get enough air to call for help. It took every ounce of will just to move her arms enough to keep her head up.

Neal Mason looked out across the surface of the water, and couldn’t see Francesca. His heart was pounding with fright, when suddenly he saw her head bob up in the water. He leapt from the bank and reached her within seconds. She was gulping water and choking. He tried to pull her towards the bank but quickly realized she was caught on something. Taking a deep breath, he dived below the surface. One of her legs was moving freely, but he could see the material of her costume was caught on a submerged tree branch. He reached for the pocket knife in his back pocket and began cutting at the material, until he freed her leg. Surfacing, he took her limp body in his arms and made for the river bank.

Francesca coughed up river water and collapsed on the bank, wearily.

“Are you all right?” Neal asked, bending over her as she gasped for air. He noted the scratch on her leg was nothing serious.

She nodded, and then flung her arms around his neck, resting her head on his shoulder while she cried with nervous exhaustion. “I … thought … I … was going … to die,” she wheezed.

He wrapped his arms around her tightly, sagging with relief. His heart was still pounding. “You’re all right now,” he assured her.

“If you … hadn’t found … me …”

“Sshh … I did find you. I’ll never let anything happen to you, Francesca. Never,” Neal whispered.

His words confused Francesca. He sounded as if he really cared for her … and yet by his own admission, he wasn’t the marrying kind and he didn’t want a family. She wondered what game he was playing. She pushed out of his arms and looked into his eyes. “Don’t say things like that unless you really mean it, Neal. It’s not fair to play with my feelings.”

“I do mean it, Francesca. I’d never let anything happen to you. Didn’t I just prove that?”

“You saved my life … yes, but that doesn’t give you the right to break my heart.”

Neal closed his eyes for a moment. “You are right. I can’t ever give you what you want … marriage and children, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care for you.” Neal could see Francesca was confused. He thought of Gwendolyn, and his obligations. “Some men just aren’t the marrying kind.”

Francesca scrambled to her feet. “I don’t understand you, and I doubt I ever will.” She was suddenly struck by clarity about her own feelings. Neal wouldn’t ever marry her, but that didn’t mean she didn’t care for him. She knew her feelings for him were very strong, and after coming so close to losing her life, she could admit it. She realized her feelings for him were also very different to what she felt for Montgomery Radcliffe. With Monty she felt warm and comfortable, but she was yet to experience any feelings of passion. Whenever she was around Neal she felt like her insides had been turned out. But what did it mean?

“Don’t tell my father what just happened, Neal. He’d never let me go swimming again.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and half turned away self-consciously. She knew she must look like a drowned rat.

“Only if you promise never to swim alone again, Francesca.”

She nodded in agreement. Now she knew why he father had been so worried. She turned to look over the river that flowed so peacefully past the bank. The calm surface belied the hidden dangers below, - hazardous snags and a deadly undertow.

As the Marylou approached O’Shaunnessey’s mill on Thursday morning, Joe thought the place looked unusually quiet. There was no steam rising from the chimney of the steam presses and no one moving about the yard. After they had tied up, he went ashore, telling Neal and Ned to stay behind until he found out what was going on. He was startled to find the place deserted, and the gates to the road locked. He couldn’t understand it.

Charlie Walsh, Dolan’s right hand man, came out of the office.

“What’s going on?” Joe asked him.

“Everybody’s been sent home because Dolan was hurt in a bad accident yesterday evening.”

Joe gasped in surprise. “What … happened?”

“He was walking past that pile of lumber,” he pointed behind Joe, “when it fell on him.” Joe turned to look at a pile of timber that he’d delivered the day before. It had been carefully stacked when he left it, but now it was spilled across the ground.

“It’s a miracle he wasn’t killed,” Charlie said. “No one can explain how it happened, but all work is suspended until further notice.”

Joe was dazed. “Is … Dolan going to be all right?”

Charlie dropped his gaze and sighed. “He’s got several broken bones, and head injuries … so the future is very uncertain. Come to the office and I’ll give you what you’re owed.”

“No,” Joe said, shaking his head in bewilderment. “Give it to Dolan’s wife. She has several children to feed …” Joe knew it could be a long time before Dolan was able to work again.

“That’s very generous of you, Joe.”

Joe shook his head and walked towards the Marylou. He wasn’t owed very much, certainly not enough to get him out of trouble, so he thought Dolan’s wife and family would benefit more from the money.

They traveled back to Echuca in a state of numbness. Each setback disillusioned Joe more about his chances of keeping the Marylou. He kept thinking about the offer that Silas had made him, that he'd write-off his loan if he could marry Francesca. But each time Joe looked into his daughter’s innocent face, he cringed with self loathing for just thinking about it. He knew in his heart that he could never subject Francesca to one single moment as Silas Hepburn’s wife. He’d sooner lose ten boats.

Discouraged and dispirited, Joe bought a quart of rum when they tied up at the Echuca wharf, and he, Ned and Neal sat on the back of the boat drinking it. Ned threw a line in the water to catch a fish for their supper. Francesca, disheartened for her father, busied herself doing some washing.

It had been dark for almost an hour when Francesca looked up and saw a strange orange glow above the tree tops up river. “What’s that?” she called to the men, who had their backs to her. She sniffed the air as the breeze was blowing in their direction. “I can smell smoke.”

Joe, Ned and Neal all stood up and turned to look down river. It only took a few moments for them to realize it was flames lighting the night sky, and there was smoke in the air.

“Ezra Pickering’s yard is in that direction,” Joe said, just as fire engine bells peeled in the silent night. “Come on,” Joe said, grasping Francesca’s washing bucket and flinging the water from it as he leapt onto the wharf. Neal and Ned followed him as he set off up the river bank, towards Ezra’s yard.

When they arrived at the yard, out of breath from running part of the way before they hitched a ride with a wagon load of men who intended to help fight the fire, there was nothing could be done. Along with other stunned onlookers, including Ezra Pickering, they could only watch his timber and partly built boats, burn. The flames were leaping into the night sky, giving off as much heat as fifty open furnaces. Nobody could get close.

Joe pushed through the throng of dazed onlookers, towards Ezra. When he reached him, he placed a comforting hand on his sagging shoulder. Ezra turned to look at him, and Joe could swear his features had aged ten years. He could see he wasn’t so much bewildered, as shocked, and they both knew what the other was thinking. Although accusations couldn’t be made or substantiated, it was no mystery about who was behind the fire. And yet they were still aghast that someone could be so evil.

“Dolan O’Shaunnessey was almost killed yesterday evening,” Joe whispered, suddenly seeing the connection.

“There’s not much more he can do to us, is there?” Ezra said, turning to watch many years of hard work go up in smoke. “Not to me, anyway. I’m ruined.”

“I’m sorry, Ezra.”

“If I’d known he was going to do this, I wouldn’t have given him the satisfaction of bullying me. I’m the one who should be apologizing to you. I lost my self-respect …”

“Don’t say that, Ezra. He can never take your self respect away. And I’ll tell you this; I’ll burn the Marylou before I hand her over to that man.”

Ezra dropped his head. “It’s not the Marylou he wants, Joe,” he whispered. “It's … your daughter.”

“I know. He told me he’ll wipe-out my loan if he can marry her, but as God is my witness, Ezra, I’ll strangle him with my bare hands before Silas Hepburn ever lays a finger on my little girl.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Francesca was standing on the deck of the Marylou, watching the orange glow in the night sky. She was worried about her father, Neal and Ned, but at the same time mesmerized by the sparks and smoke silhouetted against the full moon. She didn’t see or hear Silas Hepburn approach.

“Good evening,” Silas said from the wharf. He suspected she’d be alone, and was very pleased to see he was right.

Francesca turned in surprise. “Oh,” she said trying to hide her displeasure at seeing him. “Apparently it’s not a good evening for someone. Is that Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard on fire?”

“I believe so,” Silas said without a hint of sympathy to his tone. His mind was pre-occupied with thoughts of how lovely Francesca looked in the moonlight.

“The poor man,” she said. “All that hard work is gone in few moments of senseless destruction.”

“May I come aboard?” Silas asked without further comment about Ezra.

Francesca looked at him blankly, as she tried to work out what he wanted. She finally decided there was only one way to find out. “Please do. My father should be back soon.”

“I wanted to talk to you,” Silas said, stepping onto the Marylou. “Alone.”

“What about?” Francesca asked as a tingle of apprehension ran up her spine.

“Actually, it’s your father I wanted to discuss.”

Francesca had a terrible feeling wash over her. “What about dad?” she asked nervously.

“Are you aware that he borrowed money from me to get the boiler of this boat repaired?”

“Yes.”

Silas nodded and shuffled his feet, trying to give her the impression that what he was about to say was awkward for him.

Francesca was sure bad news was coming and she panicked. “Dad has had a run of bad luck lately,” she said, “but his luck will change very soon. You’ll get your money …”

“When I offered him the loan I thought I was helping him,” Silas said, “but he’s only been working sporadically, and I’m afraid he’s well behind with repayments. I know that sometimes life is like that, one thing after another goes wrong. As I said, I wanted to help, but I have my own business ventures to take care of, so you understand I cannot let the people I loan money to get behind.”

Francesca’s heart was heavy with dread. “Are you here to take the Marylou?”

“No, not yet.” Silas looked at her as kindly as he could. “Joe did put the boat up as collateral, but …”

“I wish I could do something to help,” Francesca said, interrupting. She felt relieved that Silas hadn’t come to take possession of the Marylou. They needed just a little more time.

“Perhaps there is,” Silas said.

Francesca instinctively tensed in suspicion. “What would that be?”

“You could marry a man with means.”

Francesca wondered if he was referring to Monty. “I couldn’t marry someone just so he could pay off my father’s debts. That wouldn’t be very honorable.”

“Someone as beautiful as you could have her pick of wealthy men, and I’m sure your husband would offer to help your father, if he was any sort of gentleman.”

Francesca frowned. “Perhaps, but even so …”

“To be honest, Francesca, I offered to write off Joe’s loan … if he consented to let me marry you.”

Francesca gasped, grateful that the darkness hid the true horror she felt. She found it difficult to summon the courage to find out what her father had said. What if he had consented and Silas was here to ask her to be his wife? “What did he say?”

“He declined,” Silas said without hesitation or apparent shame.

Francesca didn’t realize that she had been holding her breath in anticipation of the answer, until she exhaled in relief.

“Even though I could give you a life of comfort, where you’d want for nothing, he loved you enough to let you choose your own husband,” Silas said. “He’s an unselfish man. I know he loves this boat, but he’s willing to sacrifice it, for your happiness. I have to say I admire him for that.” Silas almost choked on the lie but he paused, for effect, and looked at Francesca steadily. In the darkness she could not read the expression in his shadowed eyes. “I just wonder … are you the sort of daughter who would make a small sacrifice for your father’s peace of mind?” Without waiting for a reply, Silas said, “Good evening, my dear.” He stepped off the Marylou, and without a backward glance, strolled off into the darkness. He was well pleased with himself because he was sure Francesca would indeed sacrifice herself for her father, now that her conscience had been prompted.

Francesca watched him go in a state of dismayed disbelief. She couldn’t believe he’d turn the situation on her. “He’s unbelievable,” she muttered to herself, so stunned she had to sit down. But when she thought of her father, and his unwillingness to sacrifice her so that he could keep the Marylou, she began to cry.

Silas went straight to the Star Hotel to celebrate. He’d dealt with those who dared to defy him, and he’d given Francesca something to think about. He was indeed chuffed with himself. The pub was almost deserted as all the men in town were at Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard, no doubt trying to prevent the surrounding bush from catching fire. He knew those that had gone to try and save the business would soon start trailing into the bar, because there was nothing they could do. In the meantime, he’d have a few glasses of rum and daydream about a life with his ‘new young bride’. But he found just thinking about touching her aroused him, so he quickly downed two glasses, and then headed over to see Lizzie at the bordello.

Silas wasted no time with unnecessary words of greeting. In a rush of lustful energy, he tore her undergarments from her scrawny body and threw her onto the bed. After hurling himself on top of her and grunting for less than a minute, with poor Lizzie beneath him struggling for breath, he rolled off her, satisfied.

Lizzie stood up and tried to cover herself. Most men left her feeling cheap, but Silas always made her feel like nothing more than a disgusting piece of worthless flesh. As she struggled to get into a dress, his cursory glance at her was full of loathing, but a glimmer on her wrist caught his eye, and his gaze was drawn to the bracelet she was wearing.

Sitting up, Silas did his trousers up and pulled Lizzie towards the crumpled bed by the wrist adorned with the bracelet. She’d meant to hide it away, but Silas’ visit had taken her by surprise.

“Where did you get this?” he growled. He thought there was something oddly familiar about the trinket.

“I …,” Lizzie’s mind went blank in fear.

“I’ve seen this bracelet before,” Silas said, squinting at it. “I’m sure of it.” He just couldn’t think where it had been. He squeezed her wrist as he turned it over and she winced. The stones gleamed at him from their gold setting.

“It’s just a piece of … cheap costume jewelry,” Lizzie said, breathless with nerves. She was panicking because she knew Silas was well acquainted with Regina Radcliffe.

“Don’t insult my intelligence, whore,” Silas raged. “I know the real thing when I see it.” He’d bought the odd piece for his wives … when it had been necessary to impress. “You stole it, didn’t you?”

“No … I didn’t,” Lizzie stammered.

“Don’t lie to me,” Silas shouted, lifting his hand and striking her face with the back. The force sent her reeling across the small room.

Silas stood up and went towards Lizzie, who was cowering in the corner of the room with blood coming from her nose. “Where did you steal it from?” he ranted. Grasping a handful of her hair he pulled her to her feet. She screamed, but that didn’t stop him striking her again.

Francesca was becoming worried because the men had still not returned after nearly three hours. She climbed onto the deserted wharf and began pacing up and down. Even Esplanade Road, she noticed, looked eerily desolate.

“Where are they?” Francesca muttered. A muffled groan broke the silence, startling her. She turned, but in the darkness, she couldn’t see anyone. “Who’s there?” Francesca said softly. Keeping perfectly still, she listened, but no one replied. A few moments later she heard the sound again, and she knew someone was hurt or in some kind of trouble.

Slowly and quietly, Francesca made her way down the dark wharf. Two of the lamps on the esplanade and two close to the wool sheds gave off enough light for her to see where she was going. There were several boats tied up alongside the Marylou, but none were occupied. On the wharf, beside the wool sheds, there were several bales of wool and barrels of molasses ready to be loaded aboard steamers the next morning. When Francesca drew alongside them, she peered into the dark spaces between them. The moonlight cast its pale luminance on a shoeless foot that protruded from behind the bales, but as she looked at it in astonishment, it was drawn back into the shadows.

“Are you … all right?” Francesca asked kindly. “You can come out. I won’t hurt you.”

A pitiful, racking sob was all Francesca heard and her heart almost broke. “It’s all right. Please, come out,” she said. She crouched and looked between the bales. She wanted to go in, but she was frightened of what or whom she might find. Eventually, she realized she had no choice. Whoever was in there was far more terrified of coming out.

On her hands and knees, Francesca crawled between the bales, until she could see someone crouched in a narrow gap, whimpering like a terrified animal. It took a few moments for her sight to adjust to the dimness, but when it did, she saw the battered, bleeding face of a woman she did not recognize. She tried to hide the shock she felt, but it dawned on her that the woman’s own mother probably wouldn’t know her.

“Fr … Francesca,” the woman stammered.

Recognition dawned, along with absolute shock. “My God. Is that you, Lizzie?” Francesca would never have recognized Lizzie Spender. She looked so much worse than the first time she had found her beaten in the alley. She didn’t know which of her feelings were stronger, - shock or anger, but she forced both away so that she could help Lizzie.

Lizzie coughed and choked, spitting blood from her mouth onto her torn dress.

“Come out, Lizzie. Let me help you,” Francesca said shakily.

Lizzie shook her head in terror. She’d run from the bawdy house, screaming in fear after hitting Silas with a lamp. He’d chased her, threatening to kill her, while the other girls in the bordello screamed.

“Let me help you, Lizzie, please,” Francesca pleaded. “There’s not a soul about and you could die if I leave you here. The night will probably turn bitterly cold and you are hurt so badly.” Lizzie wouldn’t budge so Francesca reached for her hand and gently coaxed her out of her hiding place, assuring her that no one was on the wharf. Out in the open, she glanced about like a frightened animal and tried to straighten up, crying out in pain as she held her ribs. Lifting her ‘good’ arm, Francesca put it around her shoulder, and supported her while she led her back to the Marylou. Helping her aboard, Francesca took her into the forward cabin and Lizzie insisted she lock the door.

Once Francesca had Lizzie settled on a seat, she lit a lamp, and then gasped in shock when she saw the extent of the damage to her face. It was far worse than it had looked in the darkness. Her nose was obviously broken, her eyes were blackened, one shut completely. Her lips were also cut and bleeding and her cheeks were bruised.

“What monster did this to you?” Francesca asked angrily.

Lizzie didn’t answer her.

“You really should go to the police, Lizzie. Whoever did this should be brought to justice.” Francesca was so angry, if she had the culprit before her, she might have bludgeoned him herself.

Lizzie shook her head in utter hopelessness. “No one would arrest the man who did this to me,” she said. Her words were laced with bitterness, and sloppy, because of the bleeding cuts on her lips. She glanced at her bruised wrist, remembering how her bracelet, - Regina’s bracelet, had been ripped from her. She’d be lucky if Silas didn’t have her arrested.

“He must be a powerful man,” Francesca said angrily. It was the only conclusion she could draw. She got a bowl and filled it with warm water, adding a dash of salt and iodine. “I’m going to clean you up and you are going to stay aboard the Marylou tonight, and I won’t have any arguments about it. I would prefer you to stay longer, until your injuries are completely heeled, but that is up to you of course.”

“You are so kind to me,” Lizzie said, her eyes filling with tears again. “No one has ever been kind to me like you have.”

“I’d feel a whole lot better if you let me call a constable so that you could report the man who did this.”

Lizzie shook her head vehemently.

“He tried to kill you,” Francesca said, trying to make Lizzie realize no one had the right to treat her so abominably.

Upon hearing Francesca’s words, Lizzie seemed to convulse.

“I’m sorry, but there’s no other way of describing what he did. You’ve nothing to fear Lizzie, because he couldn’t do any worse. I believe the public shame he’d get by you coming out into the open to show the townspeople what sort of monster he is, might be what stops him doing it again.”

Lizzie’s head dropped, and she seemed to shrivel into herself. Francesca could see that she was unable to face doing anything in the state she was in. “Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed, Lizzie. There are three men aboard, including my father, so I hope you don’t mind sharing with me.”

Lizzie looked startled. “I can sleep on the floor. I should …”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Francesca interrupted. “My bed is big enough for two.”

Lizzie had absolutely no fight in her, so she let Francesca bathe her wounds before taking her to her cabin, where she lent her a nightgown and put her in bed.

Francesca heard the men coming aboard. “I’ll speak to my father and then I’ll be right back,” she said. She wondered how Neal would feel about what happened to Lizzie, given that he was one of her customers.

Joe, Ned and Neal were dog-tired. They had been working with lots of other men to stop the fire at Ezra’s yard from spreading into the bush along the river bank. Almost a hundred men had formed a human chain, hoisting buckets of water from the river and throwing it onto any hot spots where sparks dropped in the bush.

“Dad, I’ve brought a woman aboard who’s been hurt. She’s in my cabin …”

“What do you mean, hurt?” Joe asked frowning wearily, as he put a towel and soap beside a bucket of water he’d gotten from the river, to wash.

Francesca could see she shouldn’t have been bothering him. “It’s nothing too serious, but she’s staying the night in my cabin. I just wanted you to know.”

Joe nodded. “We’ll talk more about her in the morning,” he said, as he began washing his hands and face. Francesca understood he was exhausted, and poor Ned looked about to drop.

During the night, Francesca was awoken by Lizzie talking in her sleep. She was murmuring and groaning as she tossed and turned restlessly. It wasn’t hard for Francesca to tell that she was dreaming about the terrible beating she had taken, but when she mentioned Silas, Francesca came fully awake and lit the lamp beside the bed.

“No, Silas,” Lizzie cried. “Stop. I didn’t steal it. I didn’t.” She tried to shield her face with her hands.

Francesca felt sick with hatred and anger. “It’s all right,” she said soothingly, but Lizzie didn’t hear her.

“Regina dropped it, she did, I swear. I swear,” Lizzie cried. Suddenly Lizzie screamed and sat up. “Don’t kill me,” she cried and began sobbing hysterically.

“Lizzie,” Francesca said gently shaking her. “You are safe.”

Lizzie opened the one eye she could and squinted at Francesca. “Oh, God. I was dreaming, wasn’t I?” She sounded more upset than relieved, as if she believed her dreams were going to become reality.

“It was a nightmare. You are safe here with me, I promise. I’ll go to the galley and get you some hot milk. It will relax you.”

Francesca was back in a few minutes with a steaming mug of warm milk, to which she had added a spoon of honey. She gave it to Lizzie and watched her try her best to drink it with her swollen, cut lips and a sore mouth.

“You mentioned Silas, Lizzie,” Francesca said, almost unable to say his name. “Obviously you are referring to Silas Hepburn. He’s the man who beat you, isn’t he?”

Lizzie couldn’t look at Francesca.

“He was here tonight,” Francesca said and Lizzie’s head shot up in alarm.

“Before I found you,” Francesca reassured her. “He came to talk to me about my father. Dad borrowed money from him some time ago to do boiler repairs and he’s had trouble repaying the loan. Silas told me he offered to wipe-out the loan if dad would give his consent to him marrying me.”

Lizzie shook her head vigorously. “Don’t do it, Francesca,” she said desperately. “He’s an evil man.”

“I detest him, Lizzie, but I have to admit it did cross my mind to agree. I’d do anything to help my father and the Marylou means so much to him. But if Silas is capable of doing this to you, he should be locked up. Tell me what set him off?”

“He doesn’t usually need a reason, Francesca, but tonight I was wearing a bracelet I had found and he thought I had stolen it.” Her head dropped. “I know who it belongs to. I haven’t had the chance to return it, and to be honest, I don’t know that I was going to, but that’s not the same as stealing, is it?”

Francesca was more concerned about Silas’ motives for nearly killing Lizzie. “Does Silas know who it belongs to?” she asked.

“He knows he’s seen it before. It’s Regina Radcliffe’s, so he’ll no doubt remember.” Lizzie looked at Francesca, utterly amazed that she never seemed to judge her, like other people did. As far as she was concerned, she was her one and only true friend. “Because you’ve been so kind to me, Francesca, I’m going to tell you something that happened a few nights ago.”

Francesca looked at her curiously. “What is it?”

“I was summoned to meet someone at the P.S. Platypus.”

“That old deserted boat up river?”

“Yes.”

“That’s an odd place to meet someone.”

“Yes, it is. But when it turned out to be Regina Radcliffe who was waiting for me, it was even more of a surprise.”

Francesca blinked in disbelief. “What did she want?”

Lizzie was momentarily hesitant. By telling Francesca what Regina wanted she could bring a whole heap of trouble upon herself, but she felt Francesca deserved her loyalty. “She wanted me to become friends with you, so that your reputation would be ruined, and she offered to pay me. She wouldn’t say why.”

Francesca was shocked. She couldn’t make sense of Regina’s behaviour. She could only think that she had decided she wasn’t fit to be seeing Monty.

“I told her one of Echuca’s more influential citizens wanted to marry you, and she thought I was talking about her son. When I told her it was Silas, she became hysterical.”

“Silas told you he wanted to marry me?” Francesca said in disbelief.

“Yes. He has absolutely no doubt that you will one day be his wife.”

Francesca felt physically ill.

“He’s always had an eye for pretty, young girls,” Lizzie said with a touch of sadness, “so I wasn’t really surprised.”

“I can only wonder what terrible lives his wives must have had. My father told me he’s had three.” Francesca found the thought of becoming one of his wives inconceivable. But the thought of her father losing the Marylou was just as unthinkable.

“I don’t believe he used to beat them, but I’m sure in private they led a dog’s life. There are many ways to be cruel, and Silas is adept at all of them.”

“Why would Regina be so upset when you said Silas wanted to marry me? You’d think she’d be pleased because she doesn’t want me with Monty.” She wondered if Lizzie had misunderstood Regina’s reaction. Perhaps she had been deliriously happy that Silas wanted to marry her.

“I have no idea. She behaved so oddly.” Lizzie thought of the meeting again and remembered what Regina had said. “She mumbled something that sounded like you were Silas’ daughter.”

“What? She must have said something else, Lizzie, perhaps that I was young enough to be his daughter.”

“That must have been it. At the time I thought she’d lost her mind. It certainly looked that way when she ran out into the darkness screaming hysterically and called for her driver.”

“How odd.”

“After she had gone I found the bracelet on the floor.” Lizzie’s chin wobbled as if she was going to cry again. “I know I lead an immoral life, but I’ve never been a thief.”

“I believe you, Lizzie.” Francesca thought she looked exhausted. “Try to get some sleep,” she said. She turned out the lamp, but although Lizzie fell into a fitful sleep Francesca couldn’t stop thinking about what she had said about Regina. She was sure there had to be some explanation for her odd behaviour; particularly for the way she had reacted when she saw her birth mark and then her meeting with Lizzie was very strange. None of it made any sense. Just before she fell asleep at dawn, Francesca decided she would have to speak to Regina Radcliffe and get some answers.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Francesca was awoken with a start by the shouts of men on the wharf. She felt groggy and drained, as she had only been asleep for a very short time, but Lizzie was still asleep, so she dressed quickly and crept out of the cabin. She found Ned sitting on the back of the boat by himself. Either side of the Marylou, wharfies were loading goods aboard steamers while the crew stoked the fires in the boilers.

“Good morning, Ned. Where’s dad?” Francesca asked, squinting in the bright morning sunlight.

“Mornin’, Frannie girl,” Ned said, yawning and rubbing the aching muscles in his arms. “He’s still asleep.”

“What about Neal? Is he still asleep, too?”

“No. Someone was here early with a message to say his boat repairs have been completed, so he’s gone to the dry dock to launch the Lady Ophelia.”

Francesca was surprised. “So soon?”

“I don’t think he was expecting the repairs to be finished for a few weeks yet, but the timing is good for him.”

Francesca knew he was referring to the fact that they didn’t have any work.

“How is the woman you brought aboard last night?” Ned asked.

“She’s still asleep.”

“You didn’t say what happened to her, only that she was hurt.”

“She’d been beaten by a customer.”

“A customer!”

“Her name is Lizzie Spender. She’s a prostitute.”

“Oh, Frannie!”

“If you remember, I found her in a lane way when she’d been beaten once before.” Francesca didn’t want to mention Silas, because she wasn’t sure whether it would be necessary to agree to marry him so that her father and Ned could keep the Marylou. The thought was abhorable, but there might not be any other choice.

“I know you have a big heart, Fran, but please be careful. Prostitutes lead a perilous life. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Lizzie is a good person, Ned. I had to help her. I couldn’t leave her on the wharf.”

“Does she need a doctor?”

“I suggested it, but she refused. I think she just needs somewhere to stay for a few days, with someone to care for her. I’d like her to stay aboard the Marylou. Do you think dad would mind?”

“I don’t think so. I’d better stoke the boiler. As soon as Joe gets up we’ll have to move the Marylou to make way for steamers with business at the wharf.”

“Don’t be disheartened, Ned. Something will turn up soon, I’m sure of it.”

Ned sighed deeply. “I don’t think it will make any difference now. It’s hard to imagine not living aboard the Marylou anymore, Frannie. But I have to face it. We’re going to lose her.” His voice cracked with emotion and he turned to look over the river so that she wouldn’t see the moisture in his eyes.

Francesca could see he was upset and it almost broke her heart. She knew the prospect of losing the Marylou was as hard for Ned as it was for her father, and why wouldn’t it be? He’d put his heart, soul, and years of sweat into her, just as her father had. It flashed through her mind that she had the power to prevent either of them losing the Marylou. All she had to do was agree to marry Silas Hepburn.

“Ned, I have something to do, so can you make sure Lizzie rests while I’m away?” Francesca knew Lizzie would want to keep out of sight, so she had no fear that she’d leave the boat in the near future.

“Sure, but it’s early, Frannie. Where are you going?”

“I have to see someone. I won’t be long.” Francesca turned to go, but she hesitated. She was dreading talking to Regina Radcliffe, and it occurred to her that she could run some of her questions by Ned first. “Can I ask you something, Ned?”

“Of course, Frannie girl,” he replied absently.

His tone, which conveyed all the love he felt for her, made her feel warm and secure.  “Do you remember the night I was born?”

Ned suddenly paled. “Yes, Frannie girl.” He’d never forget it. “Why do you ask?”

“I thought I remembered you telling me you were aboard the Marylou that night.”

“That’s right. I started working for your father that day.” Ned could hardly keep his expression bland, as he waited for what Francesca would ask next.

“Was my mother friendly with Regina Radcliffe at the time?”

“No, the likes of the Radcliffes were never friends with folk who lived and worked on the river.”

Francesca frowned. She just couldn’t make a connection between her mother and Regina.  “I’ll see you soon, Ned.”

“Why would you ask …?” Ned didn’t get to finish his question as Francesca hurried away. “We’ll be moored just a long the river bank,” he called after her. Francesca waved, so he knew she’d heard him.

Ned frowned as he watched her go. He hadn’t wanted to worry Joe, but Francesca was not going to let Regina’s reaction to her birthmark go.

When Francesca arrived at the livery stables owned by the Radcliffes, she found a middle-aged man giving a young lad a tongue lashing about not cleaning out a stable properly. She guessed he was Henry Talbot, and that the lad was one of his stable hands.

Clearing her throat, she caught his attention and introduced herself. She was relieved to find that Henry had been told to expect her.

“Monty Radcliffe told me I could use a horse and buggy anytime, Mr. Talbot, and I’d like to go out to Derby Downs.”

Henry’s eyes twinkled. “Of course, Miss Callaghan, I’ll have young Flann get a buggy ready. It won’t be but a minute.” He turned on the hapless young stable hand, and gave him instructions in a very severe tone. The boy, a slight imp with red hair, jumped to attention.

“Thank you,” Francesca said, her stomach churning with nerves. While she waited, Francesca noticed Silas Hepburn walking up High Street. Hidden from view by bales of hay, she watched his superior swagger, and the way he greeted passersby with false charm, and thought of how oblivious they were to the fact that he got some kind of sick pleasure from beating poor Lizzie. The injustice sickened her, and her head went light, so she had to turn away.

“Are you all right, Miss?” Henry asked, steadying her with his hand on her elbow.

Francesca jumped with fright. “Yes … yes, I’m fine.”

Henry didn’t think she looked fine. “Your buggy is ready, Miss, and I’ve had Flann give you a nice quiet mare,” he said kindly. The way he looked at her gave her the impression he thought she was as highly strung and jittery as a thoroughbred horse. Henry actually thought she looked as if she’d had a lover’s quarrel with Monty, but it wasn’t his place to pry.

“Thank you. I’ll return it in a few hours.”

“Take your time, Miss, and give my regards to Regina and Frederick, and of course young Monty. I haven’t seen them for a few days, which is most unusual.”

Francesca wondered if there was any significance to their absence in town, particularly Regina’s. “I will.”

Francesca arrived on Derby downs with hardly a memory of the journey. She was so pre-occupied with her mission, that not even glorious views of the river caught her attention. When she pulled up in front of the house, she was surprised to find the front door wide open, but when she went up the veranda steps, no one was in sight.

“Hello,” she called from just inside the vestibule, but she was greeted with austere silence. She glanced up the stairs, and into the living room, but the house looked deserted. “Mabel,” she called. “Mrs. Radcliffe. Is anyone there?”

Suddenly a door under the stairs opened, and a very large man appeared. He had a sack of something over his shoulder. His back was hunched under the weight, but Francesca could see that even without the load on it, his upper body looked too cumbersome for his lower body. He also held his head at a left hand tilt, while his mouth pulled upwards to the right, which made him seem all lopsided. “Are you looking for the lady of the ‘ouse?” he asked gruffly.

Francesca had jumped with fright when he’d appeared, but she tried to inject some normality into her tone. “Yes … is Mrs. Radcliffe about?”

“She might be. Who might you be?”

“Francesca Callaghan. I was a house guest here last weekend, but we didn’t meet.” She refrained from going into a lengthy explanation about her sudden departure. “You must be Amos Compton.”

He blinked in surprise. “That’s right. That’s who I’d be.” Amos looked her over and decided she was too small to be a threat to anyone, and not likely to be intending to steal the silver or art work. “If you’d care to wait in the living room, I’ll see if I can find Mabel or Mrs. Radcliffe.”

“Thank you, Mr. Compton.” Francesca went into the living room and sat down, but she was a bundle of nerves. She wondered where Monty was, and what his mother had said to him to discourage their relationship. She tried to concentrate on what she was going to say to Regina Radcliffe, but even her home intimidated her.

“What are you doing here?” The question was asked with venomous hostility.

Francesca jumped with fright again. She stood up and turned to find Regina Radcliffe behind her. She must have come down the stairs, and Francesca wondered why she hadn’t heard her.

“I wanted to … talk to you, Mrs. Radcliffe.” She glanced around. “Is there somewhere private?”

“I have nothing to discuss with you.”

“Francesca! How lovely to see you again,” Frederick said, wheeling into the living room from the hallway. I didn’t know you were coming out here.” He glanced at his wife and frowned when he saw how she was looking at Francesca. “Is … something wrong, Regina?”

“No, no, of course not,” Regina said, smiling stiffly. “I’m just a little surprised to see Francesca. I invited her out here … to help re-organize my ledgers, but I’d forgotten she was coming this morning.”

Francesca glanced at her and noted how pale she had become. “That’s my fault. I got mixed up about when I was supposed to come. I can come back another day, if it’s inconvenient to do the ledgers now.”

Regina was about to suggest that was a good idea, but Frederick got in first. “Of course it’s not inconvenient, is it, Regina?” he said.

“No,” Regina replied, trying her best to hide her disappointment. “Come through to the library, Francesca,” she said, leading the way, while Francesca followed.

“I’ll have Mabel bring you ladies some tea,” Frederick called after them.

“No,” Regina snapped. When she turned and saw the look of amazement on her husband’s face, she tried to compose herself. “We’ll have tea a bit later, dear. It’s best not to be interrupted when you are trying to work with figures.” She glanced at Francesca.

“It doesn’t take much to lose your train of thought,” Francesca added.

Frederick’s features softened. “Of course. Amos is taking me down to the sheds to inspect our poddy calves in about ten minutes, Regina, but I’ll be back for dinner. It’s nice to see you …”

“Where’s Monty?” Regina interrupted.

Frederick frowned. He was worried about his wife. She hadn’t been herself for days. “He went over to see the Henderson’s, remember? He has to find out how many young bulls they want to buy?”

“Oh, that’s right. He won’t be back for some time, will he?”

“I don’t expect so. Sam Henderson never comes up for air when he gets talking cattle.”

Regina nodded distractedly. Frederick wanted to ask if she was all right, but he’d done so several times over the last few days, and Regina was losing patience.

Regina had no sooner shut the door to the library, when she reeled on Francesca. “What do you want?” she hissed.

Ignoring the question and determined to handle things her own way, if possible, Francesca sat down. She was attempting to look cool and composed, but her insides were a quivering mass of something gooey and she was sure her legs wouldn’t hold her upright for another minute. She’d spent most of the night wondering how she was going to approach Regina. She knew if she asked her questions outright, Regina wouldn’t tell her anything, so she had to divulge what she’d found out from Lizzie. She was certain Regina wouldn’t want it made public that she had met with a prostitute, so Francesca intended to use that to protect Lizzie.

“You recently lost a bracelet, didn’t you, Mrs. Radcliffe?” Francesca said with as much composure as she could muster.

Regina blinked in surprise and her right hand went unconsciously to her left wrist. “How did you know that? Have you got it?”

“No, of course not. Lizzie Spender found it.”

Regina blinked again. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“You should. You arranged to meet her aboard the P.S. Platypus.”

Regina’s eyes widened, and if Francesca wasn’t mistaken, she swayed on her feet. “No … I didn’t.”

“Shall I ask your husband if you went to town alone several nights ago, around seven o’clock?” Francesca didn’t know the time of the meeting, she was just bluffing.

“Don’t be impudent,” Regina snapped angrily.

Francesca looked directly into Regina’s eyes, watching for her reaction closely. “Has your memory returned, and you do remember meeting with a prostitute called Lizzie Spender?”

“So what if I did?” Regina hissed, but Francesca could see she was being defensive.

Her cold attitude shocked Francesca. “Under any other circumstances it wouldn’t be anything to do with me, but as it happens, I was the reason you asked to meet with Lizzie.”

Regina’s eyes narrowed with malice.

Francesca began to shake and her mouth went dry.

“That’s right,” Regina said. “I’ve been told you talk to this Lizzie woman and I don’t want my son associating with someone who befriends prostitutes. He has his reputation to consider.”

Francesca suddenly had a first hand insight into how stuck-up the so called upper classes could be. “I don’t understand why you would become hysterical when Lizzie said Silas Hepburn wanted to marry me. Please explain that, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

“That is utter nonsense, and I don’t have to explain anything to you,” Regina said, but Francesca had already noted how insipid her features had become. She looked about to be ill.

“Then I’m going to ask Frederick,” Francesca said, standing up.

“You’ll do no such thing,” Regina said in alarm. “This has nothing to do with my husband and I don’t want him upset. His day to day existence is hard enough. He had rheumatic fever as a young boy, and he has a very weak heart.”

Francesca wondered if Regina was lying. Unfortunately, she couldn’t risk finding out by talking to Frederick. She sat down again.

Regina went behind her desk and sat down. She was positive that no one would ever guess the truth, so she knew she couldn’t be backed into a corner. Nevertheless, Francesca looked fairly determined, so she had to placate her somehow, to stop her asking questions. She feared she’d say something to Monty.

“Is there a connection between Silas Hepburn and your interest in my birthmark?” Francesca asked.

“Silas Hepburn? How ridiculous,” Regina said. “However did you come to that silly conclusion?”

Francesca suddenly felt silly for asking such a question.

Regina looked at her in such a way as to suggest she was rather naïve to listen to a prostitute. “I felt a little ill the day you were here trying on gowns. I’m going through the change, so that sometimes happens. Your birthmark has no significance to me at all. It’s unusual, I admit, but other than that …” she shrugged nonchalantly.

Francesca didn’t know what to think. Regina’s whole attitude towards her had changed after she saw the birthmark. Surely that wasn’t a coincidence or anything to with the change. “But you don’t think I am suitable for Monty.”

“No,” Regina said rather more passionately than she intended.

Francesca blushed and looked down at her hands, fidgeting in her lap. “Is it that you don’t like me, or is it that I’m the daughter of a river-boat captain?”

“What does it matter?” Regina said coldly.

“It matters to me,” Francesca said bitterly.

Regina sighed. If she hadn’t found out who Francesca was, things might have been tragically different. “I have someone else in mind for Monty, someone from a similar background,” she lied. If only there was such a perfect girl that Monty was interested in.

Francesca suddenly realized her father had been right. The Radcliffes had every intention of choosing a wife for their son.

“We will never accept you as a prospective wife for Monty, Francesca, so I urge you to discourage him.”

“He has made his feeling quite plain. He is very fond of me.”

Regina could barely contain her emotions. “You will not have a relationship with my son, do you understand?” She rose to her feet and glared down at Francesca with eyes as cold as glaciers. “You may have had something of an education, but other than that you are nowhere near suitable for Monty. Frederick and I want him to marry someone from a good background, someone with breeding and culture. You’re fairly pretty,” she said almost grudgingly, “but you have no sense of style, and no idea how to carry yourself. I thought I could teach you how to be present yourself, but I was just fooling myself. You can’t make a hack pony into a thoroughbred show horse. Frankly, you’d be an embarrassment to our family.”

Francesca felt like she had been slapped. “None of those things matter to Monty,” she managed to get out, while fighting tears.

Regina’s eyes narrowed. “He only wants you for a play-thing, Francesca. As soon as he has his fun with you, he’ll marry someone of significance. I thought you were educated enough to see that.”

Francesca could no longer hold back her tears. She stumbled to her feet and fled the room.

Regina sat down again. “Hopefully that will be the last we see of her,” she muttered. She had to protect her secret at all costs, so she couldn’t afford to feel remorseful for being so cruel. She certainly couldn’t afford to let Francesca’s tears affect her.

Her thoughts went to Silas Hepburn. “Once I effectively ruin Francesca’s reputation, he won’t want to marry her, either.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: Image]

The journey back to Echuca passed in a blur of tears. In all her life, Francesca had never been so offended and hurt. She couldn’t believe Regina could say such awful things to her, and could only pity Monty for having such a cruel mother.

The more Francesca thought about Regina, the more she felt fortunate to have been blessed with such loving, kind parents. She was never more grateful for the love she’d received as a child from Mary and Joe Callaghan, and Ned. She’d never missed her mother more than she did now, and longed for the comfort of her arms around her.

“I never want to see Regina Radcliffe again,” she sobbed. “Never!” As for Monty, she planned to avoid him at all costs. She couldn’t tell him what his mother had said to her; it was too humiliating. She couldn’t tell anyone.

Francesca left the horse and buggy at the livery stables, and rushed away before Henry Talbot or young Flann could speak to her. She was hurrying down High Street when she ran into Silas Hepburn, who noticed how upset she was.

“Good morning, my dear,” he said, doffing his hat. “Is something wrong?”

“No, Mr. Hepburn,” Francesca said, turning her face away to avoid looking at him.

“You are way too beautiful to be crying, my dear,” he said, offering her his handkerchief. “Tell me what is wrong and I’ll soon put it right.”

If Francesca hadn’t known what a monster he was, she could have believed he was being kind. Unfortunately he couldn’t make people like Regina Radcliffe respect her. “It’s nothing you can put right, Mr. Hepburn,” she said, dabbing her tears with his handkerchief.

“I have the power to move mountains, my dear. Join me in a cup of tea.”

“No, I must get back to the Marylou …”

“You can’t go anywhere until you’ve composed yourself. A quick cup of tea will do it.”

Before she could protest further, Silas had ushered Francesca into the tea rooms. To her utter astonishment, two of the staff rushed to their table. One pulled out her chair for her, while the other stood to attention, waiting to take their order. Silas ordered tea and cake, giving Francesca the opinion that they’d not only get the best of service, but the best of everything, and she was right. The china tea service was replaced with the finest silverware, the napkins were replaced with Irish linen, and the service was quick. The owner waited their table while the rest of the staff literally fell over themselves to make sure everything was perfect.

Silas introduced Francesca to Walter Frost, whom he informed her, had opened the tea rooms many years ago. He was a tall, thin man with snow white hair and sparkling blue eyes.

“Please make sure Miss Callaghan always get the best of everything when she calls for tea, Walter,” Silas said.

Walter had noticed Francesca in town. “Of course Mr. Hepburn.”

If only Regina Radcliffe could see me now, Francesca thought.

Silas could see that Francesca was impressed by how respected he was. “It’s nice, isn’t it?” he whispered in a conspiratorial tone when Walter had left them alone.

“What is?” Francesca asked, stirring her tea.

“Being held in high regard,” Silas said.

“Yes,” Francesca said, thinking of how worthless Regina had made her feel. But she couldn’t forget how Silas had beaten Lizzie. She could never forget what an awful man he was.

“If you were my wife, Francesca, the people in this town would be falling over themselves to please you.”

“Would they?” Francesca was aware that she sounded as dejected as she looked.

“Don’t you believe me?”

“I’ll always be the daughter of a river boat captain, Mr. Hepburn,” Francesca said quietly, “and marrying you wouldn’t change that.”

Silas was astute enough to realize that someone had put her down. “Wealth is power, my dear. You may not know this, but I have a rather inauspicious background.” He noted Francesca’s surprise. “But no one would dare mention it, or look down upon me because of it. If someone has hurt or offended you, I’ll make sure they never do it again.”

If only you could, Francesca thought.

“Why not dine with me tomorrow night and I’ll tell you all about the life you could have?”

Francesca blinked in surprise.

Regina Radcliffe hadn’t been able to get Silas out of her mind since realizing that Francesca was their daughter. For years she had detested the man he had become, but that he would want to marry his daughter sickened and appalled her. Of course he didn’t know Francesca was his daughter, and he never would, but that didn’t change the facts. Although Monty was all she cared about, she couldn’t turn a blind eye to Silas marrying Francesca. Every time she saw either of them, she would be reminded of her past, but above all else, it was just not right. The thought made Regina shudder with revulsion.

She’d been thinking about all his illegal dealings, and there were many. Over the years she had considered making his underhanded transactions known to the constabulary, but her dislike of him hadn’t been motive enough. However, she’d found out he had been trying to force Joe into giving his consent for him to marry Francesca, his daughter, and that gave her all the inspiration she needed.

Regina knew that Silas had evaded taxes for years. She also knew about the crooked bookkeepers he paid and that he didn’t declare cash payments as income. He’d also blackmailed station owners into using his steamers to transport wool and other supplies. He bought cheap, illicit alcohol for his hotels, and was guilty of numerous other immoral and shady business dealings. Of course she couldn’t go to court to testify to any of Silas’ crimes without the threat of him telling Frederick of their affair, so she went about finding proof in the form of paperwork, with the intention of putting it right under the police magistrate’s nose, anonymously. She knew it wouldn’t be easy, but even Silas couldn’t keep tabs on all his business transactions, and she was sure, over several years of never being questioned, he’d become lax. It would take just the right person, with knowledge of bookkeeping, to find the dirt on him.

As soon as Francesca had left, Regina had Claude Mauston drive her to town, where she could search for evidence to put Silas away. She was going about doing so, deep in thought, when she literally bumped into a young girl coming out of the Riverine Herald Newspaper Office.

“I do beg your pardon,” the girl said, startled.

Preoccupied, Regina barely acknowledged her. It wasn’t until she took a second glance at the girl’s pretty face that she recognized Clara Whitsbury. “I don’t believe it. Clara!”

“How nice to see you again, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

Regina noted her auburn curls, dewy skin, and curvaceous figure in one sweep of a glance. “You’re all grown up, Clara, and what a lovely young woman you’ve become.”

Clara blushed. “Thank you, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

“Are you on holidays from boarding school?”

“No, I’ve finished school. I’ve just had an interview … with Mr. Peobbles.”

Regina glanced at the newspaper office. “An interview?”

“Yes, for the junior clerk position at the paper.” She showed Regina the newspaper advertisement in her hand.

Regina was startled. She prided herself on being up to date on the daily running of the paper and all her other business interests. She had known that there was a junior clerk position coming up, but she hadn’t been aware that Warren Peobbles had advertised it, or that he’d started conducting interviews. It was a jolt to be reminded of how distracted she had been of late. But seeing Clara again was a most welcome surprise, and an opportunity not to be missed.

“I’ll put in a good word for you with Mr. Peobbles, Clara,” she said. “On one condition …”

Clara’s doe eyes widened. “What’s that, Mrs. Radcliffe?”

“That you come home to Derby Downs for afternoon tea with me.”

Clara blinked in surprise, and thought about the offer quickly. She’d told her parents that she’d do some shopping after the interview, so she had time. “That would be lovely, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

“Tell me, have you seen Monty since you’ve been back?”

“No,” Clara said, blushing. She’d seen Monty on her school breaks, and thought he was the most handsome man in Echuca, perhaps the whole state of Victoria. Just talking about him made her heart race.

Clara and Regina were walking along High Street, when Regina was stopped by one of her neighbours, Mrs. Bloom. Regina was proudly introducing Clara when she happened to glance through the tea room window, and she caught sight of Francesca and Silas Hepburn in a cozy conversation, and her heart nearly stopped.

Francesca saw her and was mystified by her reaction. Her eyes had widened, and she’d gone as pale as a sheet. Could it be true what Silas said? Was Regina looking at her in a completely different light just because she was in his company? She couldn’t help feeling slightly victorious. Lifting her chin, she turned away, pretending to be enthralled with something Silas was telling her.

Mumbling excuses to get away, Regina took Clara’s arm and headed towards her carriage. She’d already decided she had to ruin Francesca’s reputation, as it was the only way to convince Silas she wasn’t worthy of marrying. Obviously the situation had become urgent.

“Is something wrong, Mrs. Radcliffe?” Clara asked. She’d noticed that Regina looked dismayed.

“Did you see that girl in the tea rooms with Silas Hepburn?” Regina asked her.

Clara stopped and glanced back at the tea rooms. “I did see a pretty dark-haired girl, but I didn’t recognize her. Why?”

“She’s been after my Monty for weeks now, but she’s a shameless flirt. Her father is a river-boat captain,” she said, wrinkling her nose in distaste, “so she consorts with all the riff-raff on the wharf. You know the type. I’ve even been told she talks to prostitutes.”

“Oh,” Clara said, shocked. “I can see why just the sight of her upsets you.”

After Francesca left, Silas headed for the livery stables.

“Good afternoon, Henry,” he said.

“Mr. Hepburn. What can I do for you?”

“I saw Miss Callaghan here earlier,” Silas said. “She was crying.”

“She was upset, Mr. Hepburn, but I don’t know why.” Henry was afraid he was going to be blamed for Francesca’s distress.

“Why was she here?”

“She borrowed a horse and buggy early this morning. She was a little preoccupied then, but when she came back, she just left the horse and buggy and hurried away.”

“Do you know where she had been?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Hepburn. She’d been to Derby Downs.”

Silas nodded and headed back up High Street. He wasn’t surprised because he’d suspected Regina Radcliffe had been the one to upset Francesca. She’d no doubt told her in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t good enough for her Monty. When Francesca was his wife, he’d deal with her, but for now, her attitude towards Francesca might just drive her into his arms.

Francesca couldn’t see the Marylou along the river bank, so she headed for the wharf, where she found Ned pacing up and down. He looked extremely worried.

“Where’s the Marylou, Ned? I didn’t see her moored along the river bank.”

Ned shook his head. “Joe sent me to the store. When I got back, he’d gone.”

“What do you mean he’d gone, Ned?”

“He’s very dejected, Francesca. I’m afraid he’s going to do something …”

“Do something. Like what?”

“He’s been saying things these last few days …”

“What sort of things?” Francesca began to panic. “Is he going to harm himself?”

“I don’t think so, but I’m afraid he’s planning to burn the Marylou.”

“Burn the Marylou.” Francesca couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d known her father was disheartened, which was only natural under the circumstances, but she hadn’t a clue that he was so desperate.

“He said he’d rather burn her than give her to Silas, and I can’t say that I blame him for feeling that way.”

Francesca gasped. “Where’s Lizzie?”

Ned’s eyes widened. He’d been so worried about Joe that he’d forgotten about Lizzie. “I don’t know. She must still be aboard the Marylou.”

“Oh, God.” Francesca looked up and down the river. “Do you think dad knows she’s still aboard?”

Ned shrugged. “I told him you’d gone on an errand. If he remembered there was someone else aboard, he might have assumed that Lizzie went with you. He’s not exactly thinking clearly, Frannie girl.”

“We’ve got to find the Marylou and stop him, Ned. Lizzie could still be sleeping in my cabin.”

“I’ve been waiting for Neal. He said he was coming back here with his boat.” There were a few boats tied up at the wharf, but most had left with cargo. Those that were still there had wharfies aboard unloading or loading goods, so Ned knew it was no use asking any of their captains for help to find the Marylou. They had strict dead-lines to meet. They were in a dilemma about what to do when Ned looked down the river and the bow of the Lady Ophelia appeared around the bend. Then her whistle blew.

“Here she is,” Francesca sighed gratefully. “Have you asked anyone at the wharf which way the Marylou went?”

“Yes, I got conflicting reports, but two wharfies said they thought she’d gone down river.”

“Do you have any idea where dad might be heading?”

Ned sighed and rubbed the grey stubble on his unshaven jaw. He’d been thinking about it ever since he found Joe and the Marylou gone. “In his frame of mind, he’ll be looking for somewhere away from river traffic and he can’t go too far without me. My guess is he’ll head for the Campaspe Junction and take the Marylou into the Campaspe River. But I could be wrong.”

“Your instincts are all we have to go on, Ned.”

As they traveled down river aboard the P.S. Lady Ophelia, Ned told Neal and Francesca that Joe was almost certain that Silas was behind the fire at Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard. He was also sure that Silas had arranged his sudden run of bad luck. Neal and Francesca were at first shocked, but Ned explained that Ezra had told Joe that Silas had blackmailed him into firing him, and his objective was to force Joe into consenting to him marrying Francesca. Neal couldn’t believe it was true, but when Francesca blushed, and admitted that Silas had told her he’d wipe out her father’s loan if she married him, he became angry.

“Joe also thinks that Silas had someone cause Dolan O’Shaunnessey’s accident,” Ned said. “He’s beside himself … because Dolan had a wife and children who need him, and we all know how hard Ezra has worked in his business.”

“He should be stopped,” Francesca said, thinking about what he’d done to poor Lizzie. It occurred to her that if Joe had agreed to Silas’ offer to marry her , Ezra would still have his boat building yard and Dolan O’Shaunnessey wouldn’t have been hurt. It was a terrible burden to bear.

“The anger Joe is feeling is making him act irrationally,” Ned said. “I don’t want to frighten you, Francesca, but I’m really worried about what he might do.”

Lizzie was awoken by a loud bang. She panicked when she saw Francesca was no longer lying beside her, especially when she glanced out of the cabin window and saw the river bank passing her line of vision. “We’re no longer at the wharf,” she whispered, listening to the hum of the engine, and the paddle wheels thrashing the water. She tried to remember whether Francesca had told her they were going anywhere, but she couldn’t. Suddenly she heard a man’s voice raised in anger, and she sat up. “Silas,” she murmured, shaking. “Silas is aboard. He must have taken the Marylou.” She’d been having nightmares about him coming aboard and kidnapping her. She kept remembering what Francesca had said about him trying to kill her. “He’s going to finish the job,” she thought. “He knows I’ve told Francesca what he’s done, so he’s going to kill me.”

Lizzie’s thoughts were racing. How could she escape? She couldn’t get to the river bank because she couldn’t swim. Suddenly she noticed the paddle wheels had stopped turning, and she felt the boat bump the river bank. Soon after, the engine went quiet. Trembling, Lizzie sat perfectly still and listened. A few moments later she heard someone in the corridor outside her door. She heard another door bang, and was convinced that Silas was looking for her. She leapt from the bed and hid, trying to muffle a cry of pain as every bruised muscle in her body protested, and her ribs felt like they were puncturing her lungs. Francesca’s cabin door swung open. Lizzie had squeezed herself into a narrow wardrobe that contained Francesca’s clothes. She was in terrible pain and almost too terrified to breathe. A few moments later, the door slammed shut.

When all had been quiet for a few minutes, Lizzie summoned the courage to open the cupboard door. She listened for Silas, but something smelt strange. She sniffed, sure it was smoke! Her first thoughts were that there was a fire on the river bank, but when she glanced around she noticed smoke coming under the cabin door, and she almost fainted in fright.

“Oh, God, he’s going to burn me to death.” It was worse than any nightmare Lizzie could have imagined. Screaming, she opened the cabin door. There was a pile of kindling burning in the narrow corridor outside the cabins. It was obvious it was a deliberate attempt to burn the boat. Rampant thoughts ran through her mind. Silas must have been spying on her and knew she was alone aboard when he took the boat. He’d guessed she was hiding in this cabin. That was why he’d lit the fire outside the door. He wanted her dead, and this way no one would know he was responsible. Lizzie tried to get around the fire, but she couldn’t. There was no way out. She was trapped.

“We’ve got to find dad, Neal,” Francesca said. She was standing in the wheelhouse beside him. Ned had gone down to stoke the boiler and add more wood. Angry and stirred by other more complicated emotions, Neal was pushing the Ophelia to optimum speed.

“We’ll find him, Francesca,” Neal said, putting one arm around her shoulder protectively. “I can’t believe Joe would burn the Marylou.”

“I can’t either, but I can believe the thought of giving the Marylou to Silas is breaking dad’s heart. Let’s just hope we get to him in time. I’m surprised your boat repairs were completed so soon, but the timing is perfect.” Francesca knew without Neal, they’d have no hope of stopping Joe from burning the Marylou, and maybe killing Lizzie at the same time.

“The Ophelia wasn’t supposed to be ready for weeks,” Neal said frowning. “There were several other boats in dry dock that were there before mine, and they’re still not finished.” He glanced at Francesca, suddenly considering the idea that someone had pulled some strings. But who, and why, and what did they hope to gain?

Joe was standing on the river bank with a bottle of rum in his hand. He took another mouthful, and watched smoke begin to billow from the Marylou with a breaking heart. He loved every piece of timber that made up the Marylou, but he’d rather see her on the bottom of the river, than give Silas Hepburn the pleasure of taking his steamer from him.

Suddenly, a terrified scream chilled the air. Joe dropped the bottle in his hand and it smashed on the rocks at his feet. “Francesca,” he yelled, the colour draining from his face. Jumbled thoughts raced through his mind. He was sure Ned had told him Francesca had gone on an errand, but now he wondered if he’d not heard Ned correctly and Francesca was still aboard.

Joe leapt onto the deck of the Marylou and raced towards Francesca’s cabin, but heat from the fire held him back. When he saw a woman standing on the other side of the flames, screaming, his heart nearly stopped. He tried to get around the fire, but he couldn’t.

“Help me,” Lizzie cried. “Don’t let me burn to death.” She’d already tried a cabin window, but it was too small.

“Hold on,” Joe said. Grabbing a bucket on a rope, he threw it over the side of the boat, scooping up water. It seemed to take forever to fill. Seconds felt like hours, as the woman’s screams rang in his ears. When the bucket was full he quickly threw the water on the flames. Lizzie watched in horror as the water was almost ineffectual.

“Oh, God, what have I done,” Joe cried. The look of terror on the woman’s battered face made him want to run through the flames and scoop her in his arms, but the heat forced him back. “Grab a blanket,” he yelled. “Hurry!”

Lizzie was near hysterical and didn’t react.

“Get a blanket,” Joe yelled again. “Do it now.”

This time Lizzie heard him and tried to pull herself together. She disappeared into Francesca’s cabin. A moment later she came out with a blanket. “What do I do with it?” she yelled.

“Throw it over the fire,” Joe shouted.

Lizzie hesitated.

Joe knew if she didn’t respond within seconds, it would be too late. “Do it, now,” he shouted.

“I can’t,” Lizzie said, the flames driving her back.

“You have to, before it’s too late,” Joe shouted. For a second he and Lizzie looked at each other through the fire. She could see by Joe’s expression that if she didn’t help herself, she was going to die. She’d often thought Silas was going to kill her, but she’d never thought she’d die like this.

The flames were growing, so Lizzie threw the blanket, which seemed to land in a heap on the deck, in the middle of the flames. To her amazement, it smothered some of the fire, but not enough to make any difference. Meanwhile Joe filled another bucket of water and threw it over the blanket and the fire, and then ran to fill another. Lizzie went into his cabin and came out with another blanket. She was coughing and choking from the smoke, but she threw the blanket over the burning deck and tried to get through the flames, but she was too terrified.

After hurling another bucket of water over the fire, Joe grabbed one side of the smoldering blanket and pulled it over more of the flames. He burned his own hands, but he pushed the blanket around and frantically stamped his feet, until the fire was completely smothered. He took a deep, ragged breath and then coughed.

“Christ, who are you, and where the Hell did you come from?” Joe yelled. He’d been so upset for Ezra the night before that he’d completely forgotten that Francesca had told him she’d brought a woman aboard.

“I was … asleep … in Francesca’s cabin,” Lizzie coughed, wiping tears from her bruised face. “My name is Lizzie, Lizzie Spender. You must be Francesca’s father, Joe Callaghan. You saved my life. Thank you.” Tears of relief streamed down her face.

“I looked in Fran’s cabin,” Joe said bewildered. How could he have forgotten that Francesca had brought a woman aboard? “I didn’t see you,” he barked, ignoring her introduction and her thanks. The impact of what he’d nearly done shook him to the core.

“I thought you were …” Lizzie stopped herself short. “I heard angry shouts which frightened me, so I hid in the cupboard. How … did the fire start?” She couldn’t understand who’d lit the fire.

Joe’s head dropped. Overwhelmed by his emotions, he began to sob.

Lizzie didn’t know what to do. She stood looking at Joe, and the blackened, smoldering patches in the corridor outside Francesca’s cabin. Then she slowly realized that it had been Joe who’d lit the fire and she’d been merely seconds from death. “Why did you set a fire aboard your steamer?”

Joe didn’t answer her.

“Was it for the … insurance?” she asked accusingly.

Joe shook his head and tried to pull himself together. “There is no insurance,” he mumbled. “I couldn’t pay the premium.”

Lizzie wasn’t educated, but even so, she was still mystified. “Then why burn your boat, Joe? May I call you Joe?”

“We’re not formal around here,” Joe said, pulling himself together. “I can’t make the repayments on the loan I got from Silas Hepburn, and I put the Marylou up as collateral.” He became angry again. “I was a damned fool, but I’d sooner see her on the bottom of the river, than go to that low life scum.”

Lizzie couldn’t agree more with Joe’s description of Silas Hepburn. She wondered how many people’s lives he had ruined. Her customers came to her in all states of mind, and the regulars who had known her for some time, often confided in her, so she knew he was detested by a lot of people who had been victims of his corrupt ways.

“I’ll die before I hand my boat over to that man,” Joe said, pushing past Lizzie. He headed down to the engine room. A moment later she heard him on deck and went out to him. He was holding a can of kerosene. He removed the lid, and tipped the can upside down, shaking the contents onto the deck and in the passageway.

“What are you doing?” Lizzie said, trying to grab his arm.

“What does it look like?” Joe said emotionally.

She realized he was going to set fire to the Marylou again. “Don’t do it, Joe. Francesca loves this boat.”

Joe shook Lizzie off him and reeled on her. “I love her, too, but I’ll not give Silas Hepburn the satisfaction of taking her from me.”

“Then … hide her,” Lizzie said. It was a crazy thought, but all she could come up with.

Joe shook his head. He’d thought of hiding her down one of the creeks, or even taking her out through the mouth of the river, into the sea and up the coast, but it wasn’t a long term solution.

The hum of an engine, and the sound of paddles, distracted Lizzie and Joe. They turned to see the Lady Ophelia had turned into the Campaspe.

“Oh, Hell,” Joe muttered, dropping the can of fuel. “Get off the boat, Lizzie,” he bellowed.

Lizzie knew he was going to throw a match on the fuel before he could be stopped. “No, Joe, I won’t let you do it.”

“Get off my boat, now, Lizzie.” He struck a match and held it out.

Lizzie could see he was a desperate man. “No, Joe. Please think about this. There has to be another way.”

Francesca could see her father standing on the deck with Lizzie, so she went to the bow of Neal’s steamer. From their body language, it looked like Lizzie was pleading with him about something. “Dad,” she called. He didn’t hear her, so she called again in a louder voice.

Joe thought he heard his daughter and turned to look at the approaching steamer. “I’m sorry, Frannie girl,” he whispered.

In that instant, Lizzie lunged for the match, but she slipped in the kerosene and fell to the deck with the match in her hand. The kerosene quickly soaked the front of her night dress, and although she managed to keep the match out of it, it was burning down to her fingers.

Joe’s eyes widened in horror. He knew in less than a second the match would catch the kerosene, so he threw himself on top of Lizzie to extinguish it. She began screaming in fright and pain, so he leapt to his feet and picked her up. Thinking she might have caught fire, or was about to, he jumped over the side of the boat into the shallow water’s of the Campaspe River, with Lizzie in his arms.

By the time the Lady Ophelia pulled alongside the Marylou, Joe was struggling out of knee to thigh deep water, carrying Lizzie.

“Dad, what have you done?” Francesca called frantically.

“I’m all right,” Lizzie managed to say. She was shaking and hurt all over, but she was grateful to be alive. After the way Silas had treated her, she’d been sure that Joe was going to drown her. It wasn’t until he lifted her from the water, and asked if she all right, that she understood he’d been trying to save her. The relief in his features, and the gentle way he held her touched her heart in a way it had never been touched before.

Francesca, Ned and Neal jumped onto the river bank. Joe was sitting beside Lizzie, with his head on his knees. Francesca was alarmed to see the burns on his hands.

“Dad, you’re hurt,” she said.

“No, it’s nothing,” Joe snapped.

Ned and Neal went aboard the Marylou and washed the kero from the decks, as it would have caught alight from the smallest spark.

“I know I’ve let you down, Frannie girl,” Joe said, “but I can’t face giving Silas Hepburn the Marylou. I just can’t.”

“Oh, dad.” Francesca put her arms around her father. “I understand how you feel.” Her eyes filled with tears.

“I know you believe things will work out, Frannie girl, but I’m the kind of man who faces reality. And the reality of this is that Silas Hepburn is going to take the Marylou. You’re mother would turn in her grave.”

“He won’t take it if I marry him.”

Joe leapt to his feet. “You can’t marry him. I won’t let you sacrifice yourself. I’d rather lose the Marylou.”

“I won’t let you lose the Marylou, dad. Look what it’s doing to you.”

Standing on the deck of the Marylou, Neal and Ned overheard Francesca and her father talking on the riverbank.

“You can’t marry that man,” Ned said angrily.

“No, you can’t,” Neal added.

“Maybe I won’t have to go that far,” Francesca said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” Joe said.

“I could become engaged to him. That would give you more time to raise the money you owe him, wouldn’t it?”

“He’s no fool,” Lizzie said.

“And neither am I,” Francesca said. “There’s a big difference between saying I’ll marry him, and actually doing it.” Francesca looked at her father. “If I was his fiancé, you’d probably get all the best jobs on the river, the one’s with the best pay. I could see to it.”

“He’d have you up for breach of promise if you backed out of the wedding.”

“He probably would. But he’s such a detestable man. I’m sure he wouldn’t be faithful for a moment, so I could catch him out with another woman. That would give me good reason to break our engagement.”

“He’s too cunning for that,” Lizzie said.

“After all he’s done, there’s no doubt he’s cunning, but I can be shrewd, too.”

Joe was still opposed to the plan. “The idea is insane.”

“I only want to buy you more time, dad. I’d never marry him. Never!”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Regina enjoyed Clara’s company immensely, and was delighted to find that not only had she grown into a beautiful girl, but she was blessed with sense and maturity, and just enough ambition to make her appealing to someone like Monty. In fact, the more Regina talked to her, the more convinced she became that Clara was the right girl to turn Monty’s attention from Francesca. It was also a plus that her family owned businesses in Moama.

They were enjoying tea and fresh cinnamon cake when Regina heard Monty’s carriage, and glanced out of the living room window as he alighted in front of the veranda.

“Excuse me, Clara,” she said, rushing out to the vestibule to warn Monty that they had company. He’d been in a morose mood of late, and she didn’t want Clara to see him in this state. When Monty was at his most charming he could turn any girls head, but when he was in one of his rare, gloomy states, he appeared sullen, and worse, uninteresting.

“Monty,” she said greeting him with a sweeping look that took in his attire, including dusty boots. “Tidy yourself up. I have company for afternoon tea, and you’ll never guess who it is.”

Monty immediately brightened. “Francesca!”

Catching the hope in her son’s tone, Regina frowned. “No. Clara Whitsbury.”

It was Monty’s turn to frown.

“The Whitsbury’s moved to Moama a few years ago, but they once owned the grain and fodder store at the northern end of High Street. Remember?”

“Oh, yes,” Monty said vaguely.

His lack of enthusiasm frustrated Regina. “What is the matter with you, Monty?”

“Nothing, mother. I’m just not in the mood to see Clara. I’ve been looking for Francesca, and I can’t find her.” He hadn’t seen her for days, which was why he felt gloomy.

Regina knew she had to do all she could to put him off Francesca, as she didn’t trust her to do it. “Look, son, I don’t want to hurt you, but Francesca does spend a lot of time with Neal Mason, and you said yourself that he was in love with her.”

Monty glared at his mother and she almost regretted her insensitivity.

“I’m not saying anything is going on between them, but it pays to keep both eyes open.”

“She won’t be spending so much time with him anymore.”

“What do you mean? You haven’t done something foolish, have you, Monty?” Monty’s demeanor made Regina suspicious. She wondered if he’d been using his influence to meddle in Francesca’s life inadvertently, by manipulating Neal Mason’s life.

“Of course not. I found out his boat is out of dry dock, so he’ll be working independently of Joe from now on.”

“Go upstairs and have a wash, and then come down and have tea with Clara.”

“I’m not interested in Clara or anyone else, mother, so stop interfering. I love Francesca, and that is not going to change, no matter how many girls you parade under my nose.” Monty stormed outside again, leaving Regina seething.

“Well, I’m sorry, Monty, but you can’t have her,” Regina whispered. “As for Clara, I’m sure in time, you’ll thank me for bringing her into your life.”

“I do not like the idea at all, Francesca. The thought of you in the company of that man just doesn’t bear thinking about.” Joe had slept on the idea, but he still wasn’t happy about it.

“I agree with your father,” Ned said pouring them all tea. “There has to be another way, Frannie girl.”

“There isn’t, Ned,” Francesca said. She hated the idea herself, but she couldn’t bear to see her father in pain and so desperate that he’d go as far as burning the Marylou, not when she had the power to help him. “I’ve been thinking about it, and talking it over with Lizzie. I think this would work if we insist on a very long engagement.”

“If we did go along with this, and I stress if, I’d insist on still paying the loan. I don’t want that man’s charity,” Joe said

“Yes, of course, dad,” Francesca said, understanding he still had his pride, “but without the outrageous interest he’s been charging you. You could easily manage to pay the principle of the loan if I still worked with you, and I would insist I still be allowed to work aboard the Marylou.”

“That way Francesca could avoid seeing Silas most of the time,” Lizzie said. The two women had been talking in Francesca’s cabin, and had worked out ways to avoid being in Silas Hepburn’s company. Francesca knew she’d have to dine with him occasionally but she intended to make herself unavailable as often as possible. Lizzie had been against the idea as much as Joe, but when she thought about it, she was sure Silas would treat Francesca very well, until they were married. If she didn’t intend to marry him, then Lizzie felt a little easier that she would be safe.

Joe was beginning to come around to the idea that the plan might work, and he’d feel better if he had Francesca with him most of the time. If Silas stopped sabotaging his work, he’d be able to pay the loan, and when they were legally debt free, Francesca could call off the engagement.

“I saw Silas in town yesterday,” Francesca said, “and he asked me to dine with him tonight at the Bridge Hotel. I didn’t give him an answer one way or another, but this could be an opportunity to discuss this with him, dad. If he doesn’t agree to our terms, then I won’t become engaged to him.”

Joe was silent for a few moments. “Very well,” he said with obvious reluctance. “But under no circumstances are you going to marry that man. If he tries to force the issue, I won’t stand for it.”

On the way to the hotel, Joe had second thoughts. “How can I pretend to be pleased about this, Frannie girl? I always imagined that the day you accepted a young man’s proposal I’d be happy for you. But how can I be pleased about you becoming engaged to Silas Hepburn, when I loath him? It just doesn’t feel right.”

“Just keep it in mind that it isn’t real, dad.”

“It will have to look real, Fran. Silas Hepburn may be a lot of things, but he’s no fool.”

“I know, dad.” Francesca had her own doubts about how she was going to cope with being his fiancé, when the thought made her frightened. “I can do it, if you can, dad. Just remember it’s for a good cause. The Marylou! Besides, if we don’t do something, he’s going to keep hurting innocent people.”

Joe felt terribly guilty about what had happened to Ezra Pickering and Dolan O’Shaunnessey. It was one of the reasons he was willing to go along with this. “No one will understand this. Everyone knows how much I hate the man. How are they going to comprehend that I’d let him marry my daughter?”

“I know they will be confused, but I don’t believe it will take the likes of Ezra Pickering long to figure out that we’re up to something.”

“It won’t take Silas long, either.”

“You’re right, that is why we have to be very sure we can pull this off. We can’t have any doubts, dad, not if we want to keep the Marylou.”

Joe began to walk on with Francesca. “I’ll need a good few stiff drinks to keep my dinner down if I’m sitting opposite Silas.”

Francesca slipped her arm through his. “We can do this, dad. I know we can. Just keep picturing the look on his face when I break our engagement, and you’ve paid off the loan.”

Silas was surprised and utterly delighted to see Francesca, as he hadn’t really expected her to take up his invitation, but when he saw Joe, his elation evaporated. Joe never patronized his establishment, and he was dressed in his Sunday best, so it was obvious he was going to be dining with them. But why?

“Good evening, Silas,” Joe said stiffly.

“Good evening, Joe,” Silas replied cautiously. “Francesca. You look lovely tonight, my dear.”

Joe bristled at his use of an endearment.

Francesca glanced nervously at her father. “Thank you, Mr. Hepburn.”

Silas balked at being called Mr. Hepburn by Francesca, since it reminded him that he was old enough to be her father. She, on the other hand, thought it kept their relationship on a more formal footing, and him at arms length.

“My father is going to join us for dinner, Mr. Hepburn.”

“Oh,” Silas said, curiously. He knew Joe must want something from him, and surmised that it was to ask for more time to pay his loan. He’ll be sorely disappointed, he thought.

“That’s right, Silas,” Joe said. “I wish to discuss your,” he stopped short for a moment and took a deep breath. “Your intentions towards my daughter.”

Silas was startled, but he couldn’t help feeling elated again. He’d hoped, but had not expected that Joe would ever come round to the idea of him marrying Francesca, simply because he was a stubborn, bull-headed Irishman. He’d been sure some sort of brutal persuasion would be needed, and he’d been plotting to that effect. But it seemed Joe had realized he couldn’t win.

“Am I to believe that you will give me permission to marry your daughter?” Silas asked. He had to be sure.

Francesca and Joe had already decided that the word, marry or marriage, would never be used by either of them.

“I may give my permission for you to become engaged to my daughter, if you agree to certain terms.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed. “Terms!”

“Shall we be seated and have a drink?” Joe said. He desperately needed one, a very large one, and then some.

“Of course.”

Silas showed Joe and Francesca to his best table and ordered a round of drinks, - whisky for the men and lemonade for Francesca.

“You’ve made the right decision, Joe,” Silas said, when their drinks arrived.

Joe caught the smugness in his tone and he swallowed his whisky in one go. “I certainly hope so.”

“What are these terms you mentioned?”

“I will allow you to become engaged to my daughter, as long as the engagement is long. She is young, and while you can offer her a good life,” Joe almost choked on the words. “She needs time to get used to the idea of being betrothed.”

“I understand,” Silas said, his eyes sweeping over Francesca hungrily. He wasn’t thinking of her feelings at all, just his own.

She inwardly cringed, and Joe almost crushed the glass in his hand.

“As … as for the loan I took from you,” Joe said, looking into his empty glass and praying for strength.

“As we’ll be family, I’ll cancel the loan,” Silas said quickly. “As I agreed.”

“I won’t accept that,” Joe said. “I wish to keep paying what I owe.”

Silas looked surprised.

“Minus the interest,” Francesca added.

Silas glanced at her and nodded. He thought Joe was an honourable fool, but he’d gladly take his money.

“My father wants to work, Mr. Hepburn,” Francesca said.

“Silas, please, Francesca. If you are to be my betrothed, you can’t keep calling me Mr. Hepburn.” He patted her hand intimately, and she flinched, struggling with the desire to withdraw it.

“Silas,” Francesca said stiffly. “You could see to it that my father gets the best work on the river, couldn’t you?” She forced herself to smile prettily at him, while placing her hand on her father’s knee. Knowing how proud Joe was, she knew asking Silas for work was almost more than he could bear.

“Of course, my dear,” Silas said, casting Joe a self-satisfied look. “Whatever you want.”

“I’m happy you feel that way because I want to keep working with my father, until …”

“Until we’re married,” Silas finished. “That is fine with me, my dear. You’ll find I’m a very reasonable man.” Silas had no intention of being engaged for a long time. He’d allow her a few weeks to get used to the idea, and then arrange the wedding.

“So you agree to a long engagement, and you agree that my father will pay you what he owes, minus the interest, and you agree to me working with him for the term of our engagement?”

“I do,” Silas said. His mind was racing ahead. He suspected that Joe wanted to work and pay the loan, and that Francesca would then refuse to marry him, but he was way ahead of either of them. He’d make sure he and Francesca were husband and wife long before Joe’s loan was repaid.

Joe looked at his daughter with a heavy heart. “It’s all settled, then.”

Francesca nodded. Her heart was racing and she felt frightened but she forced herself to smile at Silas.

“Then we’re engaged to be married,” Silas said, grinning arrogantly. He leant forward and kissed Francesca’s cheek. She smelt his sour breath as his wet lips touched her cheek, and tensed, but she tried not to show her revulsion. Her dad was going to keep the Marylou and that was all that mattered to her.

Silas noticed she became frigid at his touch, and knew it had nothing to do with being shy. She hated him, but that didn’t matter, as long as she was his. And she would be his, until the day he tired of her.

Francesca smiled reassuringly at her father, but Joe noticed the way Silas was looking at her and he didn’t share her confidence.

“Tomorrow I will formally announce our engagement,” Silas said, as he called for a bottle of champagne and announced to all in the dining room that Francesca was his fiancé.

Amid the gasps of surprise and applause, Joe said sternly, “Wait a minute, Silas. Are you divorced from the last Mrs. Silas Hepburn? Henrietta Chapman, wasn’t it?”

The smile on Silas’s face faded. “Our divorce is all but finalized. I should receive the final paper work very soon.”

Joe frowned. “Then I suggest you hold off on any festivities regarding your engagement to Francesca. It would be in bad taste if there are still a few loose ends regarding your divorce. Don’t you agree?”

Silas’s mouth twisted. “Yes, I suppose so,” he said, obviously displeased. “I’ll get onto my lawyers and get them to hurry the paperwork along.”

“Take your time, Silas. As you and Francesca will be having a long engagement, there is no hurry to make formal announcements or arrange a celebration.”

Silas was livid, but determined not to show it. “We can still toast such a happy occasion,” he said. He suddenly remembered the conversation he’d had with Regina Radcliffe about Francesca. “While we’re on the subject of loose ends, I’d like to clear something up,” he said, scrutinizing Francesca with cold, narrowed eyes.

“What’s that Mr. … Silas?”

“I’ve heard rumours that you are romantically linked with a man called Neal Mason. Is this true?”

“Now wait a minute,” Joe hissed.

Francesca reached out and placed her hand on her father’s arm. “It’s all right, dad. As my fiancé, Silas has a right to know.” She looked at Silas with a cool expression and tried not to think about the times Neal had kissed her passionately. He’d made it plain that she would never have a future with him, so she could deny any romantic involvement with a clear conscience. “No, there is no truth to those rumours.”

“I’ll take your word for it, my dear. What about Montgomery Radcliffe? You did go out with him a few times.”

Joe was so angry it took all his strength to stay seated, when he felt like choking Silas for questioning his daughter’s virtue.

“I did go out with Monty a few times, but we are not having a romance.”

Joe threw back another whisky, the fiery liquid giving him much needed strength to remain outwardly calm. He loathed Silas so much he could barely be in the same room with him, let alone sit at the same table. He certainly had no appetite.

“Good,” Silas said, raising his glass again. “Here’s to a long and happy relationship.”

Francesca glanced at her father, who refilled his glass and reluctantly raised it.

“Here’s to us, and all that makes us happy,” Francesca said.

Silas was well aware there was a double meaning behind her words. You’re not fooling me for an instant, Francesca, he thought. But I’ll play your game.

At their earliest convenience, Joe and Francesca left the hotel. Silas shook Joe’s hand and kissed Francesca’s, before they hurried away.

“We did it, dad. I don’t think Silas suspected a thing,” she whispered as they walked towards the wharf.

Joe felt sick at heart and he shuddered. It had taken every ounce of his strength to shake hands with Silas. If he hadn’t had six glasses of whisky, he couldn’t have done it at all. He couldn’t believe he’d been able to hold his temper. It was a miracle.

“I wouldn’t be too sure,” he said, glancing back at the hotel to see they weren’t being followed. “We’re going to have to tread very carefully, Francesca.” He didn’t want to frighten her and say that he thought Silas was a truly evil man, but he intended to keep a very close eye on him. He also planned to chaperone Francesca whenever she was in his company.

He didn’t know that she was thinking along the same lines and had been grateful for his company. She had the overwhelming urge to wash her hands and face, just to rid herself of Silas Hepburn’s touch, and intended to do it as soon as she reached the Marylou.

Francesca was tired, so she bid her father good night. It had been a long exhausting day, and pretending to be happy about becoming engaged to Silas Hepburn had been emotionally debilitating.

Joe knew he wouldn’t sleep for hours, so he sat down on the stern of the boat, and looked up at the night sky, taking several deep breaths. The moon was partly obscured by cloud and there was a light breeze across the dark water. The river always soothed him. He still wasn’t sure they had done the right thing, and he knew he was going to detest every moment that Francesca was engaged to Silas Hepburn.

Joe had been alone for about half an hour, when he heard someone come out onto the deck behind him. He thought it might be Francesca, but when he looked he saw Lizzie lurking in the shadows.

“Couldn’t you sleep either?” he asked.

“No. I’m used to being up most of the night and asleep during the day.”

Joe nodded but said nothing, and Lizzie suddenly felt embarrassed that she had reminded him she was a prostitute.

“I shouldn’t be here,” she said.

Joe turned to look at her again. “I don’t mind the company.” He’d been feeling lonely, so he was actually grateful she was there.

“I meant … aboard the Marylou.” She hated every minute of her life as a prostitute and was dreading going back to the bordello. But how could she tell Joe that being with him, Ned and Francesca had been wonderful, and the first time she had felt safe for a long, long time. “You’ve been very good to me and …”

“You feel safe here with us, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Lizzie said, tears welling because he understood. “But,” she swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t belong with decent people. I’ll go soon …” Lizzie felt self-conscious and dirty. Joe was a decent man and she didn’t feel worthy to be in his company.

“You can stay as long as you like,” Joe said kindly. In the dark, he couldn’t read the expression in Lizzie’s eyes, but he sensed she didn’t believe him. “I mean it,” he said. “Stay aboard the Marylou as long as you like.” He turned back to look over the river. “When we go down river, you won’t have to stay hidden in Francesca’s cabin, so you might enjoy the boat a bit more. The river is a really beautiful place. It’s very peaceful.”

Lizzie was surprised to hear Joe say she was hiding from someone. Of course he knew she’d been beaten, but he hadn’t asked questions. “How did it go with Silas?” She loathed him that much she could barely say his name.

“I thought Francesca might have told you.”

“She did, but I think you might have a different perspective, as a man, and her father.”

Joe was amazed that Lizzie understood. But then he knew Lizzie had seen men at their worst. “Your right, I do have a very different perspective of him. The thought of him … makes me crazy. It’s terrifying because I feel almost out of control.” Joe put his head in his hands.

“I know what you mean,” Lizzie said. “I’ve been there myself.” When Silas had beaten her and called her names, she’d felt exactly the same. Sometimes it had taken all her willpower not to put a knife through his heart. “I haven’t known Francesca very long, but she’s a very, very special young woman. Actually, I’ve never met anyone like her. She treats me like I’m worthy of her friendship.” Lizzie lowered her head. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “Was her mother a very beautiful woman?” The woman in Lizzie made her ask such a question.

“Mary’s beauty was on the inside. She was very special, like Francesca.”

Lizzie could tell that Joe missed Mary terribly, and she couldn’t help feeling envious because no one had ever felt that way about her. She moved from the shadows and was struck by pain. Joe turned when he heard her groan. He could see she was holding her side and she was hunched over.

“Come and sit down over here,” he said, getting out of his chair.

“No, I’m all right here.” She still felt self-conscious of her appearance.

“Come on. This is a comfortable chair. I’ve had cracked ribs myself, so I know how painful they can be. You can’t do much until they heal.”

Lizzie awkwardly lowered herself onto the chair, while Joe pulled up another chair for himself.

“Are you warm enough? Do you want a blanket or a cushion?”

“I’m fine.” She sighed. “Thank you, Joe.”

He patted her hand kindly, which startled her because she’d never been touched affectionately.

“I never get tired of looking at the river,” he said.

Joe began to talk, telling Lizzie about all the different kinds of jobs he’d done. He told her about how he started out and the changes that had taken place over the years. Lizzie listened, enthralled. Although she’d lived in Echuca for years, she knew hardly anything about the river because she rarely ventured out in the day, except on the occasional afternoon if business had been slow the night before. She appreciated the fact that Joe didn’t ask her any personal questions, when he could have interrogated her about her life-style. Lizzie had never had such a peaceful evening and she wished it didn’t have to end. This must be how normal people live, she thought enviously. Happy people.

Two hours later, Lizzie yawned.

“Listen to me,” Joe said. “I haven’t stopped talking for hours.” He’d really enjoyed reliving his early days on the river and sharing the memories with Lizzie, and from the questions she’d asked, he’d gathered she’d enjoyed hearing all about it.

“You’ve had a really interesting life,” Lizzie said wistfully. She was comparing his life to her own miserable existence.

Joe didn’t comment, but he gathered Lizzie would be hard pressed to relive any good memories. “Can I ask you something?” he said, and he saw her visibly tense. Without waiting for her reply, he said, “Is your name Elizabeth?”

“She looked at him in astonishment. “Yes, Elizabeth Ann Bolton.” She’d never told anyone that before, but then no one had ever asked.

Joe wondered if she’d been married before, or whether Spender was an assumed name to protect her family’s identity. He put his hand out. “I’m Joseph Quinlan Callaghan. I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Elizabeth.”

Tears filled Lizzie’s eyes. With those few words he made her feel like a lady for the first time in her life. “I’m,” she glanced at his outstretched hand before taking it. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Joseph.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Joe and Ned were mopping the decks of the Marylou when they looked up to find Montgomery Radcliffe standing on the river bank, watching them. They exchanged glances, both surprised to note that Monty looked less than his usual confident self.

“Good morning, Montgomery,” Joe said cautiously, confused about why he would be calling so early.

Monty removed his hat. “Good morning, Joe, Ned. If Francesca is aboard, I’d like to speak to her for a few minutes?”

Joe glanced towards the cabins. He hadn’t had a chance to discuss with Francesca how she wanted to handle telling Montgomery about her engagement. “I’m not sure she’s receiving visitors just yet. If you wait a minute, I’ll check.”

Monty nodded. “I know it’s early, but I wanted to catch Francesca before you all set off.”

Joe understood that he thought they would be heading up or down the river to work.

Joe knocked on his daughter’s door. “Montgomery Radcliffe is here to see you, Frannie girl,” he said and she opened the door with an alarmed expression.

Regina’s criticism ran through her mind and she paled. “I don’t want to see him, dad. Make an excuse for me.”

“But, Frannie …”

“Tell him I’m not well.”

Joe wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do. “You’ll have to tell him about your engagement to Silas sooner or later, Frannie girl. He’ll find out one way or another, but it might be better coming from you.”

“I can’t … I don’t want to see him,” Francesca said. “Not today.”

Joe was puzzled by her reaction as she seemed to be in a panic. “Very well. I’ll tell him you aren’t feeling well,” he said. He wasn’t comfortable with lying, but it seemed he was doing a lot of it recently, and Francesca’s wishes came first.

“I’m sorry, Montgomery, Francesca isn’t feeling well this morning,” Joe said when he came back out on deck.

Monty looked momentarily confused. “Oh, I see.” He looked at the ground, not sure he believed Joe. “Is … it something serious?”

“No. It’s just a bad headache. She’ll be fine after a few hours sleep.”

“Please tell her I wish her a speedy recovery.”

“I will. It was nice seeing you again.”

Monty nodded and turned to go.

Joe noted his shoulders were slumped and his steps slow. “He’s upset,” he whispered to Ned. “He’s going to be gutted when he finds out Frannie is engaged to Silas Hepburn.”

“Aye,” Ned said. “He won’t understand it at all.”

“Can ye blame him? I don’t understand it myself.”

“She’s avoiding me,” Monty muttered to himself, as he climbed on his horse. He’d thought he and Francesca got on well but something had changed. He hadn’t seen or spoken to her since the weekend she came to stay on Derby Downs. Also, since then his mother had been acting strangely, and she’d obviously changed her mind about Francesca. She’d even hinted that Francesca had a reputation in town, which he found odd, since he hadn’t heard anything himself. None of it made any sense.

Monty was riding along the riverbank, when he heard a commotion. Silas Hepburn and some men were standing beside the riverbank, staring at the water in disbelief. When Monty drew near, he could see the pontoon wasn’t there, and it was obvious Silas was very angry.

“What’s happened?” Monty asked.

“Someone sabotaged my pontoon,” Silas yelled. “The ropes have been cut and it’s been carried down stream on the current.”

Monty was startled. “Why would anyone do that?”

“I have no idea, but when I catch them, they’ll wish they’d never been born.” Silas could only think of all the money he was going to lose, but it suddenly occurred to him that now Ezra Pickering was out of business he’d have to go much further up river to find someone to build him a new pontoon. The irony wasn’t lost.

“That’s it?” he muttered to himself. “Ezra did this for revenge.” Although a man in his position had enemies, people he’d had to trample over to get where he was, he had to acknowledge that Ezra couldn’t prove he’d had his boat building yard burned down, but then he couldn’t prove that Ezra had sabotaged his pontoon either.

Monty was going into the Riverine Herald Newspaper office, when he bumped into Clara Whitsbury, who seemed flustered as she tried to push through the door ahead of him.

“Excuse me,” he said, slightly distracted as he opened the door for her.

If Clara had been disconcerted before she saw Monty, gazing into his warm brown eyes made her go weak at the knees. “I’m … terribly sorry,” she stammered. She was horrified that she’d been so rude. “I’m anxious not be late.”

“For an appointment?”

“No.”

“You have a job here?” he said, startled.

“Yes. I’m the new junior office clerk. Actually, it’s my first day.”

“Oh!”

“I’m Clara. Clara Whitsbury.”

“Clara?” Monty pulled himself together. “Oh, Clara. You’ve …” He’d already noted her pretty face, but his glance took in her comely figure. “You’ve grown up.”

“You didn’t recognize me, did you?”

“Uh … of course.” He felt himself flush. “Well, not at first, but that’s my fault. I was preoccupied.” Monty frowned.

“Who is she?” Clara said presumptuously.

Monty was taken back by her forwardness. “I beg your pardon.”

“You said you were preoccupied,” Clara said without any embarrassment.

“Yes, by what I have to do today.” Monty dropped his head for a moment. “You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman, Clara. Not that you weren’t …” He flushed again and laughed. “My mother tells me she had you over for afternoon tea.”

“That’s right.”

“She didn’t mention that you were going to be working for the Riverine Herald.”

“I’d just had an interview the day I had tea with your mother, but I think she’s since put in a good word for me, because Mr. Peobbles gave me the job and I know there were several other applicants waiting to see him.”

Monty had no doubt his mother had something to do with her appointment as junior clerk. “I’m sure you were the best person for the position,” he said gallantly.

Clara batted her eyelashes at him. “I had better report to Mr. Peobbles,” she said, but it was obvious she was reluctant to go. “You mentioned work. Are you here on business?”

“I will be going over the books with the accountant,” Monty replied.

“Oh, well perhaps I’ll run into you again, at lunch time.” It was Clara’s turn to flush, but this time it was with anticipation.

It occurred to Monty that if he was seen with someone as pretty as Clara, and word got back to Francesca, she might become envious. “Why don’t I take you to lunch at the Bridge Hotel to celebrate your first day on the job?”

“That would be wonderful,” Clara gushed.

Monty knew dating Clara would make his mother happy, but his main objective was to make Francesca take notice.

Clara and Monty were enjoying a steak and kidney pie when Silas Hepburn passed by the door of hotel dining room, and caught sight of them. He was thoroughly annoyed with the constabulary, as they were doing little to find the culprits who’d cut the ropes to his pontoon, but when he saw Monty dining with a pretty young woman, his attention was diverted. He wasted no time in approaching their table.

“Good afternoon, Monty,” Silas said. “How is your lunch?”

Monty looked up. “Very good, thank you, Silas,” he said. He noted Silas was looking at Clara with interest.

He was just about to introduce her, when Silas said, “Are you Terry Whitsbury’s girl?”

“That’s right,” Clara said. “I’ve been away at boarding school.”

Monty wasn’t surprised that Silas had recognized her. He seemed to know every pretty face in Victoria, and if he didn’t, he made it his business to introduce himself.

“I hope you are here to stay,” Silas said flirtatiously.

Clara glanced at Monty, obviously slightly uncomfortable.

“Clara has just started work at the newspaper office, so we’re celebrating,” Monty said.

“That’s wonderful. I’m planning a celebration myself,” Silas said, seeing an opening to showcase his news.

“I’m surprised after your misfortune this morning,” Monty said.

Silas frowned. He didn’t need to be reminded of his bad luck. “If I hadn’t become engaged to be married, I’d truly be despaired. But being in love has a way of making even the worst misfortune seem not so bad.”

“Engaged!” Monty said, sitting back in his chair and putting down his cutlery. “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone, Silas? Congratulations.” He got up and extended his hand, which Silas shook.

“Thank you. It’s rather sudden, but I couldn’t be happier.”

“Do I know your intended?”

Silas cleared his throat a little nervously. “As a matter of fact, you do. My fiancé is Francesca Callaghan.”

Monty’s mouth dropped open, and he paled. “Francesca!”

“That’s right. We dined together last night and she accepted my proposal.”

Silas could see he was stunned, but more than that, he appeared to be devastated. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do. “We’re going to be having a big party soon,” he said, taking a step backwards. “You’ll get an invitation of course. Excuse me. I have something I must do.”

Monty was absolutely staggered. He wondered why Joe hadn’t told him, and it now made sense why Francesca wouldn’t see him. But Silas. Why would Francesca agree to marry Silas? It had been evident on their first date that she detested him.

Monty slumped to his seat.

Clara thought she understood Monty’s reaction, given what Regina thought of Francesca. “I’m very surprised Mr. Hepburn would marry that girl,” she said. “Your mother told me she has a questionable reputation.”

Monty blinked in surprise. “My mother told you that?”

“Yes.” Clara suddenly wondered if she’d spoken out of turn.

“When did she say that?” Monty asked.

“The other day, just before we went out to Derby Downs. Silas and his fiancé were in the tea rooms, and your mother pointed her out and informed me about her reputation.”

Things were starting to make sense to Monty. His mother had said something to Francesca, something hurtful. That was why she was avoiding him. It was a relief to find out it wasn’t something he had done, but he still couldn’t understand why she would marry Silas.

“Good morning, Joe,” Silas said.

“Mornin’,” Joe mumbled. As he spoke, Francesca came out on deck. She was displeased to see Silas, but she forced herself to smile.

“Good morning, my dear. I trust you slept well.”

“Good morning, Silas. I slept very well.” Only because my father will not lose the Marylou, she thought.

“One of my agents will be calling later this morning to offer you work,” Silas said to Joe.

Joe nodded, finding it hard to swallow his pride. He hated being in this position, but he was looking forward to working again, without interference. Just the same, he knew Silas had the power to stop him working whenever he saw fit, and it galled him.

“I’ve just seen Montgomery Radcliffe,” Silas said to Francesca. He was attempting to sound casual, but she picked up the slight elation in his tone.

“How was he?” she asked as indifferently as she could.

“Very well indeed. He was having lunch with one of the prettiest girls I’ve seen in a long time, besides you my dear.”

Francesca was startled. Obviously Monty wasn’t as heartbroken as she’d imagined he’d be.

Silas noted her reaction with a tinge of jealousy. “Monty’s never had any trouble attracting pretty girls. I know Regina wants him to settle down, and Clara Whitsbury’s family own businesses in Moama, so I’m sure Regina and Frederick will approve wholeheartedly of her.”

“Yes,” Francesca said bitterly. “I’m sure they will.”

“By the way, Joe, did you see anyone lurking on the river bank last night?”

“Lurking?”

“Someone cut the ropes to my pontoon, and it floated down river.”

“I didn’t see anyone,” Joe said, trying to hide the fact that he thought Silas well and truly had it coming. “Can’t the pontoon be retrieved?”

Silas knew Joe felt no sympathy for him. “It’s been found. It got snagged on tree branches just a few miles away. Mike Finnion is towing it back for me as we speak. Just the same it won’t be operational again for a few days and I want the culprit caught.”

“It was dark when Francesca and I returned from the Bridge, but we didn’t see anyone about.” Joe wondered if he was a suspect. Frankly, he didn’t care.

“We didn’t see a soul when we came back last night,” Francesca added.

Lizzie was listening from the window in Francesca’s cabin. She felt annoyed that the pontoon hadn’t drifted all the way to Goolwa and out to sea. It was just what Silas deserved.

“Excuse me, Clara,” Monty said. “I’m sorry but I must go.” He’d waited impatiently for her to finish her meal. He couldn’t finish his own, as he’d lost his appetite completely. “Thank you for having lunch with me. I wish you well at the paper.” With that Monty left the hotel and headed back to the Marylou, determined to talk to Francesca.

Francesca was sitting on the deck. She’d just washed her hair and was brushing it dry in the sunshine and talking to her father, so didn’t see Monty approach. Neal had joined them, and he clearly wasn’t happy about the engagement, but he understood what they were trying to do. He was afraid for Francesca because he didn’t trust Silas, but if he was being really honest, he was jealous. The thought of Silas trying to kiss her was almost more than he could bear, but he was determined to hide his feelings as he had no right to be possessive.

Ned saw Monty too late to warn Francesca. “Montgomery Radcliffe is back,” he whispered.

“Oh, no,” Francesca said, seeing him out of the corner of her eye. “He’s seen me.”

“I’ll get rid of him,” Neal said, getting to his feet.

Joe thought there was a potential for trouble and he didn’t want anything to jeopardize their plan. “I’ll handle this, Neal. I’ll tell him you are not up to visitors, Frannie girl.”

“No, dad. You were right earlier. I have to face him sometime.” Francesca climbed onto the river bank and walked towards Monty with Neal, her father and Ned watching. She could see by Monty’s expression that Silas had bragged about their engagement.

Without wasting time on greetings, Monty said, “I have to hear it from you.” It was obvious he was barely containing his emotions.

Francesca caught the strain in his voice and it was hard to miss the pain in his eyes. “You’ve heard I’m engaged to Silas,” she said, looking across the river so she wouldn’t have to look at him.

“Why?”

“Why does anyone get engaged, Monty?”

“I know the usual reason, but I can’t believe you have feelings for Silas.”

Francesca shrugged. She thought of what Regina had said to her and shuddered. “People become engaged for many reasons. Silas has standing in the community and he can give me everything I want.”

“I don’t believe for one minute that you are marrying him just to get material possessions and standing in the community. That’s not the type of girl you are.”

“Perhaps you are wrong.”

“I’m not wrong.”

“It didn’t take you long to find someone else to go out with,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m referring to your lunch date,” Francesca said.

Monty was startled that she knew, but it didn’t take a genius to work out that Silas had told her, and no doubt taken great pleasure in doing so. His irritation aside, he was sure he detected a hint of jealousy in Francesca’s tone and it gave him hope that she had feelings for him. “Clara started work at the paper today, so I took her to lunch to celebrate. I would have asked you to lunch, but your father said you weren’t feeling well.”

Francesca nodded. “Look Monty, there is no point to this conversation. I am engaged, so I can’t see you anymore. I hope you find happiness, and I’d be pleased if you wished me the same.”

“You’ll only find misery with Silas Hepburn. Surely you know that, Francesca.”

“We all have to do what is right for us, Monty. Goodbye.” Francesca turned back to the Marylou.

“Did my mother say something hurtful to you, Francesca? She’s been trying to meddle in my life, but her views are not mine. I made it perfectly clear to her that you are the only woman I want.”

“She’ll never accept me, Monty, and I can’t tolerate being thought of as not worthy of you.”

“Francesca, I don’t think of you that way. I love you.”

“I’m engaged, Monty, so find someone else to love.” Francesca climbed aboard the Marylou and went to her cabin without looking back at Monty. She knew she was being cruel and Monty didn’t deserve her wrath, but she could not have a relationship with a man whose mother loathed her.

“I’ll never accept that I’ve lost you,” Monty told himself. “Never!” He looked at Neal Mason, who was glaring at him. He would have been less surprised if Francesca had become engaged to Neal, which made him very curious.

The agent came to see Joe shortly after Monty had gone. He was offered several jobs, but took one carting wood from the Gunbower State Forest to the McKay Mill, a distance of thirty miles. The Gunbower State Forest was about eighty miles from Echuca, which meant they would be away from Echuca during the week. This was the main reason Joe took the job, that and the money that could be earned.

“If you want to use the barge, I’ll work with you,” Neal offered.

Joe was startled. “I couldn’t ask you to do that, Neal. You’ve got your own boat working again.”

“The sooner you get the money to pay Silas, the better, Joe. I know you are anxious that Francesca be free of him, and I’d like to help.”

“That’s very generous of you, Neal.” Joe suspected Neal would be as happy as he was if Francesca was free of her engagement to Silas. “It could be worthwhile for both of us.”

“It’s settled then.”

“We’ll start first thing in the morning.”

That evening, Lizzie looked for an opportunity to speak to Joe alone. She found it when everyone had retired and Joe was just checking the mooring ropes before retiring himself.

“Joseph,” she said.

“Yes, Elizabeth.”

She loved the way he said her name. “I know you are heading down stream to work tomorrow, so …” She didn’t know quite how to ask if he wanted her to go.

“It will be a great opportunity for you to see some of the river,” Joe said. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

“You’ve been more than generous to put up with me this long, but I shouldn’t impose on your hospitality any longer.”

“Impose! For goodness sakes, Elizabeth, you are doing no such thing. If you don’t take this opportunity to let me show you the river, I’ll be very upset.”

Lizzie’s bottom lip trembled. She could see Joe seemed to be genuinely looking forward to showing her ‘his’ river. “I’d love to go with you, but I feel like a … a scrounger.”

Joe could see Lizzie had her pride and pride was something he understood. “When you are no longer in pain, you can start earning your keep if that makes you feel better. There’s always plenty to do aboard a working steamer.”

Lizzie brightened. “I’d be happy to do that,” she said.

“Good, then that’s settled. But you are not going to be doing anything until those ribs have healed.” Joe had watched Lizzie closely. She’d been making tea and trying to do little chores. He’d also noted the pain it caused her. “And mind I’ll be keeping an eye on you.” He winked at her, and Lizzie smiled.

“Now, off to bed with you, Elizabeth. Get a good night’s sleep because we’ll be setting off bright and early.”

Lizzie went to bed smiling. Joe was the nicest man she had ever known. She hadn’t believed men like him existed, and half expected to see another side of him appear at any moment. But so far he appeared to want nothing from her, and that was a novelty.

But then so was being happy.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Joe made sure they left Echuca just as the sun came up. He didn’t want to give Silas a chance to visit Francesca, so he had Ned stoking the boiler a couple of hours before daylight. As soon as the steam reached optimum pressure they set off for the Gunbower Forest, on what promised to be a very pleasant, sunny day, with just a light breeze.

It took more than seven hours to get there, as they stopped several times to give Neal a break from keeping the barge on track behind the Marylou. Francesca was at the wheel, with Joe playing ‘tour guide’ for her and Lizzie. He pointed out stations that bordered the river, and lots of birdlife, including Osprey, Azure Kingfisher and the Crested Grebe. At times they saw emus drinking at the water’s edge and kangaroos lounging under the shade of red gums or grazing on the lush grass on the river flats.

When they passed Boora Boora, Joe remarked that Francesca was born there. He thought nothing of bringing it up, since he didn’t know that Regina had made any remarks about her birthmark. Francesca was tempted to ask him about Regina and the possible reasons for her interest, but something stopped her and it wasn’t Regina’s denials. She had no idea why, but she suspected the truth was going to hurt her father.

There was much to see along the river, and Francesca found all the sights as interesting as Lizzie because she hadn’t traveled so far down river with her father since she was a little girl. Joe pointed out shacks on the cliffs and houses on the river banks and told them stories about the inhabitants, some quite eccentric. Some people and places Francesca remembered from her childhood. They also passed many steamers and exchanged whistles, and she got the same thrill she did when she was a child.

They made a stop at Deep Creek to load wood and have lunch. There was a small general store there and a few houses. Francesca bought bread and made sandwiches that they ate on the riverbank under the shade of willows planted by the owners of the store ten years earlier. Sam and Viola remembered Francesca as a little girl, and were thrilled to see her again. They reminded her of how they used to give her a bag of licorice all-sorts when she called with her parents, which delighted her.

Less than two miles later they passed Sheepwash Lagoon, which was full of birdlife, including hundreds of pelicans.

“When I retire, I’m going to spend a lot of time fishing on the lagoon,” Joe said to Francesca and Lizzie.

“It’s a beautiful spot,” Lizzie remarked.

“Have you ever done any fishing?” Joe asked her.

“No, but I’d like to learn, one day.” Lizzie gazed wistfully at the lagoon. She never imagined that day would come.

“I’ll give you some lessons when we stop this evening,” Joe said.

Lizzie turned to him in surprise. “Will you?” She’d watched him fishing with Ned, but was sure he wouldn’t have the patience to show her how it was done.

“Ned and I love fishing, but Francesca has never been interested,” Joe said.

Francesca grimaced. “I love eating fish, but I don’t find the idea of catching them very fascinating.”

“She won’t scale or gut them, either,” Joe said and Francesca pulled a face.

“It would be so exciting to catch a fish, and it wouldn’t bother me to clean or scale them,” Lizzie said.

Joe’s eyes widened as if he’d discovered a treasure. “You’re a woman after my own heart, Elizabeth. I’ll dig up some worms as soon as we stop.”

“I’ll help you,” Lizzie said, again amazing him.

Francesca had heard her father call Lizzie Elizabeth more than once in the last two days, and she’d called him Joseph. It had taken her by surprise, but she thought it was nice and it was obvious Lizzie approved. She’d given Lizzie a couple of dresses that fitted her, and now that her bruises and cuts were healing and she was eating well and gaining a bit of weight, she looked like a different person. Her features were nice and her skin was surprisingly youthful because she spent so much time indoors, out of the sun. Her eyes were an unspectacular green, but in the right light they reflected the river. She was no beauty, but with her hair brushed and tied back, and a fresh breeze giving colour to her cheeks, she was quite attractive. Seeing her happy and so relaxed was what pleased Francesca the most.

With every day that passed, Joe found himself more drawn to Lizzie. Her obvious wounds were healing, but a deeper transformation was taking place. He’d come to think of her as Elizabeth Ann Bolton, and Lizzie Spender, a woman with whom he wasn’t really acquainted, gradually faded from his mind. Elizabeth was a kind person, always thinking of others before herself, and this he appreciated most about her, especially as the five of them were living in such close proximity. She was quite tall and lithe, so she didn’t remind him at all of Mary, something for which he was grateful. He didn’t want to believe anyone could replace Mary.

Lizzie felt alive and free for the first time in her life. As the Marylou steamed along the river, and the breeze rushed over her skin, she took deep, cleansing breaths. The sunlight filtering through the trees to dapple upon the water, and the birdlife skimming the surface, was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen.

The further they went down river, the more Lizzie felt like she was leaving her sordid life behind and she never wanted to go back. Francesca, Joe, Ned and Neal were all so kind, but more importantly, respectful to her, and that was something she’d never had before. Other than the girls at the bordello, she’d never come close to having real friends, or people who spoke to her like she was a real person. But they did. Just thinking about how happy their kindness made her, brought tears to her eyes.

Joe had often noticed her eyes fill with moisture when she didn’t know he was looking at her. At first he’d been concerned, but he realized she had suffered a lot of pain, and that this trip was something special to her, something she would always treasure. He was pleased to give her at least one good memory. Didn’t everyone deserve that?

As soon as they stopped, Joe grabbed a bucket and shovel and went looking for bait, with Lizzie trailing after him.

“Sometimes we use small fish for bait,” he told her as he looked for a suitable place to dig for worms on the river bank.

Francesca smiled as Lizzie eagerly listened to what he had to tell her.

“Lizzie seems enthusiastic about fishing,” Neal said, when he joined her at the boat’s railing.

“Dad is enjoying himself, too,” Francesca said smiling.

“Fancy a stroll along the river bank? I could do with stretching my legs.”

“All right. I could use a walk.”

They walked for a few minutes in silence. “It was good of you to let us use the barge,” Francesca said. She knew the more wood they carted, the sooner her dad would have the money to pay Silas and this nightmare would be over.

“I know your dad wants to pay Silas Hepburn off as soon as possible.”

Francesca caught the disdain in his voice. “No one hates Silas more than I do, Neal. Becoming engaged to him is not something I wanted to do; I just want to help my father.”

“I know,” Neal said, appreciating her kindness.

They both heard Lizzie laugh, and turned around.

“Lizzie is enjoying this time away from the bordello,” Neal said.

“She is,’ Francesca said a little more sharply than she intended. “I hope she never goes back.”

“So do I. It’s a demoralizing place for any woman.” He was thinking of Gwendolyn.

Francesca was shocked by Neal’s words. “That doesn’t keep you away,” she said in disgust and walked back to the boat, leaving him speechless.

Much to Lizzie’s absolute delight, she caught a Murray Cod that Joe told her weighed at least four pounds. She was squealing with excitement and shaking so he had to help her get it aboard the boat. Francesca noticed her father was as thrilled as if it was the first fish he’d ever caught. Lizzie insisted on cleaning it, so Ned showed her how, and they cooked it together. When dinner was ready, Joe opened a bottle of wine to celebrate. As they ate and drank their wine, Joe and Ned told Lizzie fish stories, and laughed at each other when their tales of the one’s that ‘got away’ were exaggerated. Francesca enjoyed seeing Lizzie so happy, and her father and Ned enjoying themselves, but she noticed Neal was quiet.

When Neal got up to go to his camp on the river bank, Francesca thought about how she had reacted to what he had said about the prostitutes. She disapproved, but she had no right. She also had to admit that her anger was driven by jealousy.

Neal was laying out his bed roll under the stars when Francesca reached him. “I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier,” she said. “What you do in your private life is your own business, and I do appreciate you helping us.”

Neal straightened up and gazed at her for several moments in silence. “Things aren’t always as they seem, Francesca,” he said quietly.

She didn’t understand. She’d seen him coming and going from the bordello, so there was only one conclusion she could draw. When he began unbuttoning his shirt, Francesca’s gaze was drawn to his chest as it became exposed. Flustered, she turned away. “Good night,” she said.

“Good night,” she heard him reply. Many times she had thought about asking Lizzie about his trips to the bordello, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to remind Lizzie of what she was, especially since she was so happy, and she certainly didn’t want to know what Neal did there.

The next day they were all up early to begin work. It took three hours, and many men to load fifty eight tones of wood aboard the Marylou and forty tones aboard the barge. It then took the P.S. Marylou nearly four hours to get to the McKay Mill, up stream, where it took another two and a half hours and a lot more men to unload the wood. The return trip down stream without the load was quicker. It took just under three hours. After a twelve and a half hour day, everyone was tired, but Joe, Ned and Lizzie fished, which was relaxing for them, while Francesca washed shirts. She often glanced at Neal and caught him gazing at her. She couldn’t deny she found him terribly attractive, and if his smoldering gaze was anything to go by, it seemed the attraction was mutual.

Francesca had just put her father’s and Ned’s shirts away in their cabins, when she came out and collided with Neal in the passageway. He had been heading for his camp on the river bank.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed by how flustered she was. He had his hands on her arms to steady her. His skin seared hers, his touch sending electrical sparks through her, reminding her of what it was like to be held and kissed by him. She couldn’t deny there was a strong attraction between them. It was impossible to ignore. Francesca just didn’t know what to do about it.

Neal gazed down at her, longing to kiss her. The tension simmered between them like a pot that was going to boil over. “Good night,” he said, releasing her reluctantly.

“Good night,” she whispered.

Francesca went to bed soon after, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Neal lying on the riverbank. Even when she closed her eyes, she could see his dark, smoldering eyes, and feel the searing heat from his skin, as it touched hers. She kept remembering how his kisses had melted her, right through to her bones. She could hear Lizzie laughing with her father. She was pleased they were getting on so well, and such good company for each other. Ned always went to bed early, but Joe liked to sit and enjoy the quiet of the evenings on the river, and Lizzie was very much a night person.

The next day went exactly as the day before, but this time Francesca was far more conscious of Neal aboard the barge. As he pushed the pole that guided the barge, she watched his muscles rippling beneath his shirt, admiring his skill and strength. When they stopped for lunch, she was aware of him every time he came near her. As she passed him sandwiches and drinks, and his hand brushed hers, she flinched.

After dinner, Francesca went for a walk along the river bank. When she came back, Neal had lit a fire beside his bedroll on the river bank. He was lying down on his back, with his hands behind his head, looking up at the stars as they appeared in the darkening sky.

Francesca walked up behind him, and peered down at him. “You’re retiring early tonight,” she said.

“It’s been a long day,” Neal said.

She knew he must be tired. “I’ll let you get some sleep,” Francesca said and went to walk around him.

“You don’t have to go just yet, do you?” Neal said, leaning on one elbow and patting the blanket beside him.

Francesca hesitated. She knew she wouldn’t sleep for a long while yet, but dare she sit beside him?

“I really appreciate you helping my father,” she said, avoiding looking at him. “You’ve been a very good friend.”

“I’m doing this for you,” Neal said, gazing at her steadily.

Francesca didn’t understand.

Neal held up a hand to her, encouraging her to sit beside him.

“You are making a huge sacrifice for your father, so I’m doing this to help you.”

Francesca noticed Neal’s tone was soft and intimate. She dared to look into his dark eyes. “Thank you. Dad appreciates what you are doing, and so do I.” She took his hand and let him draw her down beside him.

“Joe told me that Silas agreed to a long engagement, but he can’t be trusted to keep his word.”

“It will take months of solid work, saving every penny we can to have enough money to pay back what dad owes Silas. It’s going to be hard, but it is possible, if we don’t have to pay any interest.”

Neal looked worried.

“Silas isn’t divorced from Henrietta Chapman,” Francesca said. “Or at least he hasn’t got the papers yet, so even if he wanted to bring the wedding forward, he can’t.”

“That man can do anything he sets his mind to, Francesca.” Still leaning on his elbow, Neal gazed up at Francesca.

She felt his gaze upon her, so she concentrated on looking at the river. “He can do his worst. I’ll never marry him,” she said.

The thought of her married to Silas, to any man, felt like a knife through Neal’s heart.

There was a moment of silence, and the tension between them was almost unbearable. Francesca knew she should get up and go aboard the boat, but she couldn’t force herself to move. She kept thinking about all the times they had kissed, and how much she had enjoyed it.

Neal wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms, but he wasn’t sure how she would react.

“It’s … a beautiful evening, isn’t it?” Francesca said, looking up at the stars. When Neal didn’t answer her, she turned to him. His dark eyes were shining, and she could see the reflection of the flames of the fire in their depths. They were mesmerizing. If only she knew what he was thinking?

He reached out and slowly ran the tips of his fingers along the soft skin on her arm. She shivered, but he thought she flinched, so he stopped. He gazed into her eyes, wondering why she wasn’t moving away, wondering if she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

Francesca noticed Neal’s breathing had become deep and steady, just like her own. Her gaze was drawn to his mouth, and her lips slightly parted.

It was the sign Neal was looking for. In a fluid movement, he sat up and pulled her into his strong arms, kissing her deeply, and Francesca didn’t resist. She relaxed against him, her arms going around his neck, her heart racing. The fire crackled beside them, but the heat between them was of their own making.

“Is your arm giving you much pain, Joseph?” Lizzie asked. She’d noticed he was rubbing it and Francesca had told her why he could no longer handle the wheel of the Marylou.

“It aches and it’s always stiff, but I’ll just have to live with it,” Joe said. “How are your ribs?” He’d noticed she rarely complained.

“The pain is lessening, or perhaps I’m having such a wonderful time that I don’t notice it so much.”

“I’m glad you are enjoying yourself, Elizabeth.”

“It’s not so much fun for you, though, is it? It’s a lot of work, which is why your arm is giving you grief.” Joe didn’t do any heavy lifting, and neither did Ned, but they both worked hard keeping the decks clean and supervising the loading and unloading of logs. There was also wood to chop and load for the boiler, and water, and numerous other small jobs that needed doing. They were just lucky Neal was helping them.

“Once I’ve got the Marylou paid off, I’m going to take it much easier,” Joe said. “I’ll still have to keep up repairs and maintenance, but the less work I do, the less wear and tear there’ll be on the boat, and I haven’t got school fees to pay for Frannie any more.”

Lizzie was gazing at Joe and she noticed he turned his face to the side whenever he felt her staring at him. She was aware that he did it often because he was self-conscious about the scar on the side of his face.

“We’ve all got scars, Joseph,” she said softly. “Some on the outside.” She touched her own face. “And some on the inside.”

Joe didn’t say anything.

“I think you are seeing past my scars, and I hardly notice yours,” Lizzie said. “Scars and the lessons we learn from them, are what make us who we are. While that sounds like words of wisdom, I’ve only just realized it, and that’s because of you.”

“Me?”

“I’m a damaged person, Joseph, and I’ve always been ashamed of who I am, with good reason.”

Joe saddened.

“But your acceptance of me has changed me enough so that I can consider accepting myself, and I can never repay you for that.”

“Just seeing you happy is all the thanks I need, Elizabeth.”

Lizzie shook her head and tears filled her eyes.

“I didn’t mean to make you cry,” Joe said, alarmed.

“They’re tears of happiness,” Lizzie said wiping them away. “I never thought I’d cry tears of happiness.”

Joe reached out and rubbed the back of her hand affectionately. “You deserve to be happy, and as long as you’re aboard the Marylou, I intend to see that there’s always a smile on your face.
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The days passed quickly, but in the evenings Francesca and Neal were wrapped in each other, spending as much time as they could alone by his camp fire on the river bank. Joe and Lizzie were preoccupied with their new found mutual interest of fishing and getting to know one another, which left Ned, who would have felt like the odd man out had he not been so exhausted from their hectic work schedule, and too fatigued to give it much thought.

Ned didn’t know it, but Joe had noticed he was finding the long work days hard. He was feeling it himself, and Ned was a good few years older than he was. He decided, since Silas was allowing him to pick and choose work, that he’d see if they couldn’t get something a bit easier. But when he brought it up with Ned, he became upset.

“This job earns good money, Joe, so we should keep it. I’m only feeling it because we haven’t worked for a few months, but I’ll soon pick up.”

Joe wasn’t convinced. He knew Ned was feeling his age, and there was no shame in it. “It’s hitting me hard, too, Ned. We have to face it, neither of us are as young as we used to be.”

“I’ll not be to blame for holding you back, so don’t change the work because of me. I can keep up.”

Joe knew Ned had his pride and no one liked to admit it when they were too old to do something. But it had always been a sore point for Ned.

Amos Compton found Regina in the library. She was standing on the far side of her desk, reading something in her hand. “Here’s your mail, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

“Thank you, Amos. Did Mabel tell you how much longer lunch will be?”

“Half an hour, and you asked me to tell you when Monty is home, madam.”

“He’s returned?”

“Yes, madam.”

“Good.” She’d been very worried about Monty and had asked Amos to tell her the minute he appeared. He’d stayed in town most of the week, sending word that he was at the Commercial Hotel. Although he’d claimed that he had business to attend to, Claude Mauston had told her he was drinking heavily.

Regina flicked through the mail, looking for something of interest. She came across an envelope with handwriting she thought she recognized. She could tell it was an invitation of some kind, but didn’t feel in the mood for socializing with her society friends. She opened it unenthusiastically, and scanned the contents. Three words jumped at her. Silas, engagement, and Francesca.

“Oh, God, no,” she cried, sinking on to her seat.

Amos heard her cry of anguish and returned to the library. “What’s wrong, madam?” he asked.

Regina shook her head. No words would come.

“Mother,” she heard Monty call in a distressed tone. She instinctively knew he had also received an invitation. A moment later he came through the door of the library with it in his hand and Amos gave them some privacy.

“Silas Hepburn has become engaged to Francesca,” Monty said in disbelief. “He’d told me so, and Francesca confirmed it, but I …” He’d been sure Francesca would see sense and call it off.

Realizing why he’d been drinking so heavily, Regina tried desperately to pull herself together. “Your father and I have also just received an invitation to the engagement party.”

“I can’t believe it,” Monty said, raking his fingers through his hair as he began pacing. He hardly noticed his mother’s reaction. Regina thought he looked terrible. He was unshaven, and drawn. He obviously wasn’t eating or sleeping properly and sick at heart, but no more than she.

“Francesca won’t marry Silas Hepburn. Mark my words,” Regina said. She wasn’t aware that she was speaking her thoughts out loud.

“What’s to stop her?” Monty snapped.

His tone made Regina realize what she’d done. “I don’t know why she became engaged to a man …” She had been going to say old enough to be her father, but she stopped herself. That was too close to the truth of the matter. “A man like Silas,” she said, “but there’s a reason, Monty, and I intend to find out what it is.”

“What do you care?” Monty said sullenly. “You don’t want me to marry her anyway.”

“No, I don’t, but that doesn’t mean she should marry someone like Silas Hepburn. I don’t want to see the girl throw her life away on a man like him.”

“I doubt she sees it that way. Silas is very rich. I’m sure he could give her a good life.”

“No, he can’t,” Regina said vehemently. She rushed from the library, leaving Monty gaping at her response.

It was mid afternoon when Silas came out of the Star Hotel and walked along the esplanade. He happened to notice the Lady Ophelia along the riverbank, and thought it odd that she hadn’t moved in days. He decided to find out what was going on. Strolling along the wharf, he came upon the Curlew and Mike Finnion.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Hepburn,” Mike said. He was cleaning the decks after unloading bags of wheat and oats.

“Good afternoon, Mike. I’ve noticed the Lady Ophelia has been tied up for days. Why is that?”

“Neal Mason is working for Joe Callaghan again, on the Marylou.”

Silas was outraged. “Why would he do that when he can work his own boat?”

Mike had no idea why Silas should be so angry. “I don’t know, but they’re using the barge, so I suppose they want to cart as much wood as possible.”

Silas’s grey eyes narrowed and he glanced in the direction of the Lady Ophelia again. Joe obviously wanted to earn as much as possible, so he could pay the loan off faster. I was right, he thought. Francesca plans to break our engagement as soon as the loan is repaid. And Neal Mason no doubt has his own agenda. He wants to be near Francesca.

“Now do you believe me, Silas?” Regina said.

Silas swung round to find her standing behind him with her lips pursed. “What are you talking about, Regina?” he snapped. He certainly didn’t need her reminding him of things he was well aware of.

Sensing some antagonism, Mike Finnion took his cue and went about his business.

“I told you Francesca was involved with Neal Mason. You can hardly deny it when they’re together day and night.” Regina was speaking loud enough so that all those around them heard her.

Silas was angry that she was spreading his business about the wharf. “Joe Callaghan will be keeping a close eye on his daughter. You can believe that. Besides, Francesca and I are engaged.” Silas was surprised to see Regina go as pale as driven snow when he said those words. He came to the only conclusion he could. She was jealous. He thought it odd that she hadn’t shown any emotion at all when he was married to Henrietta or Brontë, but then neither of them were as beautiful as Francesca.

“I can’t believe a man of your standing and intelligence would become engaged to someone with Francesca Callaghan’s reputation,” Regina said. “Have you lost all sense?”

“Will you keep your voice down, Regina? I’ve never heard a bad word said about Francesca, except from your lips. Why is that?”

“Then you haven’t been listening too closely, but that’s just like a man. You are all ruled by your desires, instead of your heads.”

“I’m in very good humour, Regina, so not even you can upset me. But while we’re on the subject of Francesca, I will thank you not to put her down anymore. She’s soon to be my wife, and I expect her to be treated with the utmost respect. Anyone who goes against my wishes will have me to deal with. I hope you understand. Now please excuse me. I have much to organize for the engagement party.” He turned to go, but stopped. “I know it was late notice for everyone, but I hope you and Frederick will be able to attend. It will be the party of the year in Echuca. I’ll see to that.”

Silas walked off, leaving Regina seething. I’ll be there all right, Silas, but only so I can work on Francesca. You won’t be marrying your daughter, I guarantee that.

As Silas strolled back to the Bridge Hotel, he happened to glance again at the Lady Ophelia. He’d made up his mind. When Joe got back, he’d have a word to him. He didn’t want Neal Mason working aboard the Marylou, and he was going to insist that Joe get rid of him. If he wouldn’t listen, then he’d be forced to get rid of Neal Mason himself, permanently.

 

Regina strolled down the hallway in the offices of the Riverine Herald looking for Clara. Eventually she found her in a small office at her desk.

“Good afternoon, Clara,” she said from the doorway. “How are you?”

Clara was pleased to see her. “I’m fine, Mrs. Radcliffe. In fact, better than fine. I had lunch with Monty a week ago, and I’ve seen him a few times since.” He hadn’t asked her out since their lunch, but she was sure he was going to.

Regina knew she wouldn’t have an opportunity to see Francesca until the engagement party, so she’d have to attend. She was sure Monty would go, too, if only to beg Francesca not to marry Silas.

“Monty has just had an invitation to a party, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he asked you to go with him, but keep that to yourself,” Regina said.

Clara was delighted and her face lit up with a broad smile. “I will, Mrs. Radcliffe.”

Silas was waiting for the Marylou when she docked that evening. Joe had already dropped Neal and the barge where the Ophelia was tied up.

Lizzie had hidden in Francesca’s cabin so that she wouldn’t be seen. Joe had told her he’d protect her from whoever had hurt her, but she wasn’t yet ready to see Silas, and besides, she couldn’t risk Joe finding out it was Silas who had beaten her. It would ruin their plan to give him the time to pay off the Marylou.

“Had a busy week?” Silas said to Joe as he tied up.

“Yes, we’re all tired,” Joe said. “It’ll be an early night for all aboard.”

Silas frowned. “I was hoping Francesca could dine with me. I have a surprise for her.”

Francesca came out on deck. She’d heard Silas and didn’t think it was fair that her father had to deal with him alone.

“Here’s my fiancé,” Silas said brightly. “Good evening, my love.”

Just the sight of him made Francesca feel sick. “Good evening, Silas.”

He noted her lack of enthusiasm, but ignored it. “I was just telling your father I have a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?” She was filled with dread.

“Yes. If you dine with me tonight, I’ll tell you all about it.”

“I’m exhausted, Silas. I had planned to bathe and have an early night.”

Silas pursed his lips, which made him look like a toad. He wasn’t used to being turned down for anything. “I’m sure you could have a quick meal first.”

“Perhaps another time.”

“You leave me no choice but to ruin my surprise: I’ve planned an engagement party for us tomorrow night at the Bridge. I sent out the invitations earlier in the week.”

Joe was livid. “Silas, I thought we agreed that you’d get your divorce before making any formal announcement or planning a celebration.”

“And I kept my word, Joe. I’ve spoken to my lawyers. The divorce has gone through and I’ll have all the paperwork within the next two weeks. That’s wonderful news, isn’t it? So you see, there is no need to hold off our celebration.”

Joe didn’t comment.

“I have something I wish to discuss with you, Joe. You don’t mind, do you, Francesca?”

“Of course not.” Her mind was racing, wondering what else Silas was going to come out with. Neal was right. He certainly couldn’t be trusted.

Francesca went back to her cabin, leaving Joe and Silas alone.

“I wonder if you would do me a personal favour, Joe, as we’re now family?”

Joe cringed at the thought of being related to Silas. “What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t work with Neal Mason.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like the man, but you won’t need him anyway.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’ve lined up a plum job for you. I want you to pick up liquor supplies for my hotels from Moama, and take a few other stocks down to Barmah.”

Joe was startled as it was a cushy job. But he was sure it wouldn’t pay as well as what he was already doing, and there was the added advantage of being away all week. “I’m quite happy doing what we’re doing, Silas,” he said.

“The rate of pay will make it worthwhile, Joe, and the work will be much easier than what you’ve been doing this week.”

Joe knew it would be better for Ned and for himself if the truth be known, but he didn’t want Silas annoying Francesca every day and Lizzie had enjoyed the freedom she’d had down river.

Silas could see Joe wasn’t exactly jumping for joy, and it annoyed him. Any of the other river men would be thrilled to be offered such a cracker job.

“I’ll think about it and let you know after I’ve spoken to my engineer,” Joe said.

“Very well,” Silas said annoyed. “I’d very much like to discuss the engagement party with Francesca, so could you see to it that she’s at the Bridge Hotel by seven o’clock.”

Joe’s anger grew. Now Silas was giving them orders. “We’ll be there,” he said in a tone that left no room for argument.

Silas nodded. This wedding is going to be sooner than you think, Joe Callaghan.

Joe and Francesca got to the Bridge Hotel just before seven.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to have a few stiff drinks before I can stomach that man,” Joe said.

“You go ahead, dad,” Francesca said. She knew how tense Silas made him. “I’ll meet you in the dining room.”

“Will you be all right, Frannie girl? I don’t want to leave you alone with Silas if you’d rather I didn’t.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll only be a few minutes, I promise.”

As soon as Francesca wandered into the dining room, Silas pounced. He was pleasantly surprised to see she was by herself.

“My father will be along shortly,” she said, enjoying seeing his smug expression turn to disappointment.

“Here’s the guest list for our party,” Silas said.

Francesca glanced over the names. She didn’t know any of the people listed, except the Radcliffes. Her heart sank when she saw Monty’s name.

“All these people will treat you with the utmost respect,” Silas assured her. “In fact, in time, they’ll treat you like royalty.”

Francesca gave him a doubtful look.

“Trust me, my dear,” he said.

I’d sooner trust a brown snake, Francesca thought.

“Do you know of Amelia Johnson’s shop in High Street?”

“Yes,” Francesca said. She knew it was very expensive.

“I’ve told her to expect you first thing in the morning. She’ll help you pick out a dress for the party, and bill me, of course. She knows what I have in mind.”

Francesca was fuming, but she held her tongue. She could well imagine what he had ‘in mind.’

“I’m sorry there wasn’t time to invite your friends from your school days, my dear,” he said, “but they can all come to our wedding.”

“That’s all right,” Francesca said, smiling stiffly. “I’ll be happy to have my father and Ned there and of course Neal.”

“Neal Mason?”

“Yes. He’s a close friend of the family’s.”

“Is he?” Silas wanted desperately to object to Neal Mason’s presence at the party, but he held his tongue. He’d deal with Neal his own way.

Francesca felt that having Neal there would make the evening bearable.

When her father appeared, a little worse for wear, Francesca said she didn’t feel well and that she’d like to return to the boat.

“But we haven’t eaten,” Silas protested.

“I’m sorry, Silas, but I really do feel sick. We can dine together another night, can’t we?”

“Very well,” Silas said broodingly. “Perhaps its better you rest so you are well for our party tomorrow night.”

“I hope I’ll be all right after all the trouble you’ve gone to,” Francesca said. Taking her father’s arm, they left the hotel.

“I’m proud of you, Frannie girl,” Joe said as they walked back to the boat. “I’m in no mood to break bread with that man.”

“I know dad, but how are we going to get through an engagement party?”

“That’s a good question,” Joe said.

Francesca had hoped to see Neal before she went to bed, but when she’d looked for him aboard the Lady Ophelia, he wasn’t there. When she returned to the Marylou she asked Ned if he knew anyone who’d ever met Neal’s sister.

“Can’t say that I do, Frannie girl,” he said, further worrying her. She was sure this ‘sister’ didn’t exist.

When Francesca and Ned had gone to bed, Joe was joined by Lizzie on the back of the boat. There was barely a soul on the wharf, so she felt safe coming out of Francesca’s cabin. She took a deep breath, enjoying the fresh air.

“You know you don’t have to stay cooped up in a cabin, Elizabeth,” Joe said. “No one would dare try to harm you aboard the Marylou.”

Lizzie couldn’t tell him it was Silas who had beaten her. He already hated him with a passion and Francesca had made her promise she wouldn’t because she didn’t want her father worrying himself sick over her.

“I know,” Lizzie said. Joe did make her feel safe, and her confidence was building, slowly.

“I’ve just had a thought, Elizabeth. Would you accompany me to the engagement party?”

“Me?”

“Yes. It’s going to be a difficult evening, but I could handle it with you by my side. Will you come with me?”

Lizzie was speechless.

“I will buy you a lovely dress to wear,” Joe added.

“Joe, I think you forgetting what I am,” Lizzie said. She hated reminding him, since she had enjoyed living in a fantasy world, but that was what it was. “A pretty dress won’t change the facts.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything, Elizabeth. You’ve lived a life you are not proud of, but that’s not who you are, that’s just something you did to survive. Everyone has done things they’re not proud of, but they don’t have to suffer a life time for it.”

Tears sprang to Lizzie’s eyes. “You are the nicest man God put on this earth, Joseph Callaghan,” she said.

“I’m being selfish, Elizabeth. I want you to come to give me moral support.”

“Thank you from the bottom of my heart for your kind offer, but because I care for you, I must say no.” She knew not everyone was as forgiving as Joe, and she couldn’t bear to see anyone snigger behind his back because he was with her. Most importantly, she couldn’t face Silas.

“Don’t make a final decision now. Sleep on it,” Joe said. “But remember this. There won’t be one person at that party whose approval I want or need. All the people I love and care for are on this boat.”

Lizzie was speechless again. She didn’t know what she had done to deserve meeting someone like Joe, but even so, she couldn’t ruin his life.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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“Promise me we’ll all stick together,” Francesca said as they walked from the wharf to the Bridge Hotel. She was nervous about facing all the society folk that Silas had invited, but pleased to have her family and Neal with her. Dreading the party, they’d left it as late as they possibly could before leaving.

Francesca had heard Joe pleading with Lizzie to go, but she understood why she couldn’t. No matter how she dressed or tried to disguise herself, there was always the danger Silas or someone else would recognize her.

“We’ll be right by your side,” Joe assured her, with Neal and Ned echoing his pledge.

“You look breathtakingly beautiful,” Neal said when he first saw her. He just hoped he could hide his feelings for her in front of Silas, but he knew it was going to be almost impossible.

Francesca was wearing a gown Amelia Johnson had picked out. Although it was beautiful, it certainly wouldn’t have been her choice because it dipped at the back and the vee neckline was not as modest as she would have liked. Besides, she didn’t want to look attractive for Silas, or have him fawning over her. She did love the colour of the gown, though and it was made of a rich, luxurious velvet in midnight blue, which deeply accentuated the colour of her eyes, and was a perfect contrast for her pale skin and dark hair. She’d put her hair up, using the decorative clasps Amelia had insisted she use, and Joe had commented that she looked older. At the time he’d had a very worried expression on his face.

Despite her own nerves, Francesca smiled to herself. It was the first time in years that she’d seen her father and Ned wearing their Sunday best. While they looked smart, and Neal looked breathtakingly handsome, anyone could have been forgiven for thinking they were going to the gallows.   “Will you all relax,” she said linking her arms through Ned’s and her father’s. “Anyone would think one of you was getting engaged to Silas.”

Joe knew she was trying to make light of a bad situation, but he couldn’t. “I wish it were anyone but you, Frannie girl,” he said.

“I know, dad, but we’re going to beat Silas at his own game, so we must all be prepared to give the acting performance of a life-time tonight, especially me. I know it won’t be easy because we’re honest people, but Silas has been playing dirty, so we have to use the same tactics.”

Standing in the hotel foyer, outside the dining room where Silas had assembled all his guests, Francesca felt a moment of sheer panic. It was one thing to claim she could pretend to be happy about being Silas Hepburn’s fiancé, but the moment of truth had arrived, and it terrified her. She glanced at her father and Ned, and loved surged through her. They were both as uncomfortable as two shoes on the wrong feet, and just being in Silas’s presence would cause them anguish. She knew she couldn’t let them lose the Marylou. This was her idea, and she’d talked them into going along with it, so she had to see it through.

Neal was watching her and could see she was waging a mental battle of wills. “Are you all right?” he whispered.

“Yes,” she said, squeezing his hand for a brief reassuring moment. It was going to be as hard to pretend that she didn’t have deep feelings for him, as it was to act as if she had any kind of warm feelings for Silas Hepburn, but that’s what she had to do.

Just as they were about to go in, John Henry, the skipper of the P.S. Syrett, came out of the bar.

“Good evening, Joe,” he said, quite obviously surprised to see him in the foyer of the Bridge Hotel, dressed for a social occasion. “Ned, Neal …” He looked at Francesca and nodded before looking back at Joe. “I’ve just heard the strangest thing,” he said quietly. “There’s talk in the bar that Silas Hepburn is engaged to your daughter.” He noted Joe didn’t look surprised. “Surely … that’s not true.”

Joe paled and glanced at Francesca. She knew this would be a test of whether her father could go along with their plan. If he couldn’t convince John Henry, then he couldn’t convince anyone else.

“It … is true,” Joe said uncomfortably. “What of it?”

John Henry was flabbergasted. He went to say something, but the words wouldn’t come. He seemed to be waiting for Joe to explain the situation, but when he didn’t, he said, “I’ll be off, then. Good evening to you all.” He left the hotel with a perplexed look on his face.

Joe rolled his eyes as if praying for forgiveness or strength. “I feel like I’ve sold my soul to the Devil, or worse, my daughter’s soul,” he said. He took a deep breath, glancing through to the saloon bar, where several river boat captains and crew were drinking. He’d have given anything to join them, instead of the snooty congregation in the dining room.

“It’ll get easier, dad,” Francesca said. “Just remember those that don’t understand now, will in time.”

“I’m not so sure about that, Francesca.”

Her heart ached at the expression on her father’s face. This was too much for him, and Francesca had to wonder if it wouldn’t be best to take the Marylou and go as far from Echuca as they could.

Before she could give it a second thought, Silas saw her and rushed to greet her. He was annoyed that most of the guests had arrived before she had. In fact, he’d been starting to contemplate the intolerable thought that she might not come at all, and that he’d look like a complete fool.

“You’re late, Francesca,” he snapped. “Our guests have been asking after you.” Some of them had been joking that he’d been stood up, and he hadn’t found the idea in the least humorous.

Francesca hardly cared that Silas was angry, but she knew she had to placate him if her father was to have any chance of keeping the Marylou. “I’m sorry we’re late, but it was my fault,” she said. “I wanted to look beautiful for you.”

His features immediately softened as lustful thoughts ran through his mind. “You certainly succeeded,” he said. He bent to kiss her and she instinctively turned her face so that he planted his unwelcome lips on her cheek. She noted his eyes narrowed at the rebuff so she smiled coquettishly at him to lessen the offence he might have taken. He sensed she liked to play games, so imagined he was in for some fun in their married life and looked forward to it with sinful anticipation.

“The dining room looks lovely,” Francesca said, distracting him. One side had been cleared of tables to make way for dancing. In another corner a three piece band had been set up and although it wasn’t a particularly cold night, a fire crackled merrily in the hearth of the fire place, giving the room a warm ambience.

Feeling self-conscious as all eyes turned on her, Francesca scanned the room for the Radcliffes. When she didn’t see them she was relieved.

“Come in and help your selves to drinks,” Silas said to Joe, Ned and Neal. He was disappointed to see Neal, but determined to keep an eye on him. “I wish to introduce my lovely fiancé to some people she won’t know.”

Francesca knew she had no choice but to go with Silas, and she felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter. He introduced her to several landowners and their wives, who were polite despite their stiff smiles. They mumbled words of congratulations but Francesca caught the odd glance of censure that was cast Silas’s way when he wasn’t looking. She knew the women in particular thought she was too young for him, which of course she was, and as he’d already been married three times, his life was fodder for gossip at every morning tea and charity fundraiser that the Country Women’s Association held.

As soon as she could, Francesca hurried back to her father, Ned and Neal, who were sitting in a corner. Her father already had two empty glasses in front of him and he was downing a third. It caused her a moment of anxiety because she knew if he got drunk he was very likely to tell Silas and his high-hatted comrades exactly what he thought of them.

“Look who’s just come in,” Joe said.

Francesca turned to see Regina just entering the room. Frederick was being pushed through the doorway by Amos Compton who then made a discreet exit to spend the evening waiting for him and Regina with their carriage driver, Claude Mauston.

At the sight of Regina, Francesca’s heart started to hammer. She couldn’t help remembering that Regina had told her she’d be an embarrassment to their family. Just thinking about how cold and callous she’d been made Francesca flush with embarrassment and turn her back.

Her father passed her a glass of wine. “You might need this,” he said, noticing how Regina’s expression became frigid when she saw his daughter. Every protective fibre in his body jumped to attention. He’d be damned if he’d let anyone hurt Francesca, even one of Echuca’s high-breds.

Grateful for the wine, Francesca sipped it. She had hardly eaten that day, so she appreciated the warmth that spread through her body. She also felt Neal’s warm gaze upon her and turned to him. He looked concerned, so she tried to smile and he winked at her.

“Silas thinks everyone admires and respects him,” she said, “but I sense something different.” Francesca didn’t think it was her imagination that the atmosphere wasn’t very warm.

“You are quite right, Frannie girl,” Joe said. “I doubt he has any real mates. But most dare not cross him. Those that are just as wealthy work with him. They take the attitude, you rub my back and I’ll rub yours.”

“The river folk are a far more likeable lot,” Ned added as he cast his eye over the gathering. The men were wearing expensive tailored suits and the women were adorned in their finery. He knew Joe and Neal felt as out of place as he did. We’re about as welcome as three naked black fellas doing a tribal dance, he thought.

Francesca could see how uncomfortable Joe, Ned and Neal felt amongst the landowners and Silas’s business acquaintances, and only the two most successful agents in town acknowledged them, and that was because they had dealt with each other often through work. Even Silas ignored them. It made her want to walk out, but she knew she couldn’t.

“There you are my dear,” Silas said taking her arm. “Come and greet some more of our guests.” Before Francesca could protest, he drew her towards a small group of people that included Regina and Frederick. Silas made the introductions. “This is Warren Peobbles, my dear, and his lovely wife, Rebecca. They’re part owners of the Riverine Herald, along with Frederick and Regina, whom you’ve already met.”

Francesca smiled at the Peobbles and Frederick. She steeled herself to glance at Regina, but even in such a brief moment her ice-blue eyes chilled her to the bone.

“Warren, Rebecca, this is my fiancé, Francesca Callaghan,” Silas said proudly.

“We’re pleased to make your acquaintance,” Warren said.

“Charmed,” Rebecca added in a cultured voice that had all the warmth of a blizzard in the Blue Mountains.

“I for one am disappointed in you, Francesca,” Frederick said sullenly.

She looked at him wide eyed, Regina’s insults echoing in her mind.

“I thought you might one day be a member of our family, or at least I had hoped.” He broke into a warm smile.

Francesca couldn’t help wondering how such a nice man had ended up with someone as cruel as Regina. “I’m sorry, but it just wasn’t meant to be,” she said emotionally. “But if I could choose a father-in-law, he’d certainly be just like you.” She could have added that having Regina as a mother-in-law would be her worst nightmare, but of course she didn’t. Even without glancing at her, she felt her cold glower upon her and involuntarily shivered.

“How sweet, Francesca. Perhaps it’s not too late to talk some sense into Monty.”

Tears pricked Francesca’s eyes because she knew Monty felt just as his father did, but Regina was a different story.

“I’m afraid it is too late, Frederick. Monty’s mistake is my good fortune,” Silas bragged.

“It is indeed, Silas. She’s a wonderful girl, isn’t she, Regina?”

Francesca dared to glance at Regina again, who in an instant masked her icy glare and obvious agitation. “Indeed, Frederick, but Monty is bringing a lovely young woman with him tonight. You may not have seen her since she was a little girl, but Clara is all grown up now and simply charming.”

No one but Francesca seemed to notice that Regina was slighting her.

Frederick looked baffled, but shrugged. “I can’t keep up with the young people of today. Nevertheless, Francesca, I wish you the very best, my dear. We both do, don’t we Regina?”

Regina forced herself to smile, but it was a smile that didn’t reach her flinty eyes. “We must catch up for a girl’s chat if Silas can spare you for a few moments, Francesca,” she said.

Francesca was taken back. She had no idea what Regina wanted to chat to her about, or indeed why she wanted to speak to her at all. She was also baffled by what seemed like a hint of desperation behind her normal ‘controlled’ demeanor.

Silas wasn’t too thrilled about the idea of Regina spending a private moment with Francesca, either. Although he’d warned her not to upset Francesca, he still didn’t trust her and he didn’t want Francesca distressed on the night of their engagement party.

“Francesca has many new people to become acquainted with tonight, Regina, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to be selfish with her time.”

Francesca was actually grateful to Silas for saying he was going to monopolize her. As much as she loathed him, she had nothing to say to Regina and she didn’t want to spend a moment longer than was necessary in her company. She’d sooner clean and scale a boat load of fish!

At that moment, Monty walked through the door with Clara Whitsbury.

“Speak of the Devil. Here’s Monty now,” Frederick said.

Francesca’s heart began to hammer. She knew it was going to be awkward seeing him again. She’d actually prayed that he wouldn’t come. To her dismay, Monty made straight for them with his date, who was indeed a very attractive girl.

“Good evening, Silas,” Monty said quietly. Although he was addressing their host, he looked directly at Francesca, as did Clara. While Monty looked tortured, Clara gazed at her haughtily.

“Good evening, Francesca,” Monty said in a tone tinged with wounded pride. He glanced at Silas again briefly. “Congratulations … to you both,” he added, but he couldn’t hide his pain.

“Thank you,” Silas said, smugly noting his distress.

It was obvious to Monty that Silas thought the better man had won Francesca’s heart, but he didn’t believe it was true for a moment. His sole purpose for attending the party was to find out what had made Francesca agree to marry him.

“May I introduce Clara Whitsbury,” Monty said. “You’ve met Silas, Clara, and you know my mother of course, and this is my father.”

“I can’t say that I remember you as a young girl, Clara, but I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” Frederick said politely.

“Thank you, Mr. Radcliffe.”

“And may I introduce Silas’s fiancé, Francesca Callaghan,” Monty said. The words nearly choked him.

Clara caught the evident sorrow in his voice, and she noticed the way he was looking at Francesca. He obviously cared deeply for her. A flash of jealousy turned her green with envy, and tinged her greeting with coldness. “Nice to meet you,” she said, disdainfully sweeping an appraising look over her competition.

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Francesca said as steadily as she could.

Still looking at Francesca with narrowed eyes, Clara placed her arm through Monty’s possessively, before smiling up at him beguilingly. At that moment a waiter appeared with a tray laden with glasses of wine. As Regina and Clara took one, Francesca noted the ‘knowing’ look that passed between them. It was obvious the two had spoken about her, and equally as apparent that Regina had made some unkind remarks. She kept thinking about what Lizzie had told her about Regina wanting her reputation ruined. It was clear she was going to do all she could to see that happened.

“If you will excuse me,” Francesca said. She couldn’t bear to be in Regina’s company a moment longer and headed out of the dining room, intent on taking a moment to compose herself in the ladies room.

“Hurry back darling,” Silas said. “I have many other people to introduce you to.”

Francesca barely acknowledged him as she fled the room, fighting tears.

A moment later, Monty also excused himself. “I’ve just seen Herbert Wallace and I must have a word with him.” Herbert had gone out into the hallway, so Monty saw him as the perfect excuse to follow Francesca.

When Francesca came out of the ladies room, Monty was waiting for her.

“I must talk to you,” he said urgently.

“We’ve nothing to say to each other, Monty.”

“I was sure you’d call off this ridiculous engagement. You can’t possibly marry Silas.”

“Whom I marry is no concern of yours, Monty.”

“I don’t know why you are doing this, Francesca, but I can’t stand idly by and watch you ruin your life. I won’t. I care for you far too much.”

“I’m not ruining my life and I’ll thank you not to interfere. Now if you will excuse me.” Francesca went to move off, but Monty took her arm, detaining her. They were now in view of the guests in the dining room, and Regina was watching. It was obvious Monty was pleading with Francesca and Regina felt torn. She couldn’t let Francesca marry Silas, and Monty might be able to stop her, but then she couldn’t allow him to date her, either. It was all such a mess.

Regina excused herself and headed straight for them. “Monty,” she said breathless with anxiety. “Clara is asking after you.”

Monty heard his mother’s voice, but he hadn’t gotten through to Francesca, so he was reluctant to let this opportunity pass. “I’ll be there shortly,” he said.

“It’s rude to keep Clara waiting, Monty. Besides, I wish to speak to Francesca, alone.”

Francesca wanted to flee, but morbid curiosity held her back.

“Please don’t go through with this marriage, Francesca,” Monty begged. “It will be the biggest mistake you’ve ever made.”

Francesca didn’t reply. She lowered her gaze until Monty had walked away.

Regina drew her away from doorway so that they were out of view of the guests in the dining room. “I actually agree with my son, Francesca. You can’t marry Silas Hepburn,” she hissed.

Francesca couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She became angry. “What I do is absolutely none of your business. I’m not marrying your son, so keep out of my private life.”

“I can’t do that, Francesca. I can’t let you marry Silas.”

“Why not?”

Regina pursed her lips. “I have my reasons.”

“Do you?” Francesca didn’t care what they were, but she was slightly curious. “Well speak up, or leave me alone.”

“I … can’t.”

“This is going to stop,” she said angrily.

“No, Francesca. It’s not. Not until you break this ridiculous engagement. You can’t marry Silas. Marry any other man you choose … except Monty.”

Francesca’s eyes widened. “I suppose I’m not good enough for Silas, either,” she said. “Is that it?”

Regina was becoming desperate. It was obvious that Francesca intended to marry Silas, if only to spite her, and that couldn’t happen. She pushed Francesca into a room off the kitchen and closed the door. She was shaking and her eyes had taken on a crazed glaze. “Listen to me,” she said, taking Francesca by the shoulders. “I can’t tell you how I know this, but Silas is … a blood relative of yours.”

Francesca gasped. “How ridiculous. Don’t you think I’d know if Silas was a relative? My father would have told me.”

“That’s just it, Joe wouldn’t know.”

“Of course he would.”

“No, he wouldn’t … because he’s not your father,” Regina blurted out.

Francesca reeled. “You’d say absolutely anything to get your way, wouldn’t you? You don’t care who you hurt.” She pushed Regina back. “Stay away from me or I’ll tell Silas and my father what you just said.”

Regina paled. “You can’t say anything to Silas. He doesn’t know the truth, and he can’t, not ever.” Her eyes were wide and wild.

“Now there’s a surprise. I don’t think you know the truth either, Regina,” Francesca said, her eyes filling with tears. “You just make up stories to suit your purpose. You’re a very sick woman, and quite frankly you don’t deserve a wonderful husband like Frederick, or a son like Monty.”

Francesca’s words hit home and Regina went as white as a sheet. Francesca opened the door and fled. In the hallway, she ran straight into Neal, who’d been looking for her. He took her hand and slipped into Silas’s office for some privacy.

“What’s wrong, Francesca?” he asked, shutting the door behind them. “Why are you crying?” He noticed she was also shaking.

“I’ve just … had words with Regina Radcliffe,” Francesca said, taking deep breaths to try and pull herself together.

“What did she say?”

Francesca shook her head. “I just want her to stop interfering in my life,” she said.

“What gives her the right?” Neal said angrily. He could only think that Regina wanted Francesca to be with Monty.

“That’s what I would like to know. Oh, Neal, just hold me.”

Neal gladly opened his arms and wrapped them around her. Francesca leant her head on his chest, and heard his heart thumping. It’s strong, steady rhythm was so comforting.

“I’ll soon put her in her place,” Neal said angrily. He’d be damned if he’d let the Radcliffes hurt her again.

“No, promise me you won’t say anything, Neal. Monty will be angry if he thinks his mother is upsetting me.”

Neal felt a touch of jealousy. “It’s time you put your own needs first, Francesca, and stop worrying about Monty. He’s a grown man, and he’s obviously moved on.”

Francesca thought of Clara and the looks that had passed between her and Regina. She instinctively knew that Regina had pushed Monty and Clara together. But she couldn’t work out why Regina was so adamant that she didn’t marry Silas. She could only reason that Regina and Silas were friends and that she didn’t think she was good enough for him. There was nothing else it could be, and why would she say something so ludicrous like Joe wasn’t her father. Francesca thought Regina was far more evil that she’d ever imagined.

“I’m so glad to have this opportunity to hold you in my arms again,” Neal said, kissing the top of her head.

Silas was looking for Francesca when Regina appeared. He could see she was shaken and had been crying. As he’d never seen her cry before, not even when they broke up, he was taken back. If Regina was so distressed, he had to wonder about Francesca’s state of mind.

“Where’s my fiancé?” he demanded.

“I don’t know,” Regina said.

“If you’ve upset her, Regina, so help me …”

“Surely you aren’t going to marry that girl, Silas. You could make a far better match.”

It occurred to Silas again that Regina was jealous. “What we had was a long time ago, Regina. Don’t you think it’s a bit late to be envious of the girl I’m marrying?”

Regina was shocked. “Envious? I’m not envious and please keep your voice down.”

“Well it certainly looks like you are jealous to me.”

Regina couldn’t believe how narcissistic Silas was.

Francesca heard Silas’s voice and stepped out of Neal’s arms. A moment later the door opened. Silas came in, and his face turned thunderous as soon as he saw Neal. Francesca couldn’t help noticing that Regina was standing in the hallway behind him, and that she looked pleased that Silas had caught her alone with another man.

Silas noticed that Francesca’s face was tear stained. “What’s going on here?” he demanded.

Francesca glanced at Neal, her mind racing for a plausible explanation. “I was a little overwhelmed by all the excitement,” she said, wiping her nose with a handkerchief.

Silas glared at Neal suspiciously. “Then you should have come to me.”

“Francesca was too embarrassed to tell you that she thought your friends didn’t approve of her,” Neal said. “So I was reassuring her that couldn’t possibly be the case. How could they not approve of such a lovely young woman? You’re a lucky man, Silas. But I’m sure you know that.”

“Indeed I do, but it wouldn’t look appropriate for my fiancé to be in here with you. Francesca,” he offered her his arm. “Shall we join our guests?” It was more of a demand than a request.

Francesca glanced at Neal as she took Silas’s proffered arm. “Of course.”

Silas glared at Neal, who had no doubt he’d been silently threatened.

As Silas danced with Francesca he noticed Neal Mason never took his eyes off them. “I know you told me that there wasn’t a romance going on between you and Neal Mason,” he said, “but I do not believe you, Francesca. It’s quite obvious Neal Mason is in love with you.”

Francesca looked up at him. She didn’t know what to say, as lying did not come naturally to her, and since Silas had asked her that question more than a week ago, she and Neal had become very close. To hear Silas say that Neal loved her sent a warm feeling through her. “I’m … engaged to you, Silas,” she said, and turned her face away.

“That’s right, and no one, and I mean no one, treads on my toes.”

His words frightened Francesca, but not for herself. She prayed he wouldn’t hurt Neal out of jealousy. We’ll have to be more careful, she thought.

Joe was also watching Silas dancing with his daughter. He’d had quite a few drinks, and his anger was simmering. Pretending to be happy that Silas was engaged to Francesca was unbearable, and he was finding it increasingly hard to keep up an act.

“I’m going to dance with my daughter,” he muttered. He got to his feet unsteadily, fully intending to cut in on Silas.

“Look, Joe,” Ned said, pointing in the direction of the door.

Joe turned to see a woman standing there. For a brief moment he didn’t recognize Lizzie. She looked like a frightened rabbit and slightly ridiculous. She was wearing the dress that Monty had bought Francesca, but it didn’t fit her as well as some of Francesca’s looser dresses had. She was much taller and her frame was more angular. The bodice of Francesca’s dress was a snug fit on her, so it was too tight on Lizzie and the skirt just a little too short. As her hair was such a distinctive colour, she’d put it up under a hat she’d borrowed from one of the girls at the bordello. It was a little old fashioned, but the girls had assured her she looked presentable.

Joe went to the door. “You came, Elizabeth.” He was touched, but Lizzie noticed everyone in the room had turned to stare at her.

Glancing around the room, Lizzie recognized a couple of faces, men who had visited the bordello. She instantly knew she had made a mistake. “I shouldn’t have,” she said self-consciously and took two steps back.

“It means so much to me that you did,” Joe said.

Francesca noticed Lizzie, and the dress, and glanced at Monty. He was staring at Lizzie with a frown on his face.

“Excuse me, Silas,” Francesca said, and hurried towards the door.

Curious about this guest that had caught everyone’s attention, Silas followed her.

“Lizzie,” Francesca said urgently. “Montgomery Radcliffe is here, and he bought me that dress.”

Lizzie’s eyes widened.

“You look … lovely,” Francesca assured her because she didn’t want to hurt her feelings, “and I’m pleased you came, but he might say something to Silas.”

“I’ll go,” Lizzie said, distressed. “I should never have come.” Tears filled her eyes. When she saw Silas bearing down on them, she was struck immobile with fear.

“You stay, Elizabeth,” Joe said. Being half drunk, he wasn’t thinking clearly. He didn’t contemplate the humiliation Lizzie might suffer. He was just glad she came because he knew she did it for him.

Silas reached them and glared at Lizzie in confusion. She looked back at him, quaking, and then lowered her gaze.

Joe was puzzled by Lizzie’s reaction to him.

Silas frowned for a few moments, trying to work out why she looked so familiar. His gaze swept over her and then his eyes widened in disbelief when recognition dawned. “What the Hell are you doing here?” he barked.

“She’s my guest,” Joe said angrily.

“What?”

“That’s right,” Joe said, turning on Silas with clenched fists.

It was Lizzie’s worst nightmare that Joe would be put in the position of having to defend her. She turned to flee, but not before she heard what Silas said next.

“You invited a whore to your daughter’s engagement party?” Silas said incredulously.

“Keep your voice down, Silas,” Francesca snapped angrily, and don’t call Lizzie that.

“Why not? That’s what she is.”

Francesca had never hated him more.

“Don’t you dare call Elizabeth a whore,” Joe said. If Neal hadn’t taken his arm, and if Francesca hadn’t stepped between them, he would have landed the hardest punch right on Silas Hepburn’s nose.

“Go and see if Lizzie is all right,” Ned said to Joe. “I’ll stay here with Francesca, and walk her home.”

Joe looked at his daughter.

“Go ahead, dad. I’ll be along in a minute,” she said. She was very concerned for Lizzie because she knew her fragile self confidence had been shattered.

Hesitating momentarily, Joe went out the door, confident Ned and Neal would take care of Francesca. He didn’t trust himself to spend another minute in that abhorable man’s company.

“You can go, too,” Silas said to Neal. “I don’t much care for the way you have been looking at my fiancé.”

Neal’s features set like stone. “And I don’t care much for what you like,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed with pure malice.

“I think we’ll all go,” Francesca said. She could see a brawl brewing, so she thought it better they avoid doing something they all might regret. She couldn’t forget their objective. “Please make an excuse to our guests,” she said to Silas. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Silas was flabbergasted. “You can’t go. I won’t allow you to make a fool of me.”

Francesca would not be bullied a moment longer. She stepped close to him and lowered her voice so that no one else would hear her. “Do you want Lizzie to come back in here and tell your guests that one of her regular customers beats her for his own amusement?”

Silas paled.

“Good night,” Francesca said.

Silas watched as she walked out the door with Ned and Neal.

When we’re married, which will be very soon, Francesca, you won’t get away with defying me.

His thoughts went to Lizzie. He’d wondered where she was, but he couldn’t believe she’d turn up at his engagement party. He didn’t care one iota that she’d made a fool of herself, but by Christ she’d pay for making a fool of him. And what the Hell was Joe doing calling her Elizabeth?

He also wondered how Francesca knew that he’d beaten Lizzie, and that was something else he intended to find out, but that could wait until the morning.

Right now he had guests waiting for an explanation, and he had to come up with something believable.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
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“I’m sorry your fiancé is feeling unwell, Silas,” Rebecca Peobbles said, her sentiments not containing a jot of credible sympathy. “When is the wedding?” she added almost spitefully.

Silas was feeling slightly foolish because no one believed Francesca was feeling unwell, and he didn’t like it one bit. “My fiancé is eager to become my wife, and we’ve decided not to have a big affair, so it may be as soon as two weeks away,” he said, enjoying seeing the shock on Rebecca’s bland features. He knew she’d be thinking it was going to be a shot gun wedding, but he didn’t care.

Regina Radcliffe was standing nearby. When she heard his words, her worst fears were realized and she swooned. She had to be supported by Warren Peobbles.

“What’s wrong?” Frederick asked her. When Regina didn’t reply he asked for someone to go outside to fetch Amos Compton.

“Are you feeling unwell, my dear?” he asked as Warren Peobbles pulled up a chair for her.

“I feel … light headed,” she said. “I want to go home, Frederick.”

“Of course, darling. Shall I have Amos call for the doctor?”

“No.” She glanced at Silas. “I just want to go home.”

Silas was regarding Regina curiously. He realized she must have overheard him talking to Rebecca, but didn’t understand her reaction. Had she come to the conclusion that she’d made a mistake in staying with Frederick all those years ago? He’d always thought she had done so out of pity, not love, but she had never come close to admitting it.

The next morning, Francesca got up just as the sun was rising. Lizzie was sound asleep beside her. Out on deck, she gazed at the changing sky. She was joined by Ned who handed her one of the mugs of steaming tea he was holding. For several moments they stood in silence watching the kingfishers skim the surface of the river looking for breakfast, and sipped their teas. It was such a peaceful outlook, and yet their lives were in turmoil.

“It’s not like Joe to sleep in,” Ned commented.

“I doubt he’s had much sleep,” Francesca said. “I think he spent half the night talking to Lizzie.”

“She was upset, wasn’t she?”

“She became very withdrawn, which worried dad.” Francesca had gone to bed leaving Lizzie with Joe, who had been trying to lift her spirits, although nothing he said seemed to make any difference. Francesca was worried about her, but what Regina had said to her ruled her thoughts most of the night, keeping her awake. She was still awake at four o’clock in the morning, and Lizzie still hadn’t come to bed.

“This engagement is too much for you, Frannie girl,” Ned said, noting the dark circles around her eyes. “Keeping the Marylou is not worth all this heartache. I’d sooner live in a tent than see you so unhappy, and I’m sure your father would, too.”

“It’s not the engagement that’s bothering me, Ned. It’s something that Regina Radcliffe said.”

Ned tensed. “What did she say?”

“She said that dad wasn’t my real father.” Francesca was startled to notice that Ned seemed cross, but not as shocked as she thought he might be. “Ned?”

Ned didn’t say anything for a minute. He turned to look at the river again, realizing he could no longer dodge Francesca’s questions. The past had a way of catching up with people who tried to run from it, and it had caught up with a lie they’d all lived for seventeen years.

“Surely it isn’t true?” Francesca was gripping the railing and it was just as well because she started shaking.

“Sit down, Frannie girl,” Ned said, pulling up a chair for her and one for himself.

Francesca did as he said, and Ned sat down beside her. He took a sip from his mug of tea, and searched his heart for the right words.

“I don’t know how Regina Radcliffe knows the truth, but what she said is true. Joe isn’t your real father and Mary wasn’t your mother.”

Francesca’s mouth dropped open. For a few seconds she didn’t say anything. “Then who … are my real parents, Ned?” she asked incredulously. “Are you my father?” It wasn’t out of the question in her mind because she knew he loved her as much as Joe did.

Ned wished it were true. He felt as close as a father to her. “No, I honestly don’t know who your father is, Frannie girl, but you couldn’t have been more wanted or loved than by Mary, and I don’t have to tell you how much Joe loves you.”

Francesca was bewildered. Many questions were running through her mind, but she didn’t know where to start. “How …?”

“How did Mary and Joe come to have you?” Ned said when she couldn’t finish the question.

Francesca nodded as she fought tears.

Ned reached for her hand and squeezed it comfortingly. “This is going to come as a shock to you, Frannie girl, but we found you.”

Francesca blinked in astonishment. “You found me …”

“I’ll start at the beginning.” Ned intended to be as gentle as he could. He would have asked Joe to tell her the truth, but he knew his friend wasn’t up to it. All the worry he had over the Marylou, work, and Francesca’s engagement to Silas, as well as his concern for Lizzie, was already too much of a burden for him. “After the first day I worked for Joe, we pulled in to the river bank at a place called Boora Boora.”

“Dad said I was born there.”

“Yes, you were. I rolled a swag out on the river bank to give Joe and Mary some privacy. I was trying to sleep when I heard a noise, like someone crying out in pain. As Boora Boora was a known aboriginal sacred site, I thought perhaps a ritual ceremony was taking place. I got up and looked around but it was very dark. A beam of moonlight shone on the river, enabling me to see a small tub floating by. I was puzzled, but then I heard a baby cry. It was you, Frannie girl. You were in the bath tub.”

Francesca gasped.

Ned went on. “We rescued you from the river, but we never found out how you came to be in that tub. It was obvious you had just been born, and Joe later found evidence of your birth on the river bank, but no clues about who your mother was. It was natural to assume it was a young girl who gotten herself in trouble.”

Francesca shook her head in bewilderment.

Ned could see she didn’t understand. “Joe and Mary fell in love with you the minute they saw you. It occurred to Joe that they should take you to the authorities, but there was no way they could ever have done it because as far as they were concerned, you were a gift from God, the child they thought they’d never have. They couldn’t have loved you more had you been their own child, Frannie girl, you must believe that.”

“I do, Ned. But how does Regina Radcliffe now this?”

“I have no idea. I stopped her a couple of weeks ago on High Street and asked her what she knew. She denied having any knowledge of your birth, but I thought she was lying.”

“Who else knows about how my parents came to have me?”

“That’s just it, Frannie girl. We never told a soul. As Joe and Mary had only just arrived in Echuca that day, no one ever suspected you weren’t their child.”

“Well Regina certainly knows something, and whatever it is, it has something to do with Silas Hepburn. She claimed he is a blood relative. Can you believe that detestable man is related to me, because I certainly can’t?”

Ned didn’t know what to think.

Regina had been awake all night. As soon as daylight came, she got dressed and had Claude get her carriage ready. Before Frederick woke up, or Monty, she had him drive her to town.

“Stop on Esplanade Road,” she said to Claude agitatedly. She had to talk to Francesca before it was too late, so she hoped she’d see her.

Claude hadn’t a clue what she was up to, but he’d learnt to follow orders without asking questions.

Francesca was heading for the bakery, which opened at six o’clock, when she recognized the carriage and Claude Mauston. She and Ned had decided not to say anything to Joe at this time because he already had so much on his mind, but she’d wanted some time alone for the shock to wear off, before she faced him.

When Regina’s carriage door opened, Francesca expected to see Monty.

“I have to talk to you, Francesca,” Regina said anxiously. “Please. It’s urgent.” She fully expected Francesca to resist, so she was startled when she nodded.

Francesca wanted answers and she knew the only way she’d get them was to speak to Regina, however much she disliked her. She climbed into the carriage and Regina instructed Claude to drive them down river and stop somewhere they could have privacy.

“How is Silas Hepburn related to me?” Francesca asked her. The question was burning in her mind.

“Sshh,” Regina whispered. “Wait until we stop.”

It was agonizing for Francesca to wait until Claude stopped the carriage at a lonely spot down river.

“Go for a walk, please, Claude.” Regina said. “Come back in half an hour.”

Claude looked bewildered, but he walked away. Regina couldn’t risk another soul, not even someone who had worked for her for many years, hearing what she had to tell Francesca.

Once they were alone, Francesca asked Regina to tell her the whole truth. “Ned has just told me how the Callaghans came to have me, Regina, so there is no point in hiding what you know.”

“I know that, Francesca. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t urgent that I tell you the truth.”

“Why is it urgent?”

“Because last night I overheard Silas tell Rebecca Peobbles that he intends to marry you in two weeks.”

Francesca gasped. “He promised we could have a long engagement.”

“He’s not a man of his word.”

Francesca felt foolish for ever believing Silas would honour their agreement. “I don’t understand why you are opposed to our marriage.” She’d decided to keep the fact that she had no intention of marrying Silas to herself for the time being.

Regina paled, and shuffled uncomfortably. “Silas … is … your father,” she whispered.

“How could you say such a thing?”

“It’s the truth.”

“No, it’s not.”

“I’m sorry, Francesca, I swear on my son’s life, it’s the truth.”

Francesca suddenly felt violently ill. She leapt from the carriage and took several deep breaths, trying desperately not to be sick. Regina followed her.

“I know this is a terrible shock, Francesca,” she said wringing her hands. “Had you been going to marry anyone else, I would never have told you, but I couldn’t let you marry your father.”

Francesca reeled on her with tears in her eyes. “How can that horrible man be my father?” Lizzie’s words, when she was telling her about her meeting with Regina aboard the P.S. Platypus, flashed through her mind. “It sounded like Regina said you were Silas’s daughter.” It had obviously been a slip of the tongue, but now it made sense why she had become so upset when Lizzie said Silas wanted to marry her.

Regina looked at the ground. It hurt her terribly to see the disgust and loathing in Francesca’s eyes.

“How, Regina? Tell me?”

Regina turned away. She had intended to tell Francesca the whole truth, but it was so hard. It was a secret she’d guarded for so long, so the words just wouldn’t pass her lips.

Francesca went around her and took Regina by the shoulders. “Tell me, Regina, because if you don’t, I’ll ask Silas.”

“He doesn’t know,” Regina whispered.

“Then how do you know?”

Regina stared into Francesca’s blue eyes, a slightly darker version of her own.

Slowly Francesca realized the truth, and she dropped her hands to her side. All the coincidences fell into place. They both loved book keeping, they both had dark hair and blue eyes. “My God. You are my mother, aren’t you?”

When Regina didn’t deny it, Francesca knew it was the truth. The two people she detested most in the whole world were her parents. It was too horrible to believe. She walked away, down to the river, and stood staring at the river gums on the far side with her arms folded. She couldn’t cry because she was too numb.

Regina came to stand beside her.

“It can’t be true?” Francesca whispered. In her heart she knew it was the truth, but she just didn’t want to believe it.

“It’s the truth, Francesca,” Regina replied quietly.

“Why should I believe you are suddenly telling me the truth? You’ve been manipulative and insulting, and cold …” She thought of the terrible things Regina had said, and shuddered.

“I know, but think about it, Francesca. When you first came to Derby Downs, I was intent on not liking you because I thought Monty could do better than a river boat captain’s daughter. But you were charming, intelligent, very beautiful, and you had a good brain. I was enchanted with you, and told Monty so. I fully supported your relationship. I even told Monty to invite you to Derby Downs for the weekend. It wasn’t until I saw your birthmark that I realized who you were. Don’t you see, Francesca, Monty is your half brother, so I had to discourage him, and you? I’m sorry I hurt you, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

Francesca was still suspicious of Regina’s motives. It was all too much to take in at once.

“When I found out you were going to marry Silas, your father, it was almost more than I could bear.” Regina turned and walked over to a fallen tree, where she sat down and looked over the river. “I had an affair with Silas eighteen years ago. I can’t believe I did it now, but at the time Frederick was away all the time, and believe it or not, Silas wasn’t always the greedy, scheming, controlling swine he is today. He was charming, eloquent, and very persistent. When I found out I was pregnant, I didn’t know what to do. Frederick had been away too long for him to believe he was the father.” She looked ashamed for even considering telling Frederick he was the baby’s father. “I was terrified of losing him, and if I am being honest, scared witless of being the butt of jokes behind my back. As Frederick’s wife I was respected, and I know he would have taken Monty away from me. He’s a very loving man, Francesca, but he’s not very forgiving when it comes to betrayal. I’ve known him to cut life-long friends from his life for being disloyal. Soon afterwards, he had his accident, and he needed me.”

“Ned said he and my parents found me floating down river, in a bath tub. How could you do something like that to me? How could you be so callous?”

“I know it was a terrible thing to do, but I knew someone would find you down river. I didn’t want there to be any clues where you came from.” Regina lowered her eyes.

“I could easily have drowned, or floated all the way down river, and out to sea.”

“The sea is more than a thousand miles away, Francesca. I knew … I hoped … you’d be found as soon as daylight came. There’s plenty of traffic on the river.”

Francesca thought of the bath tub drifting into the path of a paddle-steamer, and shuddered, thinking of Mary. She’d never forgive Regina for putting her in so much danger, just to save her marriage and reputation.

“You have to understand how desperate I was.” Regina said, but she could see Francesca didn’t understand at all. “Of course you don’t, and why should you? I deserve your wrath, but please don’t tell Monty or Frederick the truth. You can’t tell anyone the truth.”

“I’d be too ashamed,” Francesca admitted.

Regina nodded and swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. “I don’t believe you care for Silas, so why were you going to marry him?”

“I wasn’t. I got engaged to him so my father could work without Silas interfering. As soon as Dad had paid off the loan he got from Silas, I intended to break the engagement.”

“Why did Joe take a loan from Silas in the first place?” Regina knew how Silas operated, but she wasn’t the only one. It was common knowledge, so Joe must have known what he was getting into.

“He knows it was a foolish thing to do. The boiler blew and he didn’t have the money to fix it, and he had to work. It was a low point in his life, so he weakened when Silas offered him the loan. The interest rate is so exorbitant that dad couldn’t get ahead. He was willing to work hard, but Silas has been sabotaging any work he got, and then he threatened to take the Marylou. He told dad he’d forfeit the loan if he could marry me. Dad wouldn’t hear of it, but I came up with the idea of becoming engaged to him to buy time. We hoped it would at least stop Silas hurting people like Ezra Pickering and Dolan O’Shaunnessey, which he only did to prevent dad earning money to pay the loan.”

Regina’s eyes widened. “Are you saying Silas was behind the fire at Ezra’s boat building yard?”

“Without a doubt.”

Regina knew Silas could be underhanded, but she was still shocked. “Well he’s on to you, Francesca. That’s why he plans to have the wedding in two weeks.”

“If I break the engagement now, he’ll have me up for breach of promise and take the Marylou, and Dad’s heart will be broken.”

“Well you certainly can’t marry him.”

“He’ll have to be told the truth. That would solve everything. If he knew I was his daughter he wouldn’t take the Marylou.”

Regina panicked. “Silas wouldn’t keep quiet about you being his daughter.”

“I have no choice, Regina.”

“I’ll give you the money to pay the loan.”

“No,” Francesca snapped. Taking Regina’s money was unthinkable.

“It’s the least I can do, Francesca.”

Francesca became angry. “No, Regina.”

“Please let me help, Francesca. Joe could keep the Marylou, and surely you wouldn’t want Silas to know you were his daughter, not if you detest him as much as you say you do.”

Regina was right. Francesca didn’t want Silas to know the truth. The thought of him trying to be fatherly to her was too disgusting to think about, but above all else she didn’t want Joe hurt. “Dad wouldn’t accept your money. He’s too proud for that.”

“We can come up with a way of him getting the money without knowing it was from me.”

Francesca thought about it. She did think Regina owed her father something for raising her.

“I know you don’t understand and you probably never will,” Regina said, “but I’m glad I told you the truth.”

“Does it ease your conscience?”

Regina wasn’t surprised by Francesca’s bitterness. “No, and giving you money won’t either, Francesca. I’ll have to live with what I did for the rest of my life.”

“And if you had your life all over again, you wouldn’t change a thing, would you?”

Yes, I would Francesca. I wouldn’t have an affair with Silas.

“You did me a favour, Regina, because I couldn’t have been brought up by anyone better than my dad, and Ned. I do remember my mother and she was wonderful.”

Regina felt as if Francesca had slapped her. But she knew she deserved it. “You have grown into a truly remarkable young woman, Francesca. In a way I wish you weren’t my daughter because you would make the perfect wife for my son.”

Francesca thought of the irony. “I don’t consider myself to be your daughter, Regina, but I will always have a special place in my heart for Monty. If you’d had the courage and the decency to keep me, he would have made a wonderful brother.”

Finally Francesca understood her feelings for Monty and why they had been so different to what she felt for Neal. She’d been drawn to Monty’s good qualities, and had always felt relaxed in his company. She’d enjoyed the friendship between them, but had stopped short of wanting their relationship to become romantic. She’d thought they’d needed time and that when Regina accepted her, things would progress. But all the time there had been an innate sense that something wasn’t right. Now she understood why. Her heart wouldn’t let her feel anything more than friendship for Monty. Neal on the other hand aroused passion in her and she had no control over her heart where he was concerned.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
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Silas had spent half the night pacing in his room, thinking about what had taken place at the party. He’d been floored to see Lizzie, but even more so because she’d tried to disguise herself as a lady. He’d been to the bordello three times since beating her. The girls had claimed she’d just disappeared and as they’d seemed so worried, Silas had no reason to disbelieve them. He’d assumed she’d left town after he caught her with Regina’s bracelet, but obviously he’d been wrong.

The reason for Joe referring to her as Elizabeth had also played on his mind, and why had the brash Irishman been so offended when he called her a whore? There was only one conclusion he could come to. She was staying with him and Francesca aboard the Marylou, which made him livid.

Regina’s behaviour had also made him curious. Could she be pining for what they’d once shared? Had she realized all these years after their affair had ended that she’d made a mistake? Silas was flattered, and Regina was still a very beautiful and desirable woman, but he had every intention of marrying Francesca as soon as possible.

As for Neal Mason, he’d put his plans for him into motion. Just thinking about that made him smile.

When Silas got to the Marylou the next morning, he found Ned on the bow. He appeared to be looking out for someone.

“I wish to speak to Joe, immediately,” Silas growled.

His tone and arrogance left Ned in no doubt that Silas was looking for an argument. “He’s not available,” he said, but Joe had heard Silas, so he came out onto the deck.

“What do you want?” he snapped. He’d slept little after spending most of the night reassuring Lizzie that Silas’s opinion of her didn’t matter to him, so he certainly wasn’t in the mood to see him.

Silas was too angry to pretend to be civil. “Is that whore, Lizzie, aboard the Marylou?”

Joe was outraged and afraid that Lizzie might overhear what Silas was saying. After the humiliation she had suffered, she’d been feeling so worthless that she’d been ready to return to the bordello, and it had taken him hours to convince her not to go back to earning money by selling her body. “That would be none of your business, and I told you last night, don’t call Elizabeth a whore.”

“Elizabeth, indeed! Calling Lizzie Elizabeth won’t turn her into a respectable person. I will not have my fiancé sharing accommodation with her type. If you insist on housing a prostitute, I will insist that Francesca takes a room at the Bridge Hotel.”

“My daughter is staying right here with me, and you cannot tell me who to have aboard my boat. As for being respectable, you’re an ex-convict, a parolee, who made your money by ruining other people’s lives. You certainly have no right to look down on anyone.”

Silas gasped. No one had ever dared to mention his past before. He wanted to blurt out that Francesca would soon be his wife, ex convict or not, but he held his tongue. He intended to go straight to his lawyer’s office to demand the divorce paperwork be finalized as soon as possible.

“I have earned respect, Joe Callaghan, so I’ll look down on whomever I please. And it seems I care more about your daughter’s reputation than you do.”

Joe saw red and would have jumped onto the wharf, but Ned stopped him. “How dare you, you slimy bastard. Get the Hell out of here, or so help me …”

“Leave it, Joe,” Ned said, holding him back. Joe walked to the back of the boat before he lost all control and physically attacked Silas.

“Where is Francesca?” Silas demanded of Ned.

“She had an errand to run,” Ned said, barely containing his own anger.

His crafty eyes narrowed. “Where could she have gone so early?”

Ned didn’t answer him. Joe had asked him to stoke the boiler, so he went to check the steam pressure.

Silas was furious at being ignored. He silently vowed to make them all pay for their insolence as he headed back to the hotel.

Joe knocked on the door of Francesca’s cabin, and Lizzie opened it. He could see by the expression on her face that she’d heard Silas.

“Are you all right, Elizabeth?” he asked.

“No one has ever defended me before,” she said emotionally. “But Silas is right. Calling me Elizabeth doesn’t change what I am.”

“No, Elizabeth, only you can do that. Silas likes to keep people down because it makes him feel like a big man. Thumb your nose at him. He was a convict, and he’s still a crook, but you’re a good person, and don’t ever forget it.”

“But I don’t want to bring you any trouble. Silas has a violent temper.” Her hand went unconsciously to her face. The mental scars would always remain, but the physical bruises had practically disappeared. Suddenly she realized what she was doing and her eyes widened in alarm.

Joe’s eyes narrowed. “Did that hypocrite … hit you, Elizabeth?”

Lizzie didn’t know what to say. She shook her head, but she couldn’t verbally deny the truth.

“It was him, wasn’t it?” Joe said, almost blind with rage. “He was the swine who beat you.”

Lizzie dropped her head.

“I’ll kill him.”

Ned heard Joe’s raised voice from the engine room and came to see what was going on.

“Don’t do anything foolish, Joseph,” Lizzie begged. “You can’t lose the Marylou.”

“Never mind the Marylou, that man could have killed you. He’s a worthless, gutless piece of dirt!”

“What’s going on?” Ned said.

“Silas Hepburn is the swine who beat Elizabeth,” Joe raged.

Francesca had just come aboard and she heard her father shouting. “What’s wrong, dad?” She glanced at Lizzie because she’d heard him mention Silas.

Joe suddenly realized Francesca was engaged to the man who’d beaten Lizzie. “You are going to break your engagement to that man, today,” he shouted. “He’s the swine who attacked Elizabeth.” He began pacing and muttering.

Francesca had never seen him so angry, and looked at Lizzie again.

“I’m sorry,” Lizzie whispered.

Joe gasped. He realized Francesca had known that it was Silas who had beaten Lizzie, and yet she’d still become engaged to him so that he could keep the Marylou. Part of him was angry that she’d take such a foolish risk, but he knew she had done it because she loved him. That she was willing to take such a risk for him moved him deeply.

“It’s all right, Lizzie,” Francesca said, putting her arm around her shoulder. She was still in shock because that man was her real father.

Francesca had planned to break her engagement the following night. She and Regina had come up with a plan to catch him with another woman. The woman was an actress that Regina was going to hire to get Silas in a compromising situation. The timing was of the utmost importance. She didn’t want to tell her father about what they had set up because he would insist on going with her, especially now that he knew Silas was the man who’d beaten Lizzie and it would look too much like a set up if Joe was there. She also didn’t want Joe asking questions about Regina’s involvement. She still hadn’t made up her mind whether she would tell Ned the truth.

“Let’s go up river,” Ned said.

Joe was too angry and shaken to think straight.

“We need to get away for awhile, so let’s go fishing for the day.” Ned knew fishing always calmed Joe.

“We do need to get away from here,” Joe said. “But first I am going to tell Silas the engagement is off!”

“It can wait until we get back, dad,” Francesca said.

“Very well, but it can’t be soon enough for me.”

“Should I tell Neal we’re heading off?” Ned said.

“He likes to have a lay-in on a Sunday morning, so let him sleep. We’ll see him when we get back.”

They traveled up river to the Goulburn River inlet and pulled in. It was a very beautiful spot. There were lots of shady trees and the river bank was a carpet of green grass. The fishing was also very good because several species of fish bred in the shallow waters of the inlet. As angry as Joe was, he couldn’t help being affected by the tranquility of the area.

“Maybe we should stay here another day,” Joe said as the late afternoon shadows crept over the landscape. Francesca just hoped they would be back in Echuca the following day to carry out the plan she had with Regina.

Lizzie had been quiet most of the day. After dinner, which consisted of three Golden Callop and a nice sized Murray Cod, they sat on the stern of the boat listening to the noisy kookaburras in the trees.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper today, Elizabeth,” Joe said. “I don’t usually cuss in front of women.”

“I understand, Joseph,” Lizzie said. “Silas has a way of bringing the worst out in people.”

“Not you,” Joe said. “If I was a woman, and he’d done to me what he’s done to you, I’d have murdered him by now.”

Lizzie couldn’t tell him the thought had crossed her mind.

“You’re a really strong woman,” Francesca said to her. “You don’t have a vengeful bone in your body.”

“That’s not true,” Lizzie said. “I’ve thought of so many ways to take revenge on Silas.”

“What are they?” Ned said, smiling in anticipation.

“Do tell us, Elizabeth,” Joe said, obviously relishing the thought of revenge on Silas.

When she realized they weren’t going to judge her, Lizzie opened up. “One of my ideas I’ve already carried out,” she said. “But I wish I had done a better job.”

Joe’s eyes widened and then he smiled broadly. He suddenly understood. “You cut the ropes to the pontoon, didn’t you?”

Lizzie nodded.

“You should have undone a few bolts and cut the lashings holding the planks together,” Ned said. “Then it would have broken up and put him out of business indefinitely.”

“Maybe I’ll do that next time,” Lizzie said, half joking. Just cutting the ropes had caused her so much pain in her ribs.

“I’ll help you,” Joe said. “I’d like to see that man suffer, not only for what he’s done to you, but for all the pain he’s caused other people. It’s ironic that he put Ezra and Dolan O’Shaunnessey out of business, because now he’ll have to go miles to find someone else to build him a pontoon if we destroy this one. The only downfall is if the pontoon is lost it will cause some inconvenience for the farmers who need to get across the river with their sheep and cattle.”

“The livestock can swim across,” Ned said. “They must have done so before Hepburn’s Pontoon was built.”

“That’s true, and it wouldn’t have cost them anything.”

“I wanted to set a fire at the back of the Bridge Hotel,” Lizzie admitted. It had been on her mind for some time. “Silas has always bragged about making a fortune from the dining trade, so I thought if the kitchen caught fire, he’d suffer. It wouldn’t put him out of business altogether, but he hates losing money. In his mind, money means power.”

“Fires are unpredictable, Lizzie,” Francesca said. “And it couldn’t be contained to the kitchen. A lot of families stay at the Bridge Hotel, so innocent people might get hurt or killed.”

“Francesca is right,” Joe said. “Forget that idea, Lizzie. I have another one. Which of the boats he owns is his pride and joy?”

“Definitely the Curlew,” Lizzie said.

“I thought so, and he acquired that much the same way he’s going to get the Marylou if I don’t pay him what I owe,” Joe said bitterly.

Francesca had to bite her tongue in regards to the money that was coming from Regina. They’d worked out a plan that Regina was putting in place, but it would take a few days. In the meantime, they could use a little time where Silas was distracted. “Then let’s sink the Curlew,” she said.

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Joe said, enjoying seeing Elizabeth smile.

“It wouldn’t be hard to do,” Ned said. “We’d just have to take an axe to the hull, and down she’d go.”

“He deserves no less,” Joe said. “He’d think nothing of resorting to doing the same if he had a mind. In fact, I’m sure he’s done it more than once.”

“We’d be suspects though, especially if I break my engagement to him,” Francesca said. She was only thinking of her father. She didn’t want him getting into trouble with the law.

“There’s no shortage of mates who’ll give us an alibi,” Ned said.

“That’s right,” Joe added. “Silas might have a lot of people in his back pocket, but a man like him makes lots of enemies. At a time like this, that’s most helpful.”

Francesca turned her attention to Lizzie. “You’d know a fair bit about his activities and movements, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, I do. Over the years I’ve come to know quite a lot about his dealings, dirty and otherwise,” she said. “And Silas can be relied upon to stick to routine.” She assured them that Silas dined at the Bridge Hotel on Sunday evenings and then paid a visit to the Steampacket, where he kept an eye on the staff and business. He usually ventured on to the Star Hotel quite late, where he got snippets of useful information from drunken wharfies.

Joe thought again of what Silas had done to her. He would never forget what she looked like when Francesca first brought her aboard. He’d been angry to see a woman in that state, knowing a man had done it to her, but at the time he didn’t have anywhere to place his anger. “Stoke up the boiler, Ned. We’re going back to Echuca.” He winked at Lizzie, who smiled.

“It’ll soon be dark, Joe” Ned warned him.

“I know this river like the back of my hand, so getting back to Echuca in the dark won’t be a problem.”

“You’re the skipper!”

“Francesca is the unofficial skipper, but I’ll do just fine as navigator.”

“What are we going to do, dad?” Francesca asked.

“We’re going to give Silas a taste of what he dishes out,” Joe said.

That night, under the cover of darkness, and with the moon obscured by cloud, Ned and Joe made their way to the pontoon. When Lizzie had cut the ropes, it had floated away in one piece, and Mike Finnion had been able to retrieve it and get it operational again. This time Joe and Ned were determined to make sure it couldn’t be repaired. They cut the ropes and lashings of the pontoon and undid the bolts holding the planks of wood together. It quickly broke up and disappeared, drifting down the dark river on the current.

“He won’t be towing that back,” Joe said laughing.

“Sshh,” Ned said, chuckling himself.

On Monday morning, Francesca, Joe, Lizzie and Ned hid in bush on the New South Wales side of the river and watched as Silas inspected the sight where the pontoon had been. Neal was working aboard the Lady Ophelia, unaware of what they’d been up to. Even from a distance the foursome could tell that Silas was enraged. He was waving his arms around and shouting at the pontoon operators. They felt sorry for the operators, but their sympathy didn’t overshadow the pleasure they felt at seeing Silas so angry.

“He’s usually up early on a Monday morning to count the weekend takings, ‘cause the stingy sod doesn’t trust anyone else with his money,” Lizzie said. “Guess we upset his plans this morning.”

They all laughed.

On the Monday evening, Joe and Ned planned to sink the Curlew. They insisted that Lizzie and Francesca wait aboard the Marylou, which suited Francesca as she had arranged to go to the Bridge Hotel to catch Silas with his other woman. The Marylou was tied up along the riverbank, about a hundred yards from the wharf. Joe and Ned went down to the wharf around five o’clock. They knew Mike Finnion and the crew were also creatures of habit. As soon as they’d tied up, they’d go to the pub for a few hours.

True to form, Mike and the crew went into the Star Hotel for a few drinks as soon as they finished work. Ned followed them. As soon as they’d settled in for a few hours drinking, he used the smugglers entrance, a passage that sly grog runners and felons used when avoiding the constabulary, to slip out of the pub, and went back to the wharf. Joe had been watching the skippers and crew of the other boats. Some had gone to the pub, while others had gone home to their wives and families.

While Ned kept lookout, Joe took an axe down into the hull of the Curlew. They’d thought about lighting a fire aboard, but it was too dangerous with other boats tied up alongside, and there was always the fear the wharf could catch fire. Besides, they didn’t want to attract attention. They just wanted the boat to disappear to the bottom of the river, silently.

Joe set about putting a hole the size of a small bucket in the steamer’s hull. It took him a few minutes, and caused him pain in his shoulder, but because he was in the hull, the sounds were muffled. As soon as water started pouring in, he came up on deck and bumped into Ned.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph! You just took five years off my life, Ned.”

“Sorry, Joe,” Ned whispered.

“What are you doing here? You are supposed to be keeping watch on the wharf.”

“Mike Finnion and his crew are coming,” Ned said in a panic.

“Christ! You could have told me sooner.”

“They took me by surprise. I thought they’d be drinking for an hour or more.”

“Where shall we hide?”

“We don’t want the boat to sink with us on it. How will that look?” Ned said. “We’ll have to jump overboard.” He didn’t relish the thought, as it was a cool night.

Hearing footsteps and voices, they headed to the back of the boat and tried to silently slip over the side, but in their hurry, they made a splash.

“What was that?” Mike Finnion said, as he stood on the wharf.

His stoker was lighting a cigarette. “I didn’t hear anything.”

“I thought I heard a splash,” Mike said.

“Yer hearing things.”

Mike shrugged, thinking it was his imagination.

Ned and Joe swam along the back of the boats in the dark, freezing water, keeping out of sight. Fortunately the twenty or more steamers tied up were close together, so they couldn’t be seen, but they’d have to go almost down to the Marylou, moored on the river bank, before they could safely get out of the river.

The Curlew began to list, but Mike and his crew didn’t notice as they were standing with their backs to the boat, talking and laughing about something that had happened days ago.

“They haven’t noticed the boat is sinking,” Joe whispered to Ned as they trod water. He could see the wheelhouse tilting backwards and hear the hull creaking as it filled with water.

“I know,” Ned said in disbelief. He wanted to laugh, but he knew they had to be quiet.

A few minutes later, Mike turned to go aboard. Only the bow and part of the wheelhouse of the Curlew was protruding from the water. “What the Hell,” he shouted, as he tried to clear his booze soaked brain. “The boat’s sinking!”

The three men began running in circles. They didn’t know what to do. There was nothing they could do. It was too late.

“Imagine how Silas is going to react to this,” Joe whispered.

“Mike Finnion is going to squirm when he has to tell him his pride and joy is sitting on the riverbed.”

“I don’t know how I’ll keep a straight face if Silas asks if I know anything about it,” Joe said. “It’s just a pity Elizabeth couldn’t see it.”

“Perhaps we had better go fishing again,” Ned whispered. “There’s some nice yabbies in the Campaspe River.”

“Good idea,” Joe said. “We’ll ask Neal to join us.”

Mike Finnion’s shouts brought men out of the Star Hotel.

“We’d better get out of here,” Joe said. He and Ned began swimming down river.

Regina kept looking at her watch. She was sitting in her carriage on High Street, watching the entrance of the Bridge Hotel. She was waiting for Silvia Beaumont, the actress she had hired, who was supposed to be at the hotel by seven o’clock. She’d first met Silvia several years ago when she had arranged for a theatrical group to perform in the theatre in town. They became friends, keeping in touch when the theatrical group returned to Ballarat. Silvia was quite a character, with a charismatic personality that enabled Regina to overlook the slightly dubious past she’d hinted at. Regina immediately thought of her when she wanted someone to lead to Silas astray, and Silvia owed her a favour. Silas had met her only the once, on the night they performed in town, and it had been obvious he found her very attractive, so there was little chance he’d rebuff her flirtatious advances.

“Where are you, Silvia?” Regina said, checking her watch again. If Silvia didn’t arrive soon, the plan wouldn’t work.

As seven o’clock came and went, Regina started to panic. If Francesca couldn’t catch Silas in a clutch d’amour with a beautiful woman, then there was every chance she’d tell him she was his daughter, to break the engagement. Of course he’d want confirmation, and then Frederick and Monty would find out. Just the thought had her teetering on the edge of hysteria.

At seven twenty, Regina decided there was only one thing to do, and little time left to do it.

The door to Silas’s office was open when Regina got there. He had his head bent over paperwork. Just the sight of him made Regina feel sick, but she took a deep breath, and thought of Frederick and Monty, and all she had to lose.

Without knocking, Regina went into his office and closed the door behind her.

Hearing the click as the door closed, Silas looked up in confusion. Regina was leaning on the door and he noted the strange look in her eyes.

“Is something wrong, Regina?” he said, trying to gauge her mood.

“I want to talk to you, Silas, in private. You don’t mind, do you?”

The tone of her voice further baffled him. “No, of course not.” He wanted to ask if it was necessary to close the door, but he was intrigued. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Do you ever think of the times we had together, Silas? The intimate moments …”

“That was a long time ago, Regina.”

“I think about them all the time,” she said in a breathy voice. She slowly walked towards his desk, swaying her hips provocatively. Instead of taking a seat opposite him, she went around the desk and perched herself on the corner nearest Silas, resting one foot on the side of his chair. She was ever conscious of the time, and glanced at the clock on the wall, while Silas gaped at her legs. In less than two minutes, the door should open.

“What has come over you, Regina?”

“I can’t stop thinking about you, and our time together.”

“I’m flattered,” Silas said, grinning like a boyish fool. He wondered if she’d been drinking.

I bet you are, Regina thought.

“But what we had is in the past. Why bring it up now?”

“It only seems like yesterday, Silas,” Regina said, leaning forward so that he could glimpse her cleavage. “I can’t help remembering what it felt like to be touched by you.” She picked up his hand and ran it along her thigh.

Silas’s eyes bulged. “Is that why you became upset at my engagement party?”

“Of course it is. I can’t stand the thought of you marrying again. I don’t know how I lived through your other marriages. It was torture for me.”

Silas blinked. “I had no idea you felt that way.”

“I buried my feelings, but I can’t do it any longer. I miss you, Silas.”

His eyes widened further. He had no idea that Regina had been harbouring such thoughts. His ego, which at the best of times needed little bolstering, was further inflated, but she had taken him completely by surprise.

“You have a special touch, Silas. No woman could forget it.”

“Regina, stop talking like that.” He glanced at the door. He would have taken up her obvious offer, but he didn’t want anything to jeopardize his engagement. Once he had married and bedded Francesca, it would be a different story.

Regina could see she had her work cut out for her. Silas was a very cunning man, and not easily fooled. “You still find me attractive, don’t you, Silas.” She glanced at the clock again. She had less than a minute to get him to kiss her.

“Yes, of course … Regina, but I can’t act upon my feelings.”

“No one needs to know.” She moved closer, so that he could smell her heady perfume. “The door is closed.” She ran her eyes over him, hungrily. “We’re all alone. Just kiss me one more time, Silas. Give me another memory to carry me through the years.” The thought made her want to vomit, but she couldn’t let Francesca down. She had to stop this engagement. “Kiss me, Silas,” she said, bending her head towards him.

Silas looked at her inviting lips, but hesitated.

Regina moved his hand from her thigh, to her rib cage, with the promise of going upwards, towards her breasts. She noted the fire of arousal light his eyes. She had him!

Silas leapt from his chair and pulled her into his arms. His lips found hers as he bent her over the desk.

Regina fought the desire to push him off her, even though every fibre in her wanted to.

Outside his office door, Francesca reached for the door knob. Taking a deep breath she opened the door. “Silas!”

As expected, she found him locked in a passionate embrace with another woman. Upon hearing her voice, Silas practically dropped Regina on his desk.

“Francesca!” he said, his face reddening.

Francesca was in utter shock. She’d expected him to be kissing an actress. But Regina!

“Regina,” she gasped, her mouth dropping open. She didn’t have to pretend to be absolutely flabbergasted. She was.

Regina said nothing. She felt overwhelming relief, but she managed to make it look like guilt. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, but Silas was too preoccupied with the shock on Francesca’s face to notice.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” Silas spluttered, coming towards Francesca. “I …”

“How could you?” Francesca said, stepping backwards. “I thought you wanted to marry me.”

“I do, darling. I know this looks bad,” Silas said, angry with himself for a lapse in judgment. He prided himself on making calculated moves. Kissing Regina was definitely a terrible mistake. “I will make it up to you. Anything you want is yours.”

It flashed through Francesca’s mind that this abhorable man was her father, and she closed her eyes to the horror of it. He could never know the truth. It was a secret she and Regina must keep, forever.

“I want nothing more to do with you,” Francesca whispered, her tears more for the tragedy of her parentage than his traitorous ways. “Our engagement is off!”

Francesca walked away and Regina followed her. At the door she paused and looked at Silas. He looked back at her, not understanding the glint of satisfaction in her eyes.

Had she done this on purpose, he wondered? Had he been set up?


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
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“Where’ve you been, Francesca?” Joe asked. He was standing on the deck of the Marylou, dripping wet, with Ned beside him in the same condition.

“I’ll tell you in a minute, dad. What happened to the both of you?” Francesca asked.

“We swam back from the wharf,” Joe said, shivering.

“I’m going to get changed,” Ned said, shaking with the cold.

“You do the same, dad, before you both catch a chill,” Francesca said, ushering them to their cabins.

Francesca and Lizzie had made a pot of tea by the time her father reappeared with Ned, dressed in warm, dry clothes.

“I’ve hidden our wet clothes,” Joe said, “Just in case we have a visit from the constabulary.”

“Tell us what happened,” Francesca said, pouring them each a mug of tea.

“Mike Finnion and his crew came back to the Curlew quicker than we thought, so we had to jump overboard, or they would have caught us sinking their boat.”

“Oh, dad.” Francesca thought of what could have happened.

Ned laughed. “They stood on the wharf talking, and didn’t even notice the boat was sinking right behind them.”

“How could they not notice the Curlew was going down?” Lizzie asked.

Joe shook his head. “It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? But they had their backs to the water. When they did notice, it was too late.”

“Where did you go tonight?” Joe asked his daughter. He didn’t like her going anywhere alone after dark.

“To the Bridge Hotel.”

Joe’s eyes widened.

“I had to, dad.” Francesca said, before he could tell her off. “It was an opportunity I couldn’t miss.”

“You had better explain that, Francesca.”

Although she hated lying to her father, it was necessary to prevent him being hurt, so she had a story prepared. “I overheard some women talking in the bakery yesterday morning. I heard them say Silas was going to have a visitor this evening.”

“A visitor?”

“A woman, dad. I thought if I caught him with this woman, I could break the engagement without him having me up for breach of promise. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to worry you.”

“I’d be worrying with good reason, Frannie girl. Anything could have gone wrong.”

“Well it didn’t, dad.” It all went to plan.

“Did you catch him with this woman?”

“Yes, I caught him kissing her.” Francesca was still in shock that it had been Regina. She didn’t know what to think about that. “I broke our engagement.”

“That’s a relief, Francesca. Now you are the injured party and we have every right to be indignant.”

“I doubt you being the injured party will make any difference to Silas,” Ned said. “He’s already livid about his pontoon, now he’s lost the Curlew … and Francesca. It’s my guess he’ll be after us with a vengeance.”

“You’re right.” Joe frowned. “He’ll want his money, or the Marylou, and he won’t rest.”

Francesca thought of the money that Regina had promised her father. It should come through in the next day or so, which meant they needed to stall for time. “Why don’t we get away from Echuca for a few days, dad,” she said. “It would look like I was upset over finding out my so called fiancé was two-timing me.”

“Ned has already suggested we go fishing in the Campaspe River.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“We should burn the Bridge Hotel,” Lizzie blurted out with a frightening passion they’d never seen before.

“We can’t do that, Elizabeth,” Joe said gently. Strange as it seemed to him, he understood her disappointment. Burning the Bridge Hotel was probably the one thing that would relieve some of the ache in her heart, but it was just too dangerous.

Early next morning, Joe went to see Neal. He told him where they were going, and what they’d been up to. Neal had already heard about the Curlew sinking.

“Apparently Silas is sending a diver down to see why his boat sank.”

“Go down to the wharf this morning and see what you can find out,” Joe said.

“I will, and I’ll come down river later this afternoon. I won’t go into the Campaspe in case Silas has his spies out looking for you. I’ll moor the Ophelia on the Murray and cut through the trees,” he said.

Joe, Ned and Lizzie spent the morning fishing from the boat in the Campaspe River, while Francesca did some chores. The sun was quite hot, but Francesca did some washing and then cleaned the cabins. Feeling tired in the afternoon, she went to her cabin for a nap.

When she awoke, Francesca found Joe and Ned asleep on the back of the boat, with their rods dangling over the side. They had their hats over their faces to keep the flies from annoying them, and there was an empty rum bottle on the deck between their seats. Ned’s intermittent snoring, and the occasional caw from a crow was all that broke the silence. It was a peaceful scene, which made Francesca smile, fleetingly. The sun was setting over the lofty tree tops and dragon flies were flittering over the calm surface of the river. One could almost believe that none of them had a care in the world, when in reality nothing could have been further from the truth.

They intended to talk about the next phase of their plan to disrupt Silas Hepburn’s life that evening. What they had in mind was something to do with his vineyard, but they had to work on the specifics.

Francesca was wondering where Lizzie was when she saw Neal coming through the trees. As soon as she caught sight of him, her heart began to beat faster.

“Hello, Neal,” she said. “You look pleased with yourself. What have you found out?”

Hearing voices, Joe and Ned woke up.

“I’ve lots of interesting news,” Neal said. “Naturally, Silas is beyond consolation because the Curlew is on the bottom of the river, and his diver told him there’s a big hole in the hull, which he knows didn’t happen naturally. After what happened to his pontoon, he’s come to the obvious conclusion that someone has it in for him. You’re on the top of his list of suspects, Joe, but he can’t deny there are others with a grudge against him.”

“The list would be a mile long,” Joe said.

“That’s true, but he has other problems, too. Apparently someone has implicated him in the misappropriation of funds, a grant given by the government to build a new police station and council offices. John Henry told me paperwork concerning the funds was delivered anonymously to the police magistrate.”

“Who could have done that?” Ned said.

Francesca had an idea, but she remained silent.

“As Silas headed the committee to distribute the funds, some of which he apparently diverted into the refurbishment of the Steampacket Hotel’s dining and lounge, it’s his head on the chopping block. He was taken in for questioning by the police magistrate this morning in relation to the missing funds. The whole town is buzzing with gossip.”

Joe and Ned laughed.

“He doesn’t know which way to turn,” Neal said. “And since Ezra’s boat building yard is out of commission, thanks to him, and Ezra was the best in the area, Silas now has to search further-a field to find someone to rebuild the pontoon.”

“That’s what you call justice,” Joe said.

“That’s not the best of it,” Neal said. “When the pontoon was first sabotaged a few days ago, the local council’s planning committee went behind his back and seized the opportunity to pull out old plans that Silas had vetoed for a bridge across the river, and the locals, especially the station owners, are enthusiastic about it. Since the pontoon was destroyed again, word has it the Radcliffes are already getting a partition together to push the plan ahead. Most of the business sector is for it, because it would increase trade between Moama and Echuca.”

“So demolishing the pontoon was in the best interests of the community,” Joe said satisfied. “That makes it all the sweeter.”

“Silas has been asking around to find out if anyone has seen you, Joe,” Neal said.

“He probably wants his money, or the Marylou, especially now he’s lost the Curlew. It would be one way for him to save face.” Joe looked around. “Where’s Lizzie? She’d like to hear about all the bother Silas is finding himself in.”

“I don’t know, dad,” Francesca said. “I was looking for her when Neal got here.” She glanced up and down the river bank.

“I thought she was lying down with you,” Joe said.

“She didn’t come to the cabin, so I thought she was on deck with you,” Francesca said. She’d been asleep for at least two hours, so it must be that long since anyone had seen her.

“She was making herself a cup of tea last time I saw her,” Ned said squinting. “That was before we dozed off.”

“What could have happened to her?” Francesca had a terrible thought. “You don’t suppose … she wouldn’t have gone to town to …” Lizzie had been disappointed that they didn’t approve of her idea of lighting a fire at the Bridge Hotel, but it hadn’t occurred to any of them that she’d go ahead with the plan without their approval. “Oh, dad, she wouldn’t try to set the fire herself, would she? If Silas caught her …”

Joe was terrified for Lizzie.

“I’m going to follow the Campaspe to town,” Francesca said. It was the shortest route, and the way Lizzie would have gone because there was less chance that she’d be seen by anyone.

“No, Francesca. I’ll go,” Joe said.

“You stay here, Joe. I’ll go with Francesca,” Neal said. “We’ll need a lantern, though. It will be dark in less than an hour.”

“You stay here, dad, in case she comes back,” Francesca said. She held faint hope that Lizzie had just gone for a walk, or that she’d come to her senses if she was thinking about lighting the fire, and return to the Marylou.

“Be careful,” Ned insisted.

“Maybe we should light the boiler and move the Marylou nearer to town,” Joe said. “That way … you wouldn’t have to walk all the way back here in the dark.”

“No, don’t bother, dad. It would take a couple of hours to get the steam up in the boiler, and we should be back by then.”

Joe prayed she was right.

Neal and Francesca followed the Campaspe River towards town. The Campaspe was much smaller than the Murray, and ran along the back of High Street. The rivers were the life blood of Echuca, particularly the Murray, but when both rivers broke their banks in times of flood, the town went under water. It had happened several times in the past one hundred years, but the rivers ran dry more often during times of drought.

“Do you really believe Lizzie is going to light a fire at the back of the Bridge Hotel?” Neal asked as they picked their way carefully along the bank. Darkness was falling quickly, so he’d lit the lamp. Even so, they had to watch out for rat nests and snake and wombat holes.

“Yes. She wants revenge … and who can blame her, but it’s blinding her to the possible cost. Lives could be lost, but there is also the risk that Silas will catch her. She’s relying on his behaviour to be predictable, but we’ve disrupted his life in the past few days, so he’s bound to change his habits. We’ve got to find her, Neal, before Silas does.”

Neal put his arm around Francesca’s shoulder and she sagged against his body, never more grateful for the comfort.

“I appreciate you coming with me,” she said.

“I wouldn’t let you go alone,” Neal said.

“Maybe Lizzie has gone back to the bordello. Dad said she wanted to because seeing Silas again had made her feel so worthless. I thought he’d gotten through to her … but she has a very low opinion of her worth.”

Talking about the bordello made Francesca think of Neal’s visits and she pulled away from him. She wanted to ask why he spent so much time there, but she couldn’t.

Neal knew talking about the bordello reminded Francesca of the times she had seen him going there. He wanted to tell her about Gwendolyn, but he didn’t think the time was right.

Silas Hepburn paced up and down in his room. He’d cancelled his regular card game because he couldn’t concentrate. It was all he could do to keep from flying into a rage, but he told himself he had to keep his wits about him. Somebody had it in for him, and he was determined to find out who it was. When he did, he’d make them wish they’d never been born.

Silas kept thinking about Joe Callaghan. He was his number one suspect, although sinking the Curlew didn’t seem like something Joe would stoop to. Silas had to grudgingly admit that Joe had always seemed an honourable man, and he had a genuine love for river boats. On the other hand, he could be taking vengeance because Francesca had caught him kissing Regina, but it seemed unlikely, especially as his pontoon had been damaged twice before that happened. He thought of Lizzie, but he was sure she wasn’t capable of sinking the Curlew, or breaking up the pontoon. Unless she had help, which brought him back to Joe.

Silas went out onto his balcony, just as it started to rain. He kept thinking about his mill, and wondering whether it would be wise to put a caretaker in overnight. He had much to lose if something happened to the mill, far more than anyone was aware.

Lizzie stood on High Street, under the bakery awning and looked across at the Bridge Hotel. She’d hidden until it got dark, but now the rain was coming down hard, adding a chill to the air. She watched as a carriage pulled up at the front of the hotel and a family alighted, - mother, father, and three children of varying ages. The littlest, possibly a girl, clung to her mother’s skirts. Her mother scooped her into her arms and kissed her cheek before dashing for the shelter of the veranda. The eldest boy helped his father with the suitcases, and the father put his arm around his shoulder affectionately as they went inside. The scene was warm, and Lizzie felt so envious of their lives. In another life time, she could have been a mother with a family … but in this life-time she was just a prostitute. Tears streamed down her face. She tried to imagine the family’s distress if the hotel caught fire. She tried to imagine being responsible for one or all of the children losing their lives. The thought made her shudder. She couldn’t carry out her plan.

“Damn you, Silas,” she said, and walked on.

Lizzie sobbed as she trudged along the deserted street, with sheets of rain lashing her. She didn’t know where she was going, but it didn’t matter. If she went far enough, maybe she’d leave her despair behind.

Before she knew it, Lizzie had reached the far end of High Street, where the flour mill stood back from the road. In the grey rain it looked like a ghostly apparition. Silas owned the mill, so it was just another unwelcome reminder of the man she detested.

As she stood glaring at the mill with a broken heart, Lizzie remembered snippets of things Silas had said about his many holdings. Jumbled words flew at her through her misery, words that at the time hadn’t made any sense to her uneducated mind, but now seemed to have significance. In many of his drunken ramblings he’d often mentioned the mill, and alluded to secrets hidden within its walls. Lizzie had learnt the hard way never to ask questions, but she’d had no choice when it came to listening. She didn’t understand why, and at the time had cared less, but from what Silas had said, she’d been of the opinion that the mill held a special place in his heart. Why a flour mill should be of any importance, she didn’t know. In a drunken stupor, Silas often made no sense, but suddenly Lizzie’s morbid mood lifted.

Francesca and Neal stood looking at the Bridge Hotel from under the bakery awning, the same place where Lizzie had stood more than half an hour earlier.

“I don’t see Lizzie,” Neal said. There was virtually no one about. “But it’s a blessing it’s raining, because the rubbish she intended to set alight at the back of the hotel will be wet.”

“Where can she be?” Francesca said, frustrated. “Let’s check around the back in case she’s there.”

They were just about to cross the road, when Silas came out of the hotel’s front door. In the light over the door, he opened an umbrella.

“Where could he be going on a night like this?” Neal said stepping back into the shadows of the bakery doorway.

“I don’t know,” Francesca said, worried.

Silas went around the side of the hotel, onto High Street.

“Oh, no,” Francesca said. “If Lizzie is around the back, he might see her.”

Neal and Francesca made their way along High Street, following Silas’s progress on the other side. They kept back a little, so that if he turned, they could duck into a darkened shop doorway, or an alley between buildings. But he kept his head down, and his collar up, as rain cascaded off his umbrella.

“Where could he be going?” Francesca asked Neal. They envied him having an umbrella, as they looked and felt like two drowned rats.

“I don’t know,” Neal said. “I can only imagine he’s checking on his businesses.”

“What does he own along here?”

“A furniture shop … and the huckster’s, and the mill at the far end of the street.”

As Neal spoke, Silas stopped in front of his furniture store, which was in darkness. He tried the door to make sure it was securely locked. He employed a good manager in Michael Bromley, and the store always brought in a profit, but it wasn’t his main concern.

“He does seem to be checking his businesses, and the huckster’s is a bit further up on this side,” Neal said, “so we had better get off the street.” Taking Francesca’s hand he went down a lane way that led to the back of the buildings, intending to follow Silas’s progress from along the banks of the Campaspe.

Lizzie had smashed a window and climbed into the small office alongside the mill. She searched around, not sure of what she was looking for, but found the petty cash tin that contained a few dollars, which she pocketed. She was surprised to note how good it felt to take money from Silas, and give him nothing in return. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world. She gathered papers off the office desk and pulled files out of drawers, putting them all in a heap in the middle of the floor.

“Your secrets are all going up in smoke, Silas,” Lizzie said, striking a match. Smiling, she dropped the match onto the paper, which quickly caught alight. Then she dragged the office chairs over and put them on the fire. In no time, they were burning. For a few moments she was mesmerized by the flames, but the smoke and heat brought her back to reality and she clambered out of the window and headed back down High Street, oblivious of the fact that Silas was coming towards her in the darkness.

When Lizzie was about fifty yards away from the mill, she turned. In the dismal light and rain, she could just make out an orange glow in the office window. It was well alight, so she smiled again, pleased with herself. It felt so good to exact revenge on Silas, almost as good as taking his money without having to endure him panting on top of her. But Lizzie’s pleasure was tainted with memories that came rushing at her. She thought of the many times Silas had beaten her. She thought of all the names he’d called her; whore, dog, filthy trollop, and how he’d made her feel like she was worthless. He’d raped her, spat at her, used and abused her, now she was paying him back, just as she’d always vowed she would. As the mill burned, she knew it was an end to her suffering at Silas Hepburn’s hands. She didn’t know what her future held, or indeed if she had any future at all, but of one thing she was sure, Silas would never hurt her again. Those days were over.

Lizzie put her head down and quickened her pace. It was too dark to get back to the Marylou without a lamp, so she had it in mind to go to the bordello for the night. She missed the girls, and she was sure they’d like to see for themselves that she was all right.

Lizzie was hurrying along when a hand covered her mouth and she was dragged roughly into a lane way. She tried to scream and fight, but strong arms held her tightly. She was sure she had moments to live, but still didn’t regret burning the mill. It was the one and only thing she was proud of in her life.

“Sshhh, Lizzie,” a man whispered in her ear while holding her tight. Rigid with fright, Lizzie obeyed. She closed her eyes, waiting for the end. An agonizingly long minute later, she heard footsteps passing by the alley. Lizzie opened her eyes. Even in the darkness there was no mistaking Silas, and her heart began to race again. She struggled to get free, turning her face enough to recognize Neal. Francesca was standing beside him.

“Sshh,” she whispered. They all kept perfectly still for another minute, before Neal dared to look up the street.

“We’re safe,” he said, and they all sighed with relief. “Let’s get out of here.”

Walking against the driving rain, Silas kept the umbrella down in front of him. When he lifted it, he could see the mill in the distance, and his heart began to pound as he noticed the orange glow of flames now licking the office roof.

“Damn them to Hell,” he shouted into the silent night.

As they hurried back down High Street, Lizzie, Neal and Francesca heard Silas’s anguished cry. “What have you done, Lizzie?” Neal asked her. He and Francesca had noticed smoke billowing into the sky. Suspecting Lizzie might be behind the smoke, they ran to get ahead of Silas. When they came back onto High Street through the lane-way, they were just in time to intercept her. Otherwise she would have walked straight into Silas’ arms.

“I set fire to the mill,” she said with pleasure.

“We’d better get out of sight,” Neal said.

It took an hour and a half to get back to the Marylou in the rain. Joe and Ned were relieved to see them. Once they’d changed into dry clothes, and sat down to a hot drink that Ned had prepared, they all could see that Lizzie was a different person. She actually looked glad to be alive.

“We’re so relieved that you didn’t set a fire at the back of the Bridge Hotel,” Francesca told her.

Lizzie’s head dropped. “I wanted to, but as I stood looking at the hotel, a young family arrived. Seeing them reminded me of who the guests were. I couldn’t be responsible for anything happening to innocent people, especially children.”

“You made the right decision, Lizzie,” Neal said.

“Thank you for pulling me into the lane way,” she said. “You probably saved my life.” Just thinking of what Silas would have done to her, sent a chill down her spine, but she still thought the risk had been worth it. She glanced at Francesca. “That’s three times you’ve come to my rescue.”

Francesca gave her a small smile. “It is becoming a habit.”

“Tell me what happened?” Joe said.

“I set fire to the flour mill,” Lizzie said.

“Why?” Joe asked. “I know Silas owns it … but he doesn’t employ many men there.”

“There’s something about that mill,” Lizzie said, brightening. “When Silas was very drunk, he used to go on about it. I remember once he said that no one ever thought to rob a mill, so it was the best place to hide valuables. I thought he was talking nonsense, but I do recall at the time that he laughed very cunningly, so maybe he hides his money or valuables there.” She found it hard to believe, but it didn’t stop her enjoying what she had done to him. “The greater his loss, the better I’ll feel, but just hurting him even a little is something to savour.”

“We can’t argue about that, but I think we had better quit now,” Joe said. “Before we get caught.”

They all agreed.

Silas was absolutely beside himself when he found the fire had taken hold of the mill. He’d tried to get inside, but the mill had become an impenetrable inferno. A fire crew arrived, eventually, but by then the fire had completely destroyed the office, all the timber flooring and the stairs and mezzanine floors inside the mill. All that remained was a gutted, blackened tower. Silas took his rage out on the firemen, and attacked them. They tried to reassure him that no lives had been lost, but he still had to be physically restrained. An ambulance took him to the local hospital against his will. He was forcibly given an opiate to calm him. In his absence, the fire brigade were puzzled by explosions that came from a cellar. When they managed to put the fire out, aided by the rain, they found evidence of a large cache of liquor and remnants of what appeared to have been Hessian bags containing bundles of currency. The bags had been stuffed into a crevice in the cellar wall, but their contents were too charred to deem exactly how much money the bundles had contained. Knowing it was illegal to store liquor on unlicensed premises, the firemen had to report their find to the police.

Meanwhile Silas discharged himself from hospital two hours after being admitted, and went back to the Bridge Hotel, where he began drinking. In no time at all he was in quite a state with the combination of opiate and alcohol in his system, but he still managed to stagger to the bordello. If Lizzie had been there, he would have beaten her. Instead he smashed doors and windows. He caused such a raucous, that one of the neighbours called the police and he was arrested.

After spending the night in the lock-up, Silas was a sorry sight and more depressed than he had ever been in his life.

“I don’t know what got into you last night, Mr. Hepburn,” Constable Walters said when releasing him in the morning. “But if you cause any more disturbances to the peace, you’ll be locked up for thirty days. You are not regarded in a good light by the police magistrate at the moment, with another serious matter pending, so I suggest you lie low for a while. There will also be an investigation into the finding that you were storing liquor at the mill. Please make yourself available later today for questioning.”

Silas glared at Constable Walters. “I’ve lost my pontoon … one of my best steamers is yet to be retrieved from the bottom of the river, and now my mill has been set ablaze, and all you idiots can worry about is my storing liquor on the premises. Why aren’t you out catching the maniac who is sabotaging everything I own? You should be questioning Joe Callaghan.”

“Why Joe Callaghan? Do you have any proof he’s behind the fire, or your boat sinking?”

“No I don’t have any proof. That’s your job.” With that Silas stormed back to the Bridge Hotel, almost insane with grief. “Those fools don’t know what I’ve lost,” he muttered over and over, smashing things in his room. His thoughts inevitably returned to Joe. “It must be you who is behind my misfortune,” he seethed. “I’ll take everything you own, Callaghan, now and for the next ten years. I’ll start with the Marylou … and don’t think I’m giving up on getting Francesca, because I won’t. As God is my witness, I’ll make you pay for what you’ve done to me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
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When Francesca awoke the next morning, she glanced at Lizzie sleeping peacefully beside her. All her bruises had faded, and her wounds had healed. Her features were more relaxed than she’d ever seen them. For the first time she could actually visualize the possibilities of an ordinary life for her. She felt it wasn’t too late if Lizzie had the courage to give it a go. She wouldn’t be able to stay in Echuca because Silas would probably take every opportunity to make her life miserable and remind her of her past, but Francesca prayed that she’d be able to start a new life somewhere else, now that she too had glimpsed the prospect, and learnt that there were people she could trust outside the seedy world of prostitution. All she needed was a little luck and to be given a chance.

Francesca suddenly became conscious that the boat’s engine was humming, and leapt from bed.

“Where are we going?” she asked her father when she found him heading up to the wheelhouse. Ned was below, stoking the boiler.

“Back to Echuca,” Joe said tersely. He avoided looking at her.

His tone frightened Francesca, who prayed he wasn’t going to do something rash. “We can’t, not yet, dad.” She didn’t think Regina had had enough time to make arrangements with her solicitor for Joe to get the money she was going to give him.

“Look, Francesca, we’ve had our fun at Silas Hepburn’s expense, but I can’t put off the inevitable any longer. I am well behind on my loan repayments …”

“Something will come up, dad, I know it.”

Joe shook his head, and his gaze softened with pity. “I know you believe that, Frannie girl, but there’s no sense in waiting for a miracle, because there’s not one coming.”

Francesca wanted to blurt out that there was something of a miracle coming, but she knew if she did, Joe would want the whole truth, and knowing Regina was her real mother, and Silas was her father, would cause him too much pain. It was distressing enough for her. He certainly wouldn’t accept Regina’s money. He was too proud for that. She had to stall for just a little more time.

“What’s the hurry, dad. We don’t have to rush to give Silas Hepburn the Marylou.”

Joe’s tired features crumpled. Francesca could tell that his heart was breaking, and the agony of knowing he was going to lose the Marylou was more than he could bear. Dragging it out was soul destroying.

“I’m sorry, Frannie girl. We’re heading for the wharf. I won’t be going out of my way to find Silas, but I’ll not hide from him like a coward any longer.”

Francesca knew if Silas took the Marylou today, he’d never give it back, even if Joe miraculously came up with the money. Not after she’d broken their engagement.

As soon as they pulled up at the Echuca wharf, she said she was going to the post office to see if they had any mail. She knew there was a slim chance what she wanted would be there, but she had to check before Silas saw the Marylou at the wharf.

Francesca was only gone for a few minutes, but it seemed like a lifetime. When she got back, there was no sign of Silas, but Joe had been told by several men on the wharf that he’d been making enquiries as to his whereabouts that morning. A couple of river boat captains had seen the Marylou going into the Campaspe inlet, but luckily for Joe they were his mates, and not one or two of the handful of steamer captains who worked for Silas.

“I have a letter for you, dad,” Francesca said, out of breath from hurrying. The sender’s name was a solicitor in Moama, so she knew who it was from, but did her best to act nonchalant. When she’d been given it by the post master, her heart had nearly stopped with relief.

Joe took the letter, glanced at the sender’s name and address, and threw it down.

“Who is it from, dad?” Francesca asked, trying not to panic.

“A solicitor, no doubt Silas Hepburn’s solicitor. I should have known he wouldn’t waste any time demanding his money.”

“I only broke our engagement the day before yesterday, and he has been otherwise occupied, so I doubt it’s from him.” Francesca casually poured herself a cup of tea. “There’s only one way to be sure, dad. Open it.” Her heart was racing, as she kept glancing at the wharf, expecting to see Silas Hepburn bearing down upon them with her father’s promissory note in his hand.

Joe sighed. He knew it was no use ignoring the letter. If Silas didn’t get the Marylou, he’d have the police issue a warrant for his arrest. Snatching the letter up, he opened it, and scanned the contents. Francesca watched him from the corner of her eye, and witnessed his expression change as he read and then re-read the letter, trying to make sense of the contents.

“Well … I’ll be damned,” he said, slumping to a seat.

“What is it, dad? Is something wrong?”

“You won’t believe this …”

“What is it, Joe?” Ned asked. He suspected Silas was going to take him to court.

“Someone’s left me some money, a lot of money,” Joe said incredulously.

“You don’t say!” Ned’s face lit up. “How … how much?”

Francesca could see he was as relieved as her father. She knew he’d been just as worried as Joe, but he’d tried to hide his feelings. Apart from her father, Ned was one of the kindest, most decent men she knew. She felt so blessed to have them both in her life.

“You read it, Frannie girl,” Joe said, passing her the letter.

Francesca noticed his hands were shaking. She scanned the contents. “A cousin, a man named John Devaney, has made you the beneficiary in his will. He’s left you thirteen hundred pounds.” Francesca squealed with delight, and threw her arms around her father.

“It could be a mistake, Frannie girl. I don’t know a John Devaney,” Joe said.

“You told me you’ve never met most of your family back in Ireland, dad.”

“That’s true. But why would a cousin I’ve never met … leave me so much money?”

“I don’t know. There could be any number of reasons. You will accept it … won’t you?”

“I don’t know that I should,” Joe said. “When something seems too good to be true, it usually is. Perhaps there’s some mistake … And it’s meant for another Joseph Callaghan.”

Francesca and Regina had come up with a plausible story, one that they were sure Joe would believe. She looked at the letter again. “I doubt there’s another Joseph Quinlan Callaghan born the same year as you, dad. Solicitors are very careful about these things. They have to be.”

“I suppose you are right.” Joe shook his head in astonishment. He’d never in all his dreams expected something so amazing would ever happen to him. It was absolutely incredible.

“It says here that you can pick the money up from William Crown’s office in Marsh Street, Moama, at your earliest convenience. What are we waiting for, dad?”

Joe was bewildered. “For the first time in my life … I believe in miracles.” He looked at Ned and Francesca. “You know what this means, don’t you? We’re not going to lose the Marylou.” He smiled, and through her own tears of happiness, Francesca thought she saw tears in his and Ned’s eyes. It was the most wonderful moment, and one she would never forget.

“Joe,” John Henry called from the bow of the P.S. Syrett, which was tied alongside. “Silas Hepburn is on the other end of the wharf, and he’s coming this way.”

While Francesca had been at the post office, Joe had told John Henry why he had let Francesca get engaged to Silas. Now the engagement was off, he had to tell the truth to his mates. He couldn’t have them thinking he’d sold out.

“I thought it was very odd,” John had said. “You’ve always hated Silas.” Then his eyes had widened. “You’re not behind his sudden run of misfortune, are you?”

“Sometimes a man gets what’s coming,” Joe said, and John Henry laughed.

“Let’s get out of here,” Joe said, heading for the wheelhouse, while Ned leapt to the wharf to cast off.

By the time Silas got to the end of the wharf, where they’d been tied up, he was puffing. Joe’s mates had accidentally obstructed his way by rolling barrels in front of him and spilling a sack of coffee beans, frustrating him all the more.

“Come back with my boat,” Silas shouted as the Marylou backed away from the wharf. He was waving his fist, but Joe smiled and gave him a mock salute from the wheelhouse. As Francesca turned the boat in the direction of Moama, he called from the wheelhouse window. “I’ll see you this afternoon.” He then blew the whistle while Francesca moved the control levers, and the Marylou began her journey towards Moama.

Around two o’clock in the afternoon, the Marylou was heading back to Echuca, and Joe Callaghan was twelve hundred and ninety seven pounds and fifty pence richer, after a good lunch and few drinks to celebrate. He’d learnt that John Devaney was a distant cousin on his father’s side, and he’d had a love of boats all his life. Apparently he’d spent some time in Louisiana, where he’d worked aboard paddle steamers on the Mississippi. He’d never been married, had no siblings and his parents were dead. He had been going to leave his money to a Maritime charity that benefited retired seafarers, but after researching the family history, it seems that he’d learned he had a distant cousin with a steamer, who lived in Australia.

“Mr. Devaney was a little eccentric, so he did stipulate that you spend the money on your steamer,” William Crown told Joe as he passed him a cheque. “I know this is an odd request, but is it possible?”

“Oh, it is indeed,” Joe said. “But how did you find me?”

William looked at Joe blankly for a moment.

“I don’t suppose there are too many Joe Callaghan’s in Australia, dad,” Francesca said nervously. Her father was no fool.

“There aren’t,” William Crown said. “You’re the only one, so there’s no mistake.”

“I’m sorry my cousin, God rest his soul, has passed on, but I can tell you his timing is perfect,” Joe said. “By the way, what caused his death? He can’t have been an old man.”

“I … I’m sorry, I wasn’t informed of the specifics by his attorney,” William said with an air of officiousness. “Only that it was a long illness of some sort.”

“Oh, well, I don’t suppose it matters as I didn’t know him,” Joe replied. “I do have one problem, however …”

Francesca’s heart leapt to her throat.

“I need to cash this cheque today, Mr. Crown.”

“The Bank of New South Wales across the street will be able to help you,” William Crown said. “They’ve been told to expect you.”

“That’s very helpful, Mr. Crown.”

“Not a problem sir. It was a pleasure doing business with you.”

“The pleasure was all mine, believe me.” Joe turned to Francesca and Ned. “After we’ve been to the bank, I think we’ll have a drink to farewell John Devaney, before returning to Echuca. Silas won’t mind waiting for his money.”

Ned laughed, but Francesca felt herself go weak with relief.

When the Marylou tied up at the Echuca wharf, Silas, and an audience he’d gathered, were waiting. He wasn’t surprised that Joe had returned, being the honourable fool that he was, but he was seething that he’d been kept waiting for so long. Even so, absolutely nothing was going to taint the enjoyment he’d get from the opportunity to belittle Joe in front of a crowd.

Joe wasn’t surprised to see that Silas had the papers concerning the loan in his hand, but he tried to hide his state of elation. He wanted Silas to play out his hand, before he completely deflated him.

“Good afternoon, Silas,” he said in a resigned tone, as he stepped onto the wharf and waited for him to speak.

Silas took a deep breath, savouring the moment. He puffed out his chest, and turned to address his audience, as much as Joe. “Joseph Callaghan, as these good people know, I am a generous man and help the community as much as I can, but you have defaulted on your loan, so I am claiming the collateral you put down, The Marylou.” The silence on the wharf was palpable. Even the birdlife had gone quiet.

“I see,” Joe said, lowering his head. He was well aware of how much pain he would have suffered had he not had the money to pay Silas in his pocket. “And how much exactly do I owe you, Silas?”

“With the interest that has accrued …” Silas consulted the papers in his hand, even though he knew down to the last penny what Joe owed. “Nine hundred and fourteen pounds.”

“Nine hundred and fourteen pounds,” Joe said. “That’s a lot of money.” He had paid off one hundred and fifty pounds, but he knew he wasn’t getting anywhere because Silas kept piling on such large amounts of interest. “The interest you charge is criminal, and yet you still water down the liquor in your pubs.”

The men on the wharf laughed. But Silas wasn’t laughing.

“I do not,” he spluttered.

Joe noted the cold glint in his eyes. He’d always thought a dead fish’s eyes had more warmth.

“You knew my terms when you signed for the loan,” Silas said, “so if you didn’t think you could pay it, you shouldn’t have accepted the money. I am a generous man, but I don’t run a charity.”

“You’re right, Silas.” Joe glanced at the faces of the men surrounding them on the wharf, and witnessed the pity in their eyes. They’d all known hard times, and most loved river boats as much as he did. He knew several of them would have helped if they could.

“Please vacate the Marylou,” Silas said with relish.

“No,” Joe said. “You’ll have the Marylou over my dead body.”

“Do I have to call a constable?” Silas said. Seeing Joe physically dragged off the boat would make his revenge all the sweeter.

Joe looked back at him with a steely gaze, and a slow smile came to his lips. Silas didn’t know what to think.

He watched as Joe fished in his pocket and pulled out a bundle of notes. Silas and the men on the wharf gasped as Joe counted out nine one hundred pound notes and fourteen pound notes. “There,” he said, putting the money in Silas’s hand. “Now I’m all paid up.” He then pulled out a shilling, flipped it in the air, and then put in it Silas’s top pocket. “And here’s a tip.”

Their audience erupted in a cheer.

Silas stared at the money in disbelief, while Joe snatched the promissory note from his other hand, and tore it up, sprinkling the pieces in the air. They drifted over the river like confetti. It gave him an overwhelming sense of relief and satisfaction to know that the Marylou was once again his, with no encumbrances. He knew he’d never take that for granted again, and hoped Mary was smiling down on him.

But the look on Silas Hepburn’s face was pure torment. “Where did you get … this much money?” he managed to get out in a raspy tone. He wondered if Joe had found the money he had hidden in the mill.

“Let’s just say … my luck changed,” Joe whispered.

“You robbed the mill,” Silas seethed. “You stole my money and then set fire to the mill.”

Joe realized Lizzie had been right. Silas had been stashing his money and valuables at the mill. He smiled with delight. That was the icing on the cake. “As a matter of fact, a distant cousin left me some money in his will. I’ve just picked it up from a solicitor’s in Moama. But I’m very sorry to hear you lost money in the mill fire. That was bad luck.”

Silas’s disbelief turned to rage when the audience he’d gathered, cheered and clapped for Joe.

“I know you were behind the sinking of the Curlew … and my pontoon … and the fire at the mill. Don’t think you’ll get away with it, Joe Callaghan, because I’ll not stop until you are arrested.”

Joe pretended to be astonished by the remark. “I had no idea, until a short while ago, that you’d suffered such terrible misfortunes,” he said, barely hiding a smirk when he heard sniggers in the audience. “I am mortally wounded that you’d suspect me of carrying out such wanton vandalism.”

“The Hell you are,” Silas said, angrily.

“As several of my fellow river boat captain’s can attest, I’ve been down at Sheepwash Lagoon for a few days, fishing.” Joe knew his mates would back him up.

“Aye, that’s right,” John Henry called out. “I saw Joe and the Marylou out on the Lagoon.”

“I saw him there, too,” Aidan Fitzpatrick called. A few other men mumbled affirmative acknowledgements.

“Trust yer bloody Irish mates to stick up for you,” Silas hissed. “But I know you did it, Callaghan, even if I can’t prove it.”

Joe stepped closer, and lowered his voice. “And I know you had Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard burned, and you were also behind Dolan O’Shaunnessey’s sudden accident, but I can’t prove it, either.”

“This is not the end of it, Joe,” Silas snarled.

“Just remember, you’ve got far more to lose than I have,” Joe reminded him.

Silas glanced at Francesca, who was standing on the deck of the Marylou. “I don’t know about that, Joe.”

Joe turned to look at his daughter. When he turned back to Silas, his eyes had narrowed with pure hatred. “If you harm a hair on my girl’s head, I’ll kill you with my bare hands, Silas.”

“If I don’t get to you first,” Neal Mason said. He’d walked up behind Silas just in time to hear his veiled threat.

Silas turned on Neal, his lips compressed tightly. He glanced at Joe again. “I’ll see to it that neither of you will ever work on this river again,” he said.

“Did you hear that?” Joe shouted. “Silas says Neal Mason and myself won’t ever work on this river again. Perhaps he should remember that there are more than twenty other hotels to drink at in this town, other that the Bridge and the Steampacket.”

“That’s right,” many of the men mumbled.

Silas glared at Joe again. He knew Joe had plenty of friends in Echuca, and that he had to watch his step.

“As I’ve recently come into some money, I don’t need to work on the river, Silas. I might run for mayor, or open my own hotel, or I could buy some land and start growing grapes. A man has lots of options when he has money.” Joe was exaggerating his state of wealth just to get under Silas’s skin and enjoying every minute of it. He knew Silas would be livid if he thought he was going into direct competition with one of his businesses, or worse, if he was elected to a government office. He’d be like a thorn in his side if he needed government approval for any new ventures. Silas was one of only a handful of men in the area who owned a vineyard, so he saw himself virtually cleaning up all the profits to be had in the burgeoning wine industry over the next few years.

“While I’m deciding my future, I’ll be content to ferry passengers across the river, until the new bridge is built, that is.”

Joe could see that Silas wanted to throttle him, and he was no longer able to stop himself from smiling. It was indeed a grand day.

On the verge of exploding, Silas turned away and pushed through the crowd. He didn’t want the townsfolk to see that Joe had riled him, but once alone, there was little chance he wouldn’t fly into a fully fledged, blinding rage.

“Don’t lose that money, now,” Joe called after him, laughing. Quite a few of the men on the wharf laughed, too. Silas was so furious, he almost collapsed. He had severe chest pains and his legs were like jelly by the time he reached the Bridge Hotel.

Lizzie was watching from a cabin window, and she couldn’t help smiling. She hadn’t heard everything that had been said between the men, but Joe had obviously really upset Silas. It was a truly memorable moment.

Her smile faded, however, when she thought about how vindictive Silas could be. She knew Joe could take care of himself, and so could Neal, but she was worried about Francesca. Silas wouldn’t give up on her so easily. He wasn’t that kind of man.


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
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Francesca had just come out of Haggerty’s Butcher Shop in High Street, where she’d purchased lamb chops for supper, when she ran into Monty. For a moment they stood looking at each other in awkward silence.

“It’s lovely to see you again, Francesca,” Monty eventually said. “I heard you and Silas are no longer engaged.”

“Good news travels fast,” she said, blushing as she remembered Regina and Silas kissing.

“It’s is good news. I knew you weren’t in love with him, Francesca.”

Francesca lowered her gaze. She had the feeling Monty was going to get his hopes up that they could rekindle a relationship. But that couldn’t happen.

“Does that mean there’s a chance for us?” he said hopefully. “If it does, Francesca, I promise my mother won’t interfere.”

Neal was walking up High Street, when he saw Monty and Francesca. Even from a distance he could see there was tension between them, and he wondered if Monty was pressuring her to go out with him.

“I’m sorry, Monty, but …”

Neal reached them and stopped, scowling at Monty. “Are you all right, Francesca?” he asked.

“Yes, of course, Neal.” She glanced at Monty, who was glaring back at Neal. It was obvious the two men disliked each other intensely.

“Are you sure? You looked worried about something,” Neal said.

“I’m fine,” Francesca said, flicking a glance in Monty’s direction again. “I was picking up some chops for dinner. Dad likes lamb and it’ll make a change from fish.”

“He’s certainly in the mood to celebrate,” Neal said. “I was just fetching him a bottle of rum. Are you heading back to the Marylou now?”

“Shortly.”

Again, Neal scowled at Monty. “I could wait and walk with you, if you like.”

Francesca was tempted to take Neal up on his offer, but she knew she had to sort things out with Monty. She couldn’t have him living with false hope. “That won’t be necessary, but thank you. I’ll be along in a minute or two.”

After giving Monty another dark look, Neal strolled away. Francesca didn’t even notice that he was going in the wrong direction if he was heading back to the Marylou.

If Monty had harboured the slightest doubt that Neal had deep feelings for Francesca, he didn’t any more. He suddenly felt physically ill. “Is your father celebrating his birthday?” he asked stiffly.

“No, he’s had a windfall so he’s been able to pay off a loan. He’s very happy.”

“I see.”

There was another awkward silence, and Francesca had the impression that Monty was wrestling with something.

“Actually, Francesca,” he said. “I was hoping you’d dine with me this evening. I wanted to talk to you.” He stopped short, but Francesca knew he wanted to discuss having a future with her.

“Aren’t you seeing Clara?”

“No. I was only seeing her to make you jealous. My heart belongs to you, Francesca, and it always will.”

Francesca felt sick. “I’m sorry, Monty, but we can only ever be friends.” She longed to tell him he was her half-brother. It would mean they could be close, but she knew that was impossible.

“I thought we got on well, Francesca.”

“We did. We do, Monty, it’s just … there has to be a spark of passion between two people if a relationship is to develop, and while I admire you very much, I don’t feel that way.” It was just as well that she’d never felt that way, or Francesca wouldn’t have been able to deal with the fact that Monty was her half-brother.

“Please don’t say another word, Francesca,” Monty said, his heart obviously breaking.

“I’m sorry, Monty. I never meant to hurt you.” Francesca reached out to touch him, but he flinched.

“I don’t feel you gave us a chance, Francesca,” he said, stepping away. “If our relationship had been allowed to follow its natural course, I believe we would have found great passion together.”

“No, Monty, I’m sorry this hurts you, but we can never be together the way you want. You must accept that.”

“I can’t, Francesca.” Monty turned and hurried away. Francesca could see he was very emotional and she hated being the cause of his pain.

As she walked on, tears filled Francesca’s eyes, blinding her. She felt it was so unfair that fate had dealt her such an unjust hand. If she had been brought up anywhere but Echuca, then her life would never have been so complicated. She wouldn’t have known that Joe and Mary Callaghan weren’t her real parents, or that Regina Radcliffe was her mother and someone as awful as Silas Hepburn was her father. She certainly wouldn’t have been dating her half-brother and broken his heart. As she hurried along, crying, she collided with someone.

“Excuse me,” she said, blinking her tears away. She was shocked to see the man she had bumped into was Silas Hepburn. Giving him a scathing look, she went to walk by, but he took her arm, stalling her.

“Francesca. I’d like a word with you.”

“I’m in no mood to talk to you,” Francesca snapped, dabbing her tears with a handkerchief.

“What has upset you, my dear?”

“That’s none of your concern and don’t use endearments like my dear when you address me. I am not your dear and I never will be.”

“That doesn’t have to be the case.”

“You’ve got a nerve. You’re a cad, Silas Hepburn.”

“What you saw the other night wasn’t my fault. I don’t want to sound ungallant, but Regina threw herself at me.”

Francesca suddenly realized that the actress Regina had hired must have let her down, and she’d had to step in herself. “You weren’t exactly fighting her off, but spare me the gaudy details. I’m not in the least interested.”

“My offer of marriage still stands …”

Francesca almost stumbled backwards. “You … can’t be serious.”

“Oh, but I am.”

“I detest you.”

Silas flinched at her bluntness. “You know I can still hurt your father. I’m a powerful man in this town.”

Francesca gasped. “Is that a threat?”

“Call it what you like. If you marry me, Joe will have an easy life, but if not, then … who knows.” His eyes were as cold and menacing as a snake’s. Francesca had never hated him more. She mentally cringed at the thought of having his blood running through her veins. She’d hoped he’d given up on the idea of marrying her, now that he had no leverage over her father, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. She had to put an end to his grand plan of making her his wife once and for all, for her father’s sake.

“Hurting my father will achieve nothing … because … I’m engaged, Silas.”

He laughed. “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?” His lifeless grey eyes narrowed. “I can see right through your lie, Francesca. You’re just trying to protect your father.”

Francesca was hesitant. She hadn’t planned on naming a fictitious fiancé, but it seemed she had no choice. “You know my engagement to you was just a business arrangement, so you shouldn’t be surprised that I am going to marry Neal Mason, the man I love.” She knew she’d see Neal first, and have the opportunity to fill him in on her ruse. “As soon as he found out I had broken my engagement to you, he proposed, and I accepted.”

Francesca was feeling smugly confident, until she glanced past Silas, and saw Neal come out of a hotel down the street. She’d thought he was on his way back to the wharf, but he’d obviously gone into another hotel to chat with mates before heading back. He was coming their way and there was nothing she could do but take a deep breath and brace herself. She suspected Neal would look horrified when Silas asked him about their engagement, given the surprise and his aversion to the state of holy matrimony, and she really didn’t want to appear like a lying fool. There was only one thing she could do. Get in first.

“Hello, darling,” Francesca gushed when Neal reached them. She leant close to him and kissed his cheek.

Neal was angry to see that Silas had stopped Francesca, but her openly affectionate welcome completely threw him. “Francesca,” he said cautiously. He caught the hint of alarm in her features, and Silas’s suspicious glance.

“Darling, I was wondering where you had gotten to,” she said, smiling up at him.

He placed an arm possessively around her waist. He hadn’t any idea what Francesca was up to, but after what Silas had tried to do to Joe, and the threats he’d made, he was willing to play along.

“You didn’t waste any time, Mason, did you?” Silas said coldly. He hadn’t believed Francesca, but he’d suspected Neal had been in love with her for some time. Even Monty suspected it. “You’ve got yourself quite a prize.” It took all of his willpower to remain calm.

Neal looked at Silas blankly for a moment. He had no idea what he meant.

“I was just telling Silas about our engagement,” Francesca said, squeezing Neal’s arm for support as her face flushed. “He imagined we might rekindle our relationship, so I was telling him he was too late.”

“You’ve had your chance, Silas,” Neal said. “And you blew it.” He turned to Francesca and she noticed the colour had drained from his complexion. “Should you have let the cat out of the bag, darling? We haven’t made a formal announcement … yet.”

Francesca noticed he was a little uneasy with the lie, or was it that he had been forced into an engagement? She also noticed that Silas looked livid. He was staring at Neal with such loathing, she feared for his safety.

“Perhaps that’s because you didn’t want Francesca to seem fickle, going from one engagement to another, within days,” Silas said accusingly.

“Watch it, Silas,” Neal said.

“I don’t think there’s a soul in town who believed we loved each other,” Francesca said in her own defense. “Especially as I would have been your fourth wife.”

“And you are old enough to be her father,” Neal added.

Francesca went light headed.

Silas glared at her again. “I meant what I said before,” he mumbled before walking away.

Neal took Francesca’s arm.

“Where are we going?” she said.

“To the Ophelia. It seems we have much to discuss, in private.”

Once they were aboard the Ophelia, Neal wasted no time asking for an explanation.

“Silas told me his offer of marriage still stands,” Francesca said, “and he made threats about being able to hurt dad. The only thing I could think of was to put him off, by telling him I was engaged to someone else.”

“You should have told me he made threats. I’d have sorted him out.”

“He’s a dangerous man, Neal. Look what he did to Ezra Pickering and Dolan O’Shaunnessey. I don’t want anything to happen to you, or my father. I’m sorry I got you involved in my lie, but you seemed the mostly likely candidate because Silas thinks you are in love with me. He said so at our engagement party.”

Neal looked at her, and his dark eyes softened. “I do love you, Francesca, but …”

It was the first time Neal had told her he loved her, and Francesca’s heart leapt with joy. “But you don’t want marriage and a family.” The realization that they’d never have a life together broke her heart in two because she loved him, too. “I know that, Neal. I’m not trying to rope you into the real thing.” Francesca felt awful about using him in her lie, and tears filled her eyes. When Silas threatened her father, she hadn’t known what else to do. “I’m afraid for dad, Neal. I couldn’t bare it if something happened to him, something I could have prevented.” She had to convince Silas, and Monty, that she was in love with someone else. It was the only way.  “I’m sorry I put you in this situation, Neal.”

“I understand why you did it, Francesca.”

“We can pretend to be engaged until Silas loses interest.”

“That won’t work. It would take something as drastic as marriage to convince him he couldn’t have you, and meanwhile he might hurt Joe to make a point.”

Francesca could see that Neal felt he was in a dilemma. “We could have a mock wedding ceremony. You could arrange that, couldn’t you?”

“Yes, but would you want your father and Ned to know the truth?”

“I don’t think dad would go along with it. My sham engagement to Silas was almost more than he could bear. He genuinely respects and likes you, Neal, but he’s a proud man. I don’t think he’d be comfortable with you marrying me just to protect him.” Francesca began to cry. “I’m sorry, Neal. I didn’t think this through. ”

Neal took her in his arms. “I know you just reacted to protect Joe.” He thought about what they could do. “I do have a friend who could pretend to be a minister, but you’d have to live aboard the Ophelia and share a cabin with me, if you wanted your father and Ned to believe we are really married. Could you do that, Francesca?”

Francesca knew what he was asking. Her tummy suddenly filled with butterflies. “Yes,” she whispered. “But the marriage would not be a real marriage.”

“Even so, it would have to be convincing if we are going to fool everyone.”

Francesca knew Neal was right. If the marriage was to look real to Monty and Silas, it would have to look real to everyone else, including Joe and Ned. She couldn’t believe that one slip of the tongue, one harmless fib, had gotten her into such a predicament, and she began to panic.

When Silas went into the Bridge Hotel, he noticed Monty hunched over the bar. He looked terrible, and Silas thought he knew why. Since they were upset about the same thing, he decided to have a drink with him.

“I see you’ve heard the news,” Silas said, referring to Francesca’s engagement. He took a seat alongside Monty, who glanced at him blankly. He wasn’t in the mood for company or conversation.

Monty was bleary eyed and there were several empty shot glasses on the bar, so Silas knew he’d already had more than a few drinks. “Your mother told me you were very fond of her,” he added.

“Did she?” Monty muttered. What Silas had said hadn’t really registered in his numb brain. He stared into his glass, as if he’d find the answers to all his problems in the amber depths of his drink.

“I can’t believe it, myself,” Silas said. “I know you suspected something was going on, and I did, too. But I hadn’t expected this, not so soon.” He ordered himself a drink.

Monty hardly heard a word Silas said. He felt like he was drowning in misery. How could Francesca have come to the conclusion that there could never be any passion between them? He kept wondering if he should have been less of a gentleman, and kissed her. He thought she’d appreciate his restraint, but obviously she hadn’t. He knew now that he’d been a fool to handle her with kid gloves, but he’d done so because she’d been so special to him. He had to admit he had no idea what women wanted.

“What … news?” he slurred. As if it had been a delayed reaction, it suddenly registered that Silas had mentioned something about having heard some news.

Silas looked at Monty in confusion. His patience was limited, but he realized Monty had not understood him. “About Francesca,” he snapped, downing his whiskey in one swallow and then ordering another. All the while his mind was ticking over. He’d already put his plan to get rid of Neal Mason into action, but it seemed something more final was needed, and sooner rather than later.

Suddenly Monty was all ears. “What about Francesca?”

“She’s just told me she’s engaged,” Silas said. “I didn’t believe her, but apparently it’s true.”

Monty straightened up. “Engaged!”

“By the looks of you, I thought you knew.”

“I’ve just spoken to her and she never mentioned being engaged.” He’d never thought of Francesca as devious, but now he had to wonder. So all that nonsense about there being no passion between them had been a ploy to avoid telling him she was getting married. “Who’s she engaged to?”

“Neal Mason.”

His fears had become fact, so Monty wasn’t really surprised, but just the same his mouth dropped open and he turned an ashen grey.

“Apparently he proposed as soon as she broke her engagement to me. I don’t know why she’d marry a river boat captain … when she could have married someone with means.” Silas was referring to himself, but Monty being quite drunk, assumed he was talking about him.

“She can’t marry Neal Mason,” he snarled, downing another drink. “I won’t let that happen.”

Silas looked at Monty. His expression was purposeful and he sounded vengeful. He obviously meant what he said. As far as Silas was concerned, Neal Mason was a problem, someone who needed eliminating. He’d soon have it done, but now it seemed he might not have to lift a finger. He’d never imagined a gentleman like Monty, someone softly spoken and seemingly lacking in temper, could be dangerous, but sometimes people surprised you. If Monty took care of Neal Mason for him, the way would be clear, especially after Monty was arrested.

“What could you do?” Silas asked. He wanted to be sure Monty wasn’t just blowing hot air.

“I have something in mind,” Monty said, leaning on the bar as he contemplated the finer points of his idea.

“Do you need anything help?” Silas asked in a hushed tone. He intended to be careful, and not implicate himself.

“No,” Monty said. “The simplest ideas work the best.”

Silas nodded with satisfaction. “Would you like another drink, Monty?” he said, a sinister glint in his lifeless eyes.


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
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“You want my daughter’s hand in marriage?” Joe was astonished.

“I know it’s a surprise,” Neal said. He was standing on the deck of the Marylou, holding Francesca’s hand. He could feel her trembling, so he gently squeezed her hand to reassure her.

“I’ll say,” Joe said, shocked. It had been obvious that there’d been a mutual attraction between them, but he hadn’t expected this. Joe was also confused by the fact that Neal had never been interested in marriage, and he intended to find out what had changed his mind.

Neal knew what he was thinking. “It was a surprise to us, too,” he said, smiling at Francesca. “Especially me,” he added with significance. “As you know I’ve always been a confirmed bachelor, so it has taken a special woman to make me give that up.”

“You’re not saying too much, Frannie girl?” Joe said, noticing how quiet she was.

“I’m thrilled, dad,” she said in a small voice. She wasn’t comfortable with lying to her father, but she felt she had no choice. Silas Hepburn was a dangerous man and very influential. If he could have Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard burned to the ground, and have someone hurt Dolan O’Shaunnessey, she couldn’t bare to think what he could do to her father?

Joe was lost for words. “If it’s what you both want,” he said. He’d known that one day he’d lose Francesca to her future husband. He just hadn’t expected it quite so soon.

Francesca could see her father was confused. “Let’s make a cup of tea,” she said, sensing he wanted a private word with her. She also wanted the opportunity to reassure him.

Neal squeezed Fran’s hand once more before letting it go.

Francesca went into the galley with her father. She could see he didn’t really understand what had happened between Neal and herself.

“I know this is sudden, dad,” she said, before he could say anything. “But it is what we both want, so there’s no sense in waiting.”

“Are you sure, Frannie girl? You’re still very young.”

“Yes, dad, I’m sure.”

“What about Monty, Fran?”

Francesca was surprised he’d bring Monty up. “What about him, dad?”

“Won’t he be broken-hearted to learn you are marrying Neal? He was gutted when you said you were marrying Silas. I thought he’d be here asking to marry you the minute he heard you had broken your engagement.”

Francesca had to fight tears because she knew how upset Monty was. “I wouldn’t go that far, dad,” she said. Monty didn’t know she was his half-sister, and he could never know the truth. “We weren’t serious,” she added. It wasn’t really a lie, because as far as she was concerned their ‘friendship’ had barely gotten off the ground.

“I know he was pretty keen on you,” Joe said.

“You know Monty could have his pick of unattached girls, dad, and he’s seeing Clara Whitsbury now.”

Joe shrugged. “Just the same I never thought I’d see the day that Neal Mason settled down.”

Neither did he, Francesca thought.

“He’d better be serious about this, because if he hurts my little girl …”

“I won’t get hurt, dad. Neal was just waiting for the right girl to come along. He finds me irresistible,” she said, trying to lighten the situation before she gave herself away.

“I can’t say that I blame him,” Joe said. “I wish your mother …”

Francesca placed her hand on his arm. “I know, dad. I wish mum was here, too.”

Joe nodded, choked with emotion. “I suppose we had better have a drink to celebrate.”

“Were you thinking of a church wedding, Frannie girl?” Ned asked when Francesca came back on deck with Joe. They’d never been real church goers, although they did have a faith, but he didn’t know about Neal. He’d just been grilling him to make sure he’d take good care of her. Neal knew that Ned loved Francesca as much as Joe, so he was meticulous about reassuring him that he’d take good care of her.

“No,” Francesca said without hesitation. “We were thinking of having a minister perform a ceremony aboard the Marylou or the Lady Ophelia. That would suit us both nicely.” She glanced at Neal for confirmation.

“I have a minister in mind,” Neal said. “Someone I know from Moama.”

“Have you set a date?” Joe asked.

“Tomorrow,” Neal said quickly, taking Francesca by surprise.

Joe looked astonished. He turned his attention to his daughter. “Is this wedding urgent?”

It took a moment for Francesca to grasp his meaning, but Neal understood.

“No, Joe. I can assure you I haven’t compromised your daughter. We just don’t see any need to wait. We’re both eager to begin our lives together.”

“That’s right, dad,” Francesca added. “I can’t believe you’d think …”

“I’m sorry, Frannie girl. I know you are a good girl, but this is just so sudden.”

“If tomorrow is too soon, we can wait a bit longer.” Francesca glanced at Neal and noted he didn’t look pleased at the prospect of waiting, which astonished her. She concluded he saw Silas as far more of a threat to her father than even she’d imagined.

“Tomorrow is fine,” Joe said, “but I’ve just arranged for you to go before the panel for your master’s certificate on Monday, and you’ll be on your honeymoon. I was going to tell you later.”

“We hadn’t planned a honeymoon, dad,” Francesca said, blushing again. “It will be business as usual next week.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. What are your plans now, dad? I’ll still skipper the Marylou if I get my master’s certificate.”

Joe glanced at Neal.

“That’s fine, Joe,” Neal said. “I’ve spoken to someone about crewing for me. All I ask is that you give Francesca back to me at the end of each day.” He put his arm around her shoulder, and she swallowed the emotional lump in her throat. It hadn’t bothered her to lie to strangers about marrying Silas, but lying to her father was going to be harder than she imagined.

“If Silas makes good on his threat, work might be hard to come by, for us and for you, Neal,” Joe said.

“He’s got no reason to cause you any grief now, dad,” Francesca said. “I’m marrying Neal, so there’s nothing to be gained.”

Joe suddenly wondered if Francesca was marrying Neal just to stop Silas from causing him problems, but he pushed the thought from his mind. He could see that Neal and Francesca were in love. “You’re not rushing things just so Silas backs off, are you?” he asked to be sure. He glanced from Fran to Neal.

“No, dad,” Francesca reassured him.

“Just the same, Neal, you’d better keep a good eye on my girl. I don’t trust that man.”

“You can be sure I will, Joe,” Neal said.

“We’re in no hurry to find work,” Joe said. “I want to get a few things fixed up on the Marylou, and thanks to my dearly departed cousin, John Devaney, I can afford to do what needs to be done. But first things first. Who would you like to attend your wedding?”

Francesca hadn’t thought of guests. “Just the four of us,” she said, “and Lizzie, of course.”

“What about your family, Neal? You mentioned a sister.” Joe suddenly realized he’d known Neal for some time, and had never met his sister.

“My sister would be unable to attend, and I have no other family in Victoria,” Neal said brusquely. His tone gave them all the impression that he didn’t want to talk about his family.

On the morning of the wedding, Neal paid a visit to a mate in Moama to arrange for him to play ‘minister’. He had given Francesca a very generous amount of money to buy a wedding dress, insisting she be extravagant. She believed he just wanted to out-do Monty, and buy her something nicer than the dress he’d bought her because he’d made no secret of the fact that he disapproved of the gift.

The Marylou and the Lady Ophelia had been moved the previous evening to a pretty spot on the river, opposite the Moama Wharf. They were moored alongside each other, but the ceremony was to take place aboard the Ophelia, and they were going to have a simple celebration lunch aboard the Marylou.

As time for the ceremony drew near, Francesca felt the whole thing was surreal. Her father was speechless when she came out of her cabin in her bridal dress, but she knew he thought she looked lovely because his eyes brightened with unshed tears as they swept over her.

“If only your mother could see you now,” he said emotionally when he found his voice. She knew what he meant, because she’d been thinking the same thing. She had shopped with Lizzie in Moama and had found the perfect gown in ivory lace. The skirt was full, falling from just below the bust. It had a square neckline and long, fitted sleeves. It was simple, but so elegant. She’d cried when she’d chosen it because it was just what she would have wanted for her real wedding.

Francesca had bought Lizzie, who was very unsure of herself in the role of attendant, a very simple but stylish dress for the occasion. It was lilac in colour and suited her to perfection. It was the first time she’d ever attended a wedding, let alone played a small part, and she was quite overcome with nerves. Even so, she was the perfect attendant and Francesca would have been lost without her. She styled her hair for her in loose ringlets, and threaded a string of fake pearls through some curls pinned on top of her head. The effect was breathtaking.

For as long as she lived, Francesca would never forget the look on Neal’s face when she appeared on the arm of her father, and he helped her get from one steamer to the other. He looked momentarily stunned, and almost moved to tears. His reaction especially surprised her because he knew the wedding wasn’t real.

Although the minister was a fraud, Jefferson Morris was surprisingly convincing. He had the costume; the robes, the bible, and a very reverend manner. He also said all the right words as if he’d performed a wedding ceremony a hundred times. It was possibly his professionalism that turned a farce into something that seemed so real. As Neal slipped a wedding band on her finger with shaking hands, and Francesca noticed his dark eyes misted over again, she choked with emotion. She’d noticed the slight nervous falter in his voice during his vows, and it puzzled her. She would liked to have believed that he felt as emotional as she did, but she knew it was more likely due to his aversion to marriage.

As Francesca spoke her vows, promising to love, honour and cherish Neal for the rest of her life, she knew in her heart that she meant every word. As she slipped his wedding band on, she squeezed his warm hand, and her own eyes filled with tears. Neal took a ragged breath as the ‘reverened’ pronounced them man and wife, and then he kissed her. It wasn’t the quick perfunctory kiss she’d been expecting, but a tender, loving, and lingering kiss.

When she glanced at her father and Ned, who were both very emotional, Francesca almost cried because she felt so terrible for deceiving them. Laughing and cheering, Joe Ned and Lizzie gathered around the ‘newly weds’ and hugged them. As Lizzie embraced her, she whispered that it was the happiest day of her life. Francesca had been tempted to confide in her, and tell her it wasn’t a real wedding, but after hearing those words, she was glad she hadn’t.

As Joe and Ned toasted the newlyweds, Neal gazed at Francesca in wonder. Her gown and hair were dabbled in sunshine that filtered through the trees. He thought she’d never looked so beautiful. Francesca returned Neal’s warm gaze coyly. He looked more handsome than she’d ever seen him. To her surprise, he had purchased a new suit and a crisp white shirt, with a striped cravat. With his dark good looks, he took her breath away and her heart swelled with love for him.  After the ceremony and a small celebration tea, prepared by Lizzie aboard the Marylou, they headed back to Echuca. Joe tied up at the wharf. He was excited about being able to afford to purchase the supplies he needed to fix up the Marylou and eager to begin work. He and Ned had discussed all sorts of plans, but Francesca noticed her father had a different attitude to money than he’d had before. He didn’t intend to spend as if there was no tomorrow, as he’d done in the past. He was going to make the few hundred pounds he had left last him a long, long time.

Francesca and Neal moored the Lady Ophelia just along the bank, in a secluded spot. To Francesca’s surprise, Neal changed into casual clothes and excused himself, telling her he had something he had to do. Surprised to be left alone on her wedding day and not sure what to do with herself, Francesca changed too, and then stepped onto the riverbank. From a distance, she watched Neal as he headed along Esplanade Road, but she couldn’t believe her eyes when he went into the bordello.

Francesca was terribly upset, shocked beyond belief. Their marriage wasn’t real, but she couldn’t believe today of all days, he’d go to the bordello.

“Neal Mason will never lay a finger on me,” Francesca told herself through a deluge of tears. Her first instinct was to run back to the Marylou, but she was too ashamed. Instead she went aboard the Ophelia and locked herself in a cabin.

When Neal came back a short time later, he was in a good mood. Things had gone well with Gwendolyn. He’d told her a simple version of the truth, although he couldn’t be sure she understood. Her only concern was that she’d continue to see him regularly, and he’d assured her she would. Now he had to tell Francesca about Gwendolyn, and that she was the reason he went to the bordello often.

The boat appeared to be deserted, so Neal called Francesca, but she didn’t answer him. He assumed she was lying down, so he tried the cabin door, but to his surprise, it was locked.

“Francesca,” he called again, but she didn’t answer. “Why is the door locked?”

“What do you want?” she snapped angrily. She couldn’t believe he’d have the gall to come back and act as if nothing was wrong.

“Open the door,” Neal said, trying the knob again.

“I will not,” Francesca hissed, trying not to cry.

Neal didn’t know what to think. He could easily have forced the door open, but if Francesca was in that frame of mind, there was no point. Instead he sighed, and went up on deck, where he opened the bottle of wine he’d just purchased for the evening and drank from the bottle. He hadn’t really known how the evening would have progressed, since he didn’t feel right about bedding Francesca and taking her virginity under the circumstances. But he hadn’t expected hostility either. At this rate, they’d have a hard time convincing anyone that their marriage was real, especially if they couldn’t be civil to each other.

Later that evening, Francesca came out of her cabin. She hadn’t heard a sound aboard the boat, so she assumed that Neal had gone to one of the hotels, or back to the bordello. She was surprised to find him on deck. He’d fallen asleep in a chair, with his feet up on the railing. Overhead, the moon was bright, bathing all below it in a soft, candescent light. Francesca couldn’t help staring at Neal, as he looked so boyishly handsome in sleep. He’d said he loved her, and yet he couldn’t leave his bachelor ways behind him. She couldn’t help thinking about what it would be like to be a real wife to him, - but then she thought of the pain he’d already caused her, and tears filled her eyes.

Neal suddenly opened his eyes, and looked straight at her. Francesca was taken by surprise, and embarrassed that she’d been caught spying on him. He reached for her hand. His skin felt warm and reassuring, but she panicked and fled back to his cabin. Before Neal could stand up, he heard the cabin door slam and the bolt slide across.

“If this is married life, I was right to avoid it,” he said to himself.

On Monday morning, Francesca went aboard the Marylou bright and early. Ned and her father were going with her to an office alongside the court house, where she was going before the panel to apply for her master’s certificate. Neal had offered to go with her, but she’d refused. He’d looked slightly wounded, but wished her well.

She’d spent all day Saturday and Sunday going over all she had to know with her father. It gave her an excuse to be away from Neal as the tension between them was more palpable than ever. He’d had too much pride to ask why she was locking herself in his cabin, and she’d had too much self-respect to bring up the subject of his visit to the bordello on their wedding day. The result was a tense stand-off between them. On Saturday evening she’d returned around six o’clock to prepare an evening meal, only to have him claim he’d already eaten. She felt foolish for even offering him a meal.

Sunday evening she returned at eight o’clock after having dinner with Ned, her father and Lizzie, and hadn’t even asked if he’d eaten. He hadn’t, as he’d thought she would return to dine with him. She’d told her father, Ned and Lizzie that Neal had suggested she have dinner with them, because he had promised his sister he’d dine with her. She felt no guilt for using what she believed was a fictitious sister, since he obviously used ‘her’ as an excuse when he visited the bordello.

The panel was made up of five members, two engineers and three steamer captains. While Joe and Ned waited outside, both unsuccessfully trying to hide their anxiousness, Francesca faced them alone. The panel members were seated behind a long table, and all appeared quietly somber. As Francesca stood before them, waiting to be asked to sit down, she felt like she was in front of a firing squad. After what seemed like an eternity, where the men consulted paperwork in front of them, she was asked to be seated by a gentleman who was looking at her over the rim of his glasses. The same man introduced the panel and addressed her as Miss Callaghan in a frigid tone. He asked her age, and how long she had been on the river. Another asked her who had been instructing her. She gave her answers concisely, but their thoughts on the information she supplied were hidden behind officious masks. Four of the panel then fired questions at her in regard to safety and what she would do in certain situations. One wanted to know how she would control the boat if the rudder broke. Another asked about how she would handle a fire aboard. She was asked about speeds on the river, and whistle signals, engine troubles, and etiquette at the wharf. Francesca answered all the questions with confidence and authority. She was feeling good about herself, until the one man who so far hadn’t asked her anything, brought up the race she’d had with Mungo McCallister. Francesca hadn’t expected the panel would have knowledge of the incident, and blushed.

“The panel has been given an eye-witness account of what was described as reckless behaviour by the skipper’s of the Marylou and the Kittyhawk, in an incident that took place a few weeks ago,” he said. “We have been informed that the Kittyhawk’s engine exploded, Miss Callaghan. Is this right?”

“That’s right. Mungo McCallister had his engineer sprag the boiler,” Francesca said candidly.

The gentleman’s eyebrow raised and he glared at her. “Mr. McCallister was burned, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but … it was his own fault.”

“He could have been killed.”

“Yes …”

“You were skippering the Marylou at the time?”

“That’s right, under the tutorage of my father.”

“Are you telling us that you were not at fault in this incident?”

“Yes. We … my father and I, wanted no part in a race, but the skipper of the Kittyhawk, Mungo McCallister’s son, Gerry, kept cutting across our path, forcing me to take evasive action to avoid a collision.”

“You should have pulled into the river bank, Miss Callaghan.”

“I … we had a deadline to meet and we didn’t want to disappoint our employer. We believe in being reliable.” Francesca refrained from saying they had to meet their deadline because they needed the money to make a loan repayment. But she could see the panel members were not impressed with excuses.

“We have all the information we need, Miss Callaghan. You will be notified of our decision in due course. If you will excuse us, we wish to discuss your application.”

Feeling she had been dismissed, Francesca stood up. She glanced at each of the panel members, but they avoided eye contact. She knew she had failed, but she bid them good morning and walked out of the room with as much dignity as she could. Once she had shut the door behind her, she burst into tears. Joe and Ned were sitting down the hall. They immediately rushed to her side.

“What is it, Frannie girl?” Joe asked.

“I’m not going to get my master’s certificate,” Francesca blubbered. She felt like a disappointment to her father.

“Did they tell you that?” Ned asked angrily.

“No, but they brought up the race with the Kittyhawk. They claimed my behaviour was reckless and that I should have pulled into the river bank rather than race. I told them why we didn’t, but they weren’t impressed.” Francesca dabbed her tears. “Will I be able to try again at a later date?”

“There’s no reason you should fail now,” Joe said angrily. Without hesitation, he went into the room where the panel members were discussing Francesca’s application.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Joe said tersely. “I have something to say.” He immediately recognized Frank Gardener on the end. He was an acquaintance of Mungo McCallister’s, so Joe knew where they had gotten their information. He’d known that somehow Mungo would try to make them pay for his humiliation, and was angry that Francesca’s happiness and hard work would be sacrificed.

“As some of you know, I’m Joe Callaghan, Francesca’s father. Francesca has been training under my guidance, and in regards to the incident involving the Kittyhawk, she followed my instructions.”

“We feel you should have given her better advice, Mr. Callaghan,” one of the gentleman said.

Joe fought his anger. “I did the best I could. I’ve been on this river for seventeen years, and I have an impeccable safety record. Believe me when I tell you, you had to be there to understand that we did all in our power to avoid racing with the Kittyhawk, including pulling over to the riverbank.”

“Miss Callaghan didn’t mention you pulled into the river bank.”

“It was the first thing we did, but the Kittyhawk pulled in beside us. Mungo’s son suggested a race then, but we declined. When we took off again, the Kittyhawk followed, and as my daughter probably told you, Mungo’s son maneuvered the Kittyhawk into our path, several times. Their behaviour was reckless, not ours, and they were causing problems for boats coming in the other direction, so I advised my daughter to push ahead to get away from them. This was successful, but then the engine blew on the Kittyhawk.”

“Did you stop and offer assistance, because we were led to believe you didn’t?”

“Of course we did. But Mungo McCallister declined our help. Don’t penalize my daughter for this incident. She has good instincts when it comes to skippering a paddle-steamer. In my mind, she’s a natural.”

“Thank you for your input, Mr. Callaghan, but it can have no bearing on what we decide. Miss Callaghan will be notified of our decision in a few days.”

Joe could tell that Francesca would fail her application, and it nearly broke his heart.


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
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Joe had searched fifteen of the twenty hotels in Echuca before he found Mungo McCallister in The Fisherman’s Inn on Red Gum Street. He was sat at a table by himself in the back corner of the smoky bar, a lonely, pathetic figure shrouded in misguided, bitter resentment. As Joe approached him, and he looked up, his feelings were clearly etched in his sour features. Joe had no doubt Mungo was responsible for the panel learning of what happened the day his boiler exploded.

As Joe came to stand before his table, he noted the scarring on his hands, one arm and neck, and remembered there were more scars beneath his shirt, but it was his black heart that Joe wanted to reach, for Francesca’s sake.

“What do you want?” Mungo snarled.

“I’m sure you are not surprised in the least to see me,” Joe said.

Mungo looked at him callously and Joe could practically see the cogs in his brain turning. He was wondering if Joe knew he had given certain information to Frank Gardener.

“You purposely and maliciously sabotaged Francesca’s chances of getting her master’s certificate,” Joe stated angrily.

“You give me too much credit,” Mungo replied acidly, but he couldn’t look Joe in the eye when he said it.

“You know you were being your usual reckless self when you blew your boiler, just like the day you collided with my boat, and Mary was killed.”

“That’s the past, Joe. Get over it,” Mungo sniggered, draining the dregs from his glass.

What little self-composure Joe had, he lost, grabbing Mungo by the shirt collar. The table tipped over. An ash tray containing pipe ash and cigar butts went flying, along with several empty glasses. Joe felt like killing Mungo for making light of Mary’s death, but the bartender and another man leapt to restrain him.

After a struggle, Joe shook them off and stood glaring at Mungo, who picked up his chair and sat down again, quite obviously shaken and even more aggrieved.

“Everyone makes mistakes,” Joe said gasping for breath, as he wiped saliva from the corners of his mouth, “but you cost Francesca her mother, and the worst part of it is you didn’t learn a damned thing. You could have cost Leo Mudluck his life, but you still didn’t care. I don’t know what the Hell is in your mind. Does someone else have to die before you stop and think about what you are doing?”

“Bah,” Mungo said, eager to dismiss him. “You always were melodramatic.”

Joe shook his head in disbelief. He was obviously wasting his breath and his time. “I can’t believe you would be as vindictive as to try and ruin Francesca’s chances of getting her master’s certificate. That’s low, even for you.”

“Why would I care whether she gets her master’s or not?”

“I knew you wouldn’t let it go when you blew your boiler, because that worthless pride of yours was wounded. Francesca’s worked hard for her master’s certificate, so if there is a shred of decency in that black heart of yours, you’ll admit to the panel that the explosion on your boat was your own stupid fault. You had Leo sprag the boiler and we both know it.”

“I’ll not lift a finger to help your daughter. A girl has no place skippering a steamer. As for my boat, it was all I had to earn a living, but what do you care?”

“Francesca is ten times more responsible than you will ever be, and as far as I am concerned, she has more right to skipper a boat than you or your son. It’s a blessing your boat wasn’t insured, because the longer you are off the river, the safer everyone else will be.”

Mungo had no answer, so Joe turned and left the bar.

Hiding behind trees on the New South Wales side of the river, Monty watched Neal Mason aboard the Ophelia. He’d been doing so ever since Silas told him Francesca had become engaged to him. With the punt out of action, he’d had to swim his horse across the river from the banks on Derby Downs, and then follow the river downstream until the Ophelia came into view. He’d been horrified to note that Francesca had spent two nights on the boat, and had watched all night to be sure, but Silas had found out that she’d married Neal. He was devastated, but more determined than ever to go through with his plan. He’d get rid of Neal Mason, permanently, if it was the last thing he did.

Neal had been hired to deliver mail and small goods to settlements between Echuca and Barmah. It was a plumb job and sort after, but he was unaware that Monty had bribed an agent to offer him the short-term contract so that he could watch his movements closely. He was carefully noting where and when Neal and his crewman loaded wood, quite satisfied that his plan was progressing the way he wanted it to. If nothing went wrong, Francesca would soon be a widow.

The Ophelia was sheltered from the late afternoon sun by giant red gums. When Francesca went aboard, she found Neal drinking on the deck at the back of the boat by himself. The crewman he’d hired, Wally Carson, lived in town, so he went home at the end of each day, leaving them alone.

Francesca had spent most of the day crying on Ned and her father’s shoulder, so her eyes were red and she felt mentally drained. As soon as Neal looked at her he could see she hadn’t got her master’s certificate. The moment she saw him, she knew he was half drunk.

“What happened?” he asked.

“The panel had been notified about the race with the Kittyhawk, and they were not impressed. Up until one of them brought it up, I had been under the impression that the interview was going well.” Tears filled her eyes again, and she brushed them away impatiently. She was tired of crying and feeling sorry for herself.

“I think you need a glass of wine.”

“No …”

“It will calm you down,” Neal said. He poured her a glass, and pulled a chair up beside him. As Francesca sat down, she noticed Neal had a fishing line over the side, so she knew he hadn’t eaten.

“How did they find out about the race with the Kittyhawk?” Neal asked.

“Dad said one of the board members was a mate of Mungo McCallister’s.”

“Joe must be furious.”

“He took off awhile ago and didn’t say where he was going. I just hope he isn’t going to start something with Mungo because it won’t change anything.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Francesca drank her wine and Neal refilled her glass. Taking deep breaths, she began to feel relaxed for the first time that day. As the sun slowly dipped behind the tree tops on the other side of the river, a warm red glow settled over the water.

“I can’t wait to get older,” Francesca said, taking Neal by surprise.

“Why?”

“When you are young and inexperienced in life, you don’t know what to expect from people. You just think everyone is going to do the right thing … and when they don’t, it’s such a disappointment. But as you get older you must get fewer surprises and be more instinctive about who to trust.”

“No matter how old you are, people still surprise you,” Neal said. He suddenly felt guilty for even thinking about sleeping with her. “Sometimes they disappoint you, but sometimes they surprise you, and that can be nice.”

Francesca hadn’t had too many good surprises in her life. “How do you handle the disappointments, Neal?”

He looked thoughtful for a few moments. “There’s not much you can do about the disappointments, Francesca, they’re part of life. But I think you should grasp happiness where and when you can find it, and live for the moment.”

“That’s good advice,” Francesca said. The wine had relaxed her to the extent that she was open to seeing life differently, and what Neal said made sense. What good did it do to worry about the future all the time? “While I’m always concerning myself about what might or might not happen in days or weeks from now, I’m missing what is happening right now, at this very moment.”

“That’s true,” Neal said, gazing at her.

Francesca looked into his handsome face. Whenever she was in his company she felt drawn to him by an invisible force, and even more so at this moment, with his face so close to hers. The sunset had created a soft, almost magical light all around them, and it was a warm, balmy evening. The wine had disarmed her defenses, and she felt herself falling under the spell of his smoldering eyes.

Neal had fallen under Francesca’s charms the first moment he saw her. He’d only tried to fight it briefly, but it was a fight he knew he couldn’t win. “Make this moment all you can, Francesca,” he whispered huskily, his eyes going to her honey sweet lips, which were parted and inviting.

Francesca swayed toward him until they were so close their breaths intermingled. She looked into the dark pools in his eyes. “Love me, Neal,” she whispered.

She heard his sharp intake of breath and their lips touched in a tender kiss. Everything was forgotten, as they became completely lost in the moment. Neal’s strong arms encircled her, and his lips became more insistent. Francesca answered his kiss by wrapping her own arms around him and moaning softly. She felt warm and safe, as wonderful, exciting sensations coursed through her. She was barely aware that Neal was lifting her into his arms.

“Are you sure you want this, Francesca?” he asked huskily, as he kissed her throat. “It doesn’t have to happen if it’s not what you …”

“Sshh, Neal.” Francesca cupped his face and drew his lips to hers as he carried her to his cabin.

Monty was watching from across the river and he was seething with jealousy. If he’d been on the same riverbank as the Ophelia, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from shooting Neal. He found he had to turn away because he was almost blinded by envy and resentment, to the point of feeling nauseous. Overcome with pure hatred and grief, he hit out at the trees around him, crying in anguish and cutting his knuckles, before he dropped to his knees and vomited.

Passion surged through Francesca and Neal as their clothes were discarded and their bodies entwined in heated fervor upon his bed. Neal was as gentle with her as he could be, but her shyness and inhibitions were cast aside in an expression of love. For that was how she felt at that very moment. She loved Neal, and it felt liberating to admit it and express her feelings. All thoughts of the outside world were completely forgotten as the two lovers became one.

As they lay wrapped around one another, Neal with his head buried in the scent of her flowing hair, and Francesca with her hand over his beating heart, they were reluctant to lose the moment.

“I love you, Neal,” Francesca whispered, before she closed her eyes to sleep.

Neal had been feeling relaxed, bathed in the afterglow of their passion, but his eyes shot open. He didn’t know what to think. He remembered once before when Francesca had concocted fanciful notions of a perfect life, and that was after a few kisses. He could only imagine what she was thinking now. Marriage … and children and happily ever after. But he knew life wasn’t like that. He knew Francesca couldn’t live for the moment. He’d been a fool to think either of them could.

When Francesca awoke the next morning, she was alone. She caught the tantalizing smell of fish cooking and realized she was ravenous. She noticed she was naked beneath the bed clothes, and blushed, remembering how wonderful it had felt to be in Neal’s arms and have him love her. As she pulled the bed clothes back to get up and dress, she noticed the sheets were soiled. For a moment she was confused, but then she realized Neal had withdrawn from her at the height of their passion to avoid a pregnancy. It seemed a cold, calculated action and it reminded her that he didn’t want marriage and a family.

Francesca found Neal in the galley, frying fish.

“Good morning,” he said sleepily. “This fish was on my line, so I thought I may as well cook it for breakfast. Are you hungry?”

She had been famished. “A little,” was all she managed to say

“I’ve made a pot of tea. Help yourself.”

Francesca noticed Neal couldn’t make eye contact for more than a second, when all she longed to do was fall into his arms and have him kiss her with the passion he had the night before. He was acting as if nothing significant had happened between them, when she wanted to burst with happiness.

“Neal, we should talk about what happened last night.”

“Look, Francesca, don’t make too much of what we did.”

“What we did?” She was shocked by his words. She’d given her body, her soul and her heart. Neal had taken it all, but he obviously wasn’t willing to give her anything in return. She felt cheated.

She’d been about to tell Neal how she felt, when someone called Francesca Callaghan from the river bank. It was a young lad.

“It’s Francesca Mason,” Neal shouted back through the galley window, much to her surprise. She didn’t understand him at all.

The lad looked confused. He glanced at the envelope in his hand.

“Do you have something for me?’ Francesca asked as she went out onto the deck, thinking it was a note from the panel about her master’s certificate. Her heart was thudding painfully with nervous anticipation.

“It’s a note for Francesca Callaghan. I took it to the P.S. Marylou, but a gentleman aboard said I could find her on the Lady Ophelia,” the lad said.

Francesca went to the railing. I’m Francesca Callaghan, or I was. I recently married.”

“Oh,” the lad said, handing her the envelope. “I’m to wait for replay ma’am.”

Francesca stared at her name for a few moments before opening it.

“What is it?” Neal said when he came out on deck.

Francesca opened the envelope to find a written note. It was from Regina Radcliffe.

Dear Francesca,

Will you do me the honour of having dinner with me this evening, as I have something I wish to discuss with you? Monty is away in Ballarat, and Frederick has gone to a cattle sale in Shepparton, so I am all alone. I hope you can make it.

Yours, Regina.

“It’s a note from Regina Radcliffe,” Francesca told Neal as she folded it up and put it back in the envelope. “She wants me to dine with her this evening, at her home. Apparently Monty and Frederick are away.”

Neal was suspicious. He couldn’t help wondering if Monty was using his mother to trick her into meeting him.

Francesca thought the tone of the note suggested Regina was lonely. Surely she didn’t expect a mother/daughter reunion. She thought perhaps she wanted to see her about the money she had given her father. She knew she should tell Regina that she’d married Neal because that would end her worry about Monty and Silas. She didn’t have to mention that it was only a mock ceremony. “I recently showed Regina some modern bookkeeping techniques, so perhaps she’s having trouble and wants my help.”

“You shouldn’t make the journey alone,” Neal said. The threats Silas had made were never far from his mind.

Francesca panicked, thinking Neal was going to go with her. She’d never be able to talk openly about Joe’s inheritance with Regina in his presence.

“I’ll drop you there on the Ophelia and pick you up later,” he said.

“All right … but you won’t have Wally with you, because he goes home in the evenings.”

“I can manage alone for a short trip and it’s not far by river to Derby Downs. Besides, you could handle the wheel if I need to top up the furnace.”

Francesca wrote a note, accepting Regina’s invitation and gave it to the lad.

For days, Monty had watched and made a note of where the Ophelia picked up wood, so he knew exactly where they would make the last pick up, and what time. He hid so that other boat owners and crew wouldn’t see him, until the Ophelia came into view. Then he added the log he’d tampered with to the wood pile, and hid again to watch Monty and Wally Carson load up. Afterwards, he made sure the log containing a stick of explosive had gone. He’d carefully laid this plan, discussing with another steamer captain how far a boat could travel before the furnace needed wood to keep the boiler pressure up. After doing all the calculations, he was sure Neal wouldn’t add more wood until he was going to pick Francesca up from Derby Downs, when he’d be alone. He’d been certain Neal wouldn’t let her go by carriage in the dark to Derby Downs, and the lad delivering the note had confirmed his beliefs.

“It would look too suspicious if I was to steal the Marylou now, but I’d be just as happy with the Lady Ophelia,” Silas said to Mike Finnion.

“But Neal Mason and his young wife live on the boat,” Mike said, a terrible feeling coming over him. He was fed up with doing Silas Hepburn’s dirty work, but he didn’t know how to tell him because he was only too aware of his evil temper.

It angered Silas to be reminded that Neal had married Francesca. “How hard can it be to get them off the boat?” he snapped, taking his ire out on Mike.

“I don’t know, Silas. I think you should just let things go quiet for awhile, that way no one would suspect you when the Ophelia went missing.”

“No one will suspect me when you take the boat up river and repaint her and change her name. You could also get someone to do a few modifications to her housing. No one would be any the wiser.”

“Perhaps not if I didn’t bring her back to Echuca,” Mike said, but Silas was thinking ahead. Mike had the feeling he wanted to flaunt the new look Lady Ophelia under Joe and Neal’s noses. He knew they’d claim the boat was Neal’s, and he’d get pleasure from the fact that they couldn’t prove it.

Mike also knew Silas had made up his mind and no one was going to change it. “When did you want this done?” he asked resignedly.

“Why not tonight? I know just the way to lure him off the boat.”

Later that evening, Silas sent a trusted employee, Jimmy, from the Bridge Hotel to the Lady Ophelia with a note, but he came back to say that the steamer had gone up river. Silas was outraged, but Mike Finnion was secretly pleased. He’d realized if the Ophelia was stolen and he was missing, that he’d be the prime suspect and the one in trouble with the law when he returned to Echuca with a new boat. He was sure Silas wouldn’t defend him, or even help him in any way if he got caught. He’d no doubt claim to have nothing to do with it, and if Mike dared to put him in, it would be his word against Silas’s.

“I’m going down to the wharf to see if I can find out where the Ophelia has gone in the dark,” Silas said. “You meet me down there in a short while.”

Silas left the Bridge Hotel with Jimmy, hoping the Ophelia had returned, so Jimmy could deliver the note. Then Mike Finnion did something out of character. He did not obey Silas’ orders. Instead he went home to pack, planning to leave Echuca that night. He’d had enough of Silas Hepburn using him and intended to head to Melbourne to get a job on the docks. With a bit of luck, he’d never see Silas again.

Silas could find out nothing at the wharf, and was about to explode with frustration when he saw the Lady Ophelia pass by and moor just up the bank. He waited to see if a crewman alighted, but no one did.

“Take the note now, Jimmy,” he said. “And remember, it’s from one of the girls at the bordello.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Hepburn,” Jimmy said, and took off.

Silas impatiently looked around for Mike Finnion. “Where the hell is he?” he muttered.

Neal was surprised to get a note from one of the girls at the bordello and immediately feared the worst. He quickly scanned the contents. The note was short but to the point. Gwendolyn had taken ill and it was serious. He hurriedly left the boat.

Silas hid in the shadows on Esplanade Road and watched Neal go by. “Are you sure no one else was aboard the Ophelia?” he asked Jimmy when he joined him.

“Yes. I had a quick look aboard when he left.”

“Good. Now where the hell is Mike Finnion?” he muttered. In a few minutes Neal would be back and his chance would be gone. He had to act quickly. Hearing footsteps, he was sure Mike Finnion had finally arrived. He turned around, ready to give him a piece of his mind. They had no time to waste if they were going to successfully steal the Lady Ophelia.

Neal came out of the bordello, confused. The girls had insisted they hadn’t sent a note to him, and Gwendolyn was sleeping soundly and in good health. He didn’t understand what was going on, but at least Francesca was safe on Derby Downs. He’d soon have to head back up river to pick her up. But first he’d have to check the boiler pressure, and add more wood if it was needed.
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Regina was waiting on the veranda when the Ophelia pulled into the riverbank. As Francesca crossed the field between the house and the river, she walked towards her, meeting her two thirds of the way. Francesca felt awkward seeing her, not only because she now knew she was her real mother, but the image of her kissing Silas was so fresh in her mind.

“Thank you for coming,” Regina said. She glanced at the Ophelia as it went back down river. “I’m surprised Neal Mason brought you.”

Francesca took a deep breath. “Neal is my husband now,” she said. She didn’t know why, but she felt nervous telling Regina that she had married Neal. Of course, she couldn’t disclose that it wasn’t a real marriage.

Regina was visibly surprised. “I didn’t know …” She immediately thought of Monty. His erratic behaviour now made sense.

“We got married last week.”

“That was rather sudden.”

“Yes, it was. I ran into Silas a few days ago and he implied that he would hurt my father somehow if I didn’t marry him. It didn’t matter that I had caught him …” Francesca couldn’t say anymore.

Regina’s pale blue eyes flashed with anger. “That man is such a swine.”

Francesca looked at her strangely. She hadn’t known what to think when she’d seen her kissing Silas.

Regina read her mind. “Silvia Beaumont, the actress I’d hired, didn’t turn up, so I took her place. If I hadn’t, the opportunity to catch Silas out might not have presented itself again. He’s a very cunning man.”

“I thought that was what might have happened, but I wasn’t sure.”

“Surely you didn’t think I wanted to kiss that detestable man?”

Francesca shrugged. “You did have an affair with him …”

Regina blinked. “That was a long time ago, and he was a completely different person.”

Francesca nodded. She couldn’t deny that she had Regina to thank for her being able to break her engagement. “I really appreciate the sacrifice you made.”

Her words meant more to Regina that she had expected. “It seems you made one, too. Your marriage to Neal.”

“That’s different.”

“Why is it different?” Regina noticed the pain that crept into Francesca’s eyes. “Are you in love with Neal?”

“Yes,” Francesca admitted, “but sometimes love isn’t enough to make a relationship work.”

“Let’s go up to the house,” Regina said.

Two hours later, Francesca and Regina were retracing their footsteps.

“Dinner was wonderful, Regina. Thank you,” Francesca said as they walked towards the river behind Amos Compton. It was a moonlit night, but partly cloudy, so he was carrying a lamp, illuminating the way. He was a foreboding figure in the daylight, and a far more frightening form in the dark, but Regina insisted he lead the way. Fortunately no sheep or cattle had recently grazed in the paddock, although they still had to watch that they didn’t step in kangaroo droppings.

“You really didn’t have to walk me down to the river bank,” Francesca added. “I didn’t mind going alone.”

“The walk will do me good after eating such a big meal,” Regina said.

Francesca knew it wasn’t her protective motherly instincts coming to the fore. She was as aloof and distant as ever. “The lamb was delicious,” she said. It had been so good that she’d had a second helping and couldn’t eat any desert, but she hadn’t thought Regina had eaten that much.

Apart from the lovely dinner, it had been a very strange evening. From the minute she’d arrived on Derby Downs, Francesca had the feeling that Regina had an agenda. She’d thought she’d find out what it was before the evening was over, but had been disappointed on that score. She’d also wondered why Regina had seemed on edge, but assumed she was worried about Monty or Frederick finding out the truth about their relationship. They’d discussed Joe and his relief at finally being no longer indebted to Silas, but that didn’t seem to be the reason that Regina had wanted to see her. It was more of a secondary concern.

Francesca had been sure that Regina would be absolutely delighted that she’d married Neal, but as they discussed her marriage, she’d frowned and stared off into space at times, as if she was thinking about something or someone else. Francesca was sure it was Monty.

Regina was pleased that Francesca had married, because Monty now had to give up on her, but she hoped Neal wouldn’t break her heart. After all, he did have a reputation.

“Give the relationship time,” Regina suggested. “There are many factors that play a part in marriage. There is also an adjustment period in the beginning. Neal is used to being a bachelor with no one to answer to.” She cleared her throat. “It may take a little time for him to get used to the idea of giving up his freedom to be your husband.”

Francesca knew Regina was referring to Neal’s reputation with the ladies. She thought about his trip to the bordello on the day of their mock wedding. If it happened again, she knew she wouldn’t be able to go on pretending to be his wife, especially since they’d made love. She felt herself blush at the thought, so she changed the subject. “I met Monty in town one day and tried to tell him we couldn’t have a relationship. Although I was as gentle as I could be, he didn’t take the news too well. To be honest, I’ve been worried about him. How has he seemed to you?”

“He’s not the best,” Regina said, looking off in the distance again, “but don’t worry, he’ll be all right. I’ll see to it.” She was playing down his state of mind just in case he did something foolish and she needed to cover for him. In actual fact, she’d been more than a little concerned about him. She’d been out of her mind with worry. He’d hardly been home in days, and when he did return to the house, he’d been distracted and looked absolutely terrible. Amos had also said that his horse, a very expensive thoroughbred, was badly in need of grooming. Regina had thought he was exaggerating, until she saw for herself the terrible state the animal was in. She insisted he use another horse so that their stable hand could care for it.

Regina became even more alarmed when she found out Monty had been completely neglecting some of their business concerns. This made her wonder what he’d been doing with his time when he wasn’t at home. When Frederick had started to ask questions about his frequent absences, she had to make excuses about him being busy looking into new ventures. Fortunately Frederick had gone to a cattle sale in Shepparton with a good friend and he’d be away for a few days. Monty had been expected to go, but again Regina had made an excuse for him. She prayed that Monty would get over Francesca soon, and that their lives would return to some normality before she had a nervous breakdown, - or before Monty did something he’d regret for the rest of his life.

As they stood on the river bank waiting for Neal, the silences between them began to drag.

“Neal should be here any minute,” Francesca said. “You don’t have to wait, Regina. I’ll be all right.”

“We should have waited on the veranda,” Regina said. She’d always avoided being near the river at night. Not only did she think it looked eerie, but it evoked memories she’d sooner forget. When she could no longer look at the water, she turned to face the house. If she’d considered it carefully, instead of being preoccupied with thoughts of Monty, she would have suggested Amos walk Francesca back to the riverbank. But it was done. As much as she now wanted to, she couldn’t walk back to the house alone, and she couldn’t go and take Amos and the lamp, leaving Francesca alone in the dark. There was nothing she could do but wait for Neal to pick Francesca up on the Lady Ophelia.

Having Regina beside her on the dark river bank reminded Francesca of what she’d done when she’d been born, and she couldn’t help feeling deeply resentful. Her impatience began to grow. She listened for the sound of paddle wheels thrashing the water, but except for the crickets in the reeds, the night was silent.

“Where is Neal?” she kept asking herself. He’d promised to blow the whistle three times when he rounded the bend.

“What is Monty doing in Ballarat?” Francesca asked. She wasn’t really interested. She just wanted to break the silence and the growing awkwardness between them.

Regina looked at her blankly.

“In your note, you said he’d gone to Ballarat.” Again Francesca thought Regina looked distracted.

“Oh, yes, he’s … it’s just a business trip. He should be back tomorrow.”

Francesca had the feeling that Regina was lying, and again wondered what she was up to. Her instincts told her it was wise to get away, and she shuddered. Something wasn’t right. A minute later, she heard the sound of paddle wheels on the river and the soft hum of an engine. All three of them turned to look down river, and saw the dark bulky shape of a steamer round the bend.

“That must be Neal,” Francesca said, wondering why there were no lamps burning on the boat, and why he hadn’t blown the whistle.

“Good,” Regina said, rubbing her arms. She was feeling really uncomfortable and desperately wanted to return to the house.

Francesca caught the relief in her voice. Regina was obviously glad to be rid of her, which made her even more curious about why she’d invited her to dinner. She was surer than ever that she’d had some kind of agenda. But what was it?

They watched in silence as the boat approached. Francesca recognized the outline of the Lady Ophelia as she got closer and her heart began to race. She couldn’t help smiling. Neal may not love her the way she loved him, but at that moment it didn’t matter. She wanted to be a real wife to him, and hoped and prayed, in time, he’d come to feel the same way.

As she gazed at the Lady Ophelia, which was still fifty or sixty yards away, the air reverberated with an almighty explosion. All three of them instinctively fell to the ground. The night sky lit up, as a yellow ball of flame surrounded by white, orange and red, burst into the air. The wheelhouse, paddle boxes and upper decks of the steamer blew into a million pieces that rained over the water and river bank. The deafening boom drowned the women’s screams, as they covered their faces.

A few seconds later, Francesca scrambled to her feet. “Neal,” she screamed again with her hands over her ears, which were ringing. She ran a few feet along the riverbank and fell over again.

Amos Compton helped Regina to her feet. “What … happened?” she asked in shock. “Dear God …”

Francesca was on her knees, crying hysterically, as the hull of the Lady Ophelia, which had been blown in two, disappeared into the dark, murky waters of the Murray. A few burning remnants remained on the surface of the water, but they were soon extinguished or carried down stream on the current. Shaking, Francesca watched them through her tears of horror and disbelief. “Neal,” she cried, on her hands and knees. There was no sign of his body. He’d gone.

Claude Mauston drove Regina and Francesca to town in a carriage. Francesca had been hysterical, but after the explosion, Amos had carried her to the house where Regina made her drink two glasses of brandy. Now, as she sobbed in the carriage, Regina had absolutely no idea how to comfort her, especially as she was terrified that Monty was responsible for the explosion aboard the P.S. Lady Ophelia. Just before she boarded the carriage, Regina told Amos to hold Monty if he should return to the house. She told him under no circumstances was he to let him out of his sight.

When they pulled up on Esplanade Road, Regina could see that the wharf was crowded. News of the explosion had spread via swagmen and aborigines camping on the river banks, and all unaccounted for paddle steamers were being put forward as candidates for the one that had blown up.

Joe and Ned were beside themselves because they didn’t know where the Ophelia was, or where Neal and Francesca were. When Joe saw Francesca and the state she was in, he didn’t know what to think.

Francesca was too upset to be able to tell her father what had happened, so it was left up to Regina.

“Francesca dined with me tonight on Derby Downs, and Neal was coming to pick her up. As we waited on the riverbank, the Ophelia came into view. It … suddenly … exploded.”

“Oh, dear God,” Joe said, holding Francesca in his arms. His own eyes filled with tears. He’d been so worried that Francesca and Neal had both perished, so of course he was relieved to have his daughter safe and sound, but to lose Neal…

“We should mount a search,” Ned said, holding faint hope that Neal had survived.

Regina shook her head, so Ned stepped up and took Francesca to her cabin.

“Neal couldn’t have survived,” Regina told Joe when Francesca was out of earshot. “There’s nothing left. I’m so sorry.”

Lizzie tried to comfort Francesca, but she was in shock. As Francesca lay on her bed, crying and rocking, Lizzie went to the window and tried to hear what the men were discussing. Some suggested going up river to see if they could find proof it was the P.S. Lady Ophelia that had blown up, others said it was no use until day break. She heard mumbles about what a good man Neal Mason had been, and she thought of poor Gwendolyn. Someone would have to break the news to her. She wasn’t sure whether Francesca knew about Gwendolyn, but she was too upset to ask her.

“Get home as fast as you can,” Regina said to Claude as she climbed back into her carriage. After having Francesca delivered at the Marylou, she wanted to return to Derby Downs as soon as possible. She was beside herself, but fought to remain outwardly composed. Her spending the evening with Francesca had been Monty’s idea. He had asked her to invite Francesca over for dinner; he’d insisted, promising her a full explanation later that evening. Her instincts had told her something was not quite right and she’d worried all evening. She’d only agreed in the first place because he’d been so miserable of late. Now she cursed her foolishness because she was terrified that he was responsible for Neal’s death.

Monty had hinted that he wanted to make peace with Neal Mason in order to have closure on his relationship with Francesca, but the idea was implausible, given his obsessive behaviour. Even so, Regina had never imagined he’d do anything more than talk to Neal, especially as he claimed he’d been seeing Clara. Monty wasn’t a violent person, he was a gentleman, but the guilt of knowing his love for Francesca might have pushed him over the edge was almost too much for Regina to bear.

As her carriage pulled up in front of the house, Amos came down the steps.

“Master Montgomery is here, madam,” he said.

Regina was so relieved that when she stepped from the carriage, her shaking legs almost buckled beneath her.

Amos reached for her arm to steady her. “He returned soon after you’d gone, madam.”

“Thank God, Amos.” When she had seen the steamer exploding, one of her fears had been that Monty had stolen the Lady Ophelia and perhaps taken Neal hostage. He didn’t know anything about steam engines, so she was afraid he’d done something that had caused the engine to blow up. She was just relieved Frederick would not be returning until the following day.

Monty was sitting at the dining room table when Regina came in. She recoiled in horror when she saw him. He hadn’t shaved for days or combed his hair, so he looked as scruffy as a vagrant. Also, she was startled to note his clothes were damp. Her first instinct was to ask why his clothes were wet when it hadn’t rained, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Her second instinct was to tell him to move before he ruined the velvet cloth on the chair, but her attention was drawn to his emaciated body, visible through his clinging shirt. She was appalled by how much weight he’d lost in a few short weeks and hardly able to believe he was her son. He looked like a stranger, and he was certainly acting like one.

“What have you done?” Regina asked him when he didn’t acknowledge her presence.

Monty didn’t answer her. She noticed his eyes looked glazed as he stared at his hands, folded on the table. It crossed her mind that perhaps he was drunk, but somehow she knew it was far more serious. “You know the Lady Ophelia exploded and its likely Neal Mason is dead, don’t you?”

When Monty didn’t look surprised, her worst nightmare was confirmed, and her heart sank. She put her hand to her head. “My God, Monty. I can’t believe you’d do something so drastic, something that has resulted in someone’s death.”

“I love Francesca, mother,” he said flatly. “I couldn’t bear to see her with another man.”

Regina wanted to scream out that Francesca was his half-sister. But her fear of losing him held her back.

“Excuse me, Madam,” Amos Compton said.

“Not now, Amos,” Regina snapped.

Amos cleared his throat. “There’s a Constable Watkins here to see you, madam.”

Regina gasped and turned ashen. Her first thoughts were to hide Monty.

“Tell him I can’t see him now, Amos. It isn’t convenient,” Regina said. She had to pull herself together. She needed time to think this through. When Amos didn’t retreat, she turned and her eyes widened when she noticed the constable in the passage-way behind him.

The young constable had heard what she’d said, but he wouldn’t be turned away. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Radcliffe, but this can’t wait.”

“I’m sure it can. I’m not up to seeing visitors at the moment,” she said breathlessly. All sorts of alibis for Monty were running through her mind. She’d say the reason he was wearing damp clothes was because he’d dived into the river to try and save Neal. That would be believable. “Someone we know has just lost her husband, Constable Watkins. She was here on Derby Downs with us at the time, and his boat exploded right in our view, so you can understand we are upset.”

Constable Watkins slipped past Amos and entered the dining room. He was visibly surprised by the state of Montgomery. He’d only ever seen him looking nothing short of dapper. “I’m aware of the steamer explosion, Mrs. Radcliffe, but the matter I’m here about can’t wait.”

Regina turned to Monty. Her heart was pounding. Monty, on the other hand, looked a thousand miles away and resigned to his fate.

“Is … something wrong?” Regina asked. She instinctively walked to her son’s side and placed her hand on his shoulder.

The young constable noted the protective gesture, but as far as Regina was concerned, his grave expression almost guaranteed he was there to question or arrest Monty.

“I’m afraid so, Mrs. Radcliffe. Perhaps you’d like to sit down.”

“I don’t need to sit down,” Regina snapped.

Constable Watkins looked at her somberly. In the silent house, Regina could hear a clock ticking in another room. The ticking sound seemed unbearably loud, and she was conscious that her racing heart was beating ten times to the second.

“I’m afraid something has happened,” Constable Watkins said.

Regina felt faint. Her world was crashing down around her, and there was nothing she could do.

“I’ve had word from the station in Shepparton.”

“Shepparton?” Regina was bewildered. Then she remembered Frederick was in Shepparton.

“Yes. I’m sorry to inform you that your husband collapsed earlier today at a stock sale. It was his heart.”

Regina’s eyes widened and she sank onto a chair beside Monty, who looked even more bewildered. “He’s all right, isn’t he?”

Constable Watkins hesitated momentarily. “I’m afraid not. A doctor attended him, but there was nothing he could do, Mrs. Radcliffe. Please accept my condolences.”
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Francesca didn’t sleep all night. She cried and cried, until there were no more tears left, and then she lay staring at the wall of her cabin, thinking about Neal. She thought about being in his arms, and thanked God that she’d had one night where she could express her love for him.

Joe was on the wharf in the morning when he saw constables talking to the owners and crew of steamers tied up. He’d already spoken to two constables who had gone up river to see the area where the Lady Ophelia had blown up. Others had gone down river to search for any remains to prove it was the Lady Ophelia in the explosion. They secured this evidence quite quick: a metal sign which displayed the name of the steamer. There would almost certainly be an inquest into Neal’s death, and they needed to find out why the steamer blew up.

“Have you seen Silas Hepburn?” John Henry asked Joe. He’d just been talking to the constables on the wharf.

“He’s the last person I want to see,” Joe said bitterly.

“I understand that, but you’ll be pleased to know those constables have a warrant for his arrest. I suppose it’s to do with the missing funds he was questioned about and the illegal liquor he’d been storing at the mill.”

“I wish them the best of luck in finding him,” Joe said.

“That’s just it. No one knows where he is.”

“Do you think the bastard has done a runner?”

“It looks like it.”

“That’d be typical of the coward that he is.” Just the same, Joe was relieved. He didn’t want Silas bothering Francesca.

“How is your girl?” John Henry asked.

“She’s in shock. We all are. How could something like this have happened?”

John Henry shook his head. “If the boiler blows, it doesn’t usually destroy the whole boat. You might want to consider the idea that something more sinister happened.”

“Like what?” Joe asked.

“Like someone loaded a log with an explosive. It’s happened before.”

Joe paled. He suddenly considered the idea that Silas was so jealous of Neal marrying Francesca, that he’d plotted his death. “Oh, God,” he said. What John Henry had just said ran through his mind again. Silas was missing. Maybe he went out of town so he wouldn’t be a suspect. “Excuse me, John Henry, I’m going to speak to those constables.”

Joe was taken to the police magistrate, where he gave an account of his theory.

“We’d have a hard time proving your story, Mr. Callaghan, especially if we can’t find Mr. Hepburn,” the police magistrate said.

Joe had told the police magistrate his theories about Silas having Ezra Pickering’s boat building yard burned, and about what had happened to Dolan O’Shaunnessey.

“We need evidence, Mr. Callaghan. We can’t mount a case or lay charges when all we’ve got to go on is hearsay and theories.”

“Well bloody well find some proof,” Joe said, losing his temper. “My girl’s heart is broken and that man is to blame.”

Neal’s death and the explosion of the Lady Ophelia made front page headlines in a special one page edition of the Riverine Herald. Joe kept the paper from Francesca, who hadn’t come out of her cabin since Regina had brought her back. She wouldn’t eat, and she hardly slept. She just cried.

Frederick’s body arrived at Derby Downs around midday. Regina was numb with shock, and Monty was absolutely no help at all. While Regina made arrangements for his funeral, and accepted visitors offering their condolences, he stayed in his room, thinking about Francesca. It wasn’t until he walked into the living room that evening, where his father had been laid out in an open coffin, that Monty stopped in his tracks, and stared at his father.

Although Monty and Frederick were very different, they’d been close. As an only child, he’d always had his parents’ undivided attention, but Frederick had been more than a father, he’d been a good friend to his son. He’d long ago accepted that Monty’s interests were different and that he would never rope steers or go on cattle droves, but that didn’t matter. As far as Frederick was concerned, Monty was a good man and he was proud of him.

Staring at his father’s peaceful face, happy memories flashed through his mind, and Monty became stricken. It was as if he’d been slapped hard, and he’d snapped out of his dazed state, and realized what he’d done. “Oh, God,” he cried falling to his knees.

Regina came running into the room. She’d been hovering in the hallway because it was the first time Monty had come downstairs since his father’s body had arrived at the house, and she suspected he’d react. She just wasn’t sure how. “Monty.” She went to him, lifting him into her arms.

“Oh, mother, what have I done?” he sobbed on her shoulder.

“It’s going to be all right,” she said. She didn’t know how, but she’d do her best to protect her son. Hadn’t she always?

Night has fallen, when Lizzie found Joe sitting in a chair on the Marylou’s stern. Ned had gone to bed. He was exhausted, but like all of them, he wouldn’t sleep. He was just going through the motions.

Joe had told Lizzie that Silas was missing. She hoped he never came back because she felt free for the first time in many years.

“How's my girl?” Joe asked her.

Lizzie shook her head. “I wish I could help her, but I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“None of us do, Elizabeth.” Joe put his head in his hands. “I feel so useless. I’m her father, but I can’t stop her pain.”

Lizzie understood his frustration. Joe wanted to protect his daughter, but it wasn’t always possible.

“If Silas was around, I could wring his neck,” Joe said. “It would give me a great deal of satisfaction, but it wouldn’t bring Neal back. He was a good man, and in the prime of his life. He and Francesca should have had children of their own one day. They had their whole lives ahead of them.”

Lizzie went to Joe and stood beside him. She desperately wanted to comfort him but she didn’t know how. Showing real affection was foreign to her, but Joe was suffering and her heart was breaking.

Reaching out, Lizzie tentatively stroked his hair. Joe’s reaction took her completely by surprise. He responded by turning to her and putting his arms around her, resting his head on her stomach. Lizzie looked down at him, and felt his body convulse in a sob. She rubbed his back, trying to soothe his pain, and realized how strange it felt to be held by a man in a non-sexual way. Strange, but wonderful.

After a few minutes, Joe pulled himself together. “You’ve no idea how much I appreciate having you here, Elizabeth,” he said.

Lizzie was touched. She’d never felt needed before. “I haven’t done anything,” she said, lowering her head.

“You don’t know how special you are, do you?” Joe said.

Lizzie didn’t know what to say. She wanted to tell Joe that he was the special one and that she’d never met anyone like him before, but the words wouldn’t come.

“Times like this make us realize how precious our lives are. I lost a lot of years with Frannie when I sent her off to boarding school. I wish I hadn’t done it now.”

Lizzie knew that Mary’s death had been sudden and that Neal’s death probably reminded him of how quickly you can lose someone you love. “You’ll have lots of years with Francesca, Joe. Don’t worry about that.”

“What about you, Elizabeth?”

“Me?”

“You’ll stay with us, won’t you?”

Lizzie’s heart raced. “Yes, if you want me to.”

Joe nodded, but he looked tired, too tired to think straight.

“Go to bed, Joseph,” Lizzie said, realizing she shouldn’t take anything he said too seriously. “You’re exhausted. If you can’t sleep, you can at least rest. You need your rest.”

A short while after Joe had gone to bed, Lizzie slipped off the boat and went to the bordello. With Silas missing, she felt safe in the streets. The girls would have seen the papers. Only Maggie could read, but she wouldn’t know what to tell Gwendolyn so Lizzie wanted to help. It was the least she could do for Neal.

Lizzie was surprised to find the door locked, so she knocked.

“Go away. We’re not open for business,” she heard Maggie shout.

“It’s me, Lizzie,” Lizzie called back.

As soon as Maggie opened the door, she literally pulled Lizzie inside by the scruff of the neck and slammed the door shut again. “Do ya want Silas Hepburn t’see ya?” she said.

“It’s all right, Maggie,” Lizzie said. “I’ve just heard he’s missing.”

“Missing! Ya don’t say?”

“The police have a warrant out for his arrest, so no doubt he’s keeping his head low. Why have you got the door locked, Maggie? And why is the place in darkness?”

“We’re closed for business.”

“I can see that. But why?”

Hearing voices, Bridie and Mitzi appeared. Mitzi had a candle in her hand.

“What’s going on?” Lizzie asked. “Where’s Lori? Is she all right?”

“She’s in the back room,” Maggie said, peering through the faded curtain to make sure Lizzie hadn’t been followed.

Lizzie was confused by all the cloak-and-dagger secrecy.

“Take Lizzie through,” Maggie said to Bridie in a hushed tone.

“Is Gwendolyn all right, Maggie?”

“Fer the love of Christ, Lizzie. You ask a lot of questions. Gwendolyn is asleep, so just go with Bridie,” Maggie said, waving her flabby arms. Maggie was the oldest of the girls, and the madam. She was short, stout, and had very large breasts. She had the kind of face that made men confide their darkest secrets, but the kind of temperament that sometimes reminded them of their wives.

Lizzie was puzzled, but she followed Bridie’s awkward shuffle down the narrow passageway, towards the light of a lamp. In the small back room, she could see someone was in the bed, obviously a man, as his feet hung over the end of Bridie’s bed. It certainly wasn’t strange to see a man in bed in a bordello, but his face was swollen and bruised.

“Who’s this, and what happened to him?” Lizzie said.

“Look closely,” Bridie whispered.

Her tone made Lizzie curious. She moved nearer the bed and lifted the lamp, holding it closer to his face. When she recognized him, she gasped and nearly dropped the lamp. Bridie took it from her.

“We found him in the lane way in this condition. We don’t know who done it, but they meant to kill him. No one knows he’s here and that’s the way it’s got to be until he’s up and about again.”

Lizzie was too shocked to speak.

Joe had been lying in the darkness, listening for Lizzie going to bed, but when he hadn’t heard Francesca’s cabin door and an hour had passed, he became concerned and got up again. He checked the decks and the galley, but there was no sign of Lizzie. Eventually he went to Francesca’s cabin and opened the door as silently as he could. The moonlight was streaming in through the cabin window, so he could make out only one form in the bed. It was Francesca. He was pleased to see she had fallen into an exhausted sleep. But where could Lizzie be?

A frightening thought came to mind. She’d gone back to the bordello. He considered the possibility that she just wanted to see the girls, but he couldn’t be sure that was what she had in mind. No doubt she felt safe leaving the Marylou now that Silas was missing. But Joe didn’t trust Silas. He could turn up anywhere, at any time.

Joe made his way to the bordello, determined to bring Lizzie back. He knew her self-esteem was fragile, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her thinking she had no choice but to stoop to prostitution again. It was very late, so no one was around, not even near the bordello, which was unusual. He felt strange going up the short path to the door, and more than a little self-conscious, but when he reached it, there was a note pinned to it. He could just make out the words. We’re closed. Joe knocked on the door, but he was greeted with silence. He knocked again more insistently, and this time an irritated woman’s voice called out, “Go away.”

“I’m looking for Elizabeth,” Joe called back. “Is she here?”

“There’s no Elizabeth here,” Maggie called, thinking Joe must be a drunk.

“That’s Joseph Callaghan,” Lizzie said to Maggie. “He’s referring to me.” She opened the door. “What are you doing here, Joseph?”

“What are you doing here, Elizabeth?”

“I just came to see …”

“Please come back to the Marylou,” Joe said, interrupting her. “I thought you understood how special you are to me, and that I’ll look after you.”

Somewhere in the back of the house, Lizzie heard one of the girls giggling.

“I am coming back, Joseph,” Lizzie said, deeply touched by his words. She glanced at Maggie. “Come in for a minute, Joseph.”

“Lizzie, you can’t …” Maggie said glancing past Joe to see that no one saw him before closing the door.

Lizzie knew what she meant. “I can’t keep Joseph in the dark, Maggie. He’s a good man and he deserves to know the truth.”

“But if it should get out, you know the danger and we’d be targets fer interfering.”

“Joseph will know what to do,” Lizzie assured her.

“What is it, Elizabeth?” Joe said, worried.

“Come with me,” Lizzie said, leading Joe down the passageway. She took him into the back bedroom. The lamp was turned down low, so the room was very dim.

From the doorway, Joe stood looking at the man in the bed. He could see he was in a bad state. “Who is he?”

Lizzie went forward and turned the lamp up and Joe came closer to the bed.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph! It’s Neal.” It was a miracle. “What happened to him? How did he get here?”

“Lori and Mitzi found him in the lane way. He looked like he’d been run over by a bullock dray, but obviously he’d been badly beaten.”

“It would take more than one man to do this to Neal. The bastards!” Joe glanced at Lizzie. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

Lizzie looked back at him in amazement, but he didn’t notice. No one had ever apologized for saying a profanity in her company. No one had ever shown her the respect that Joe did. In that moment, her heart swelled with love for him.

Hearing voices, Neal opened his eyes and squinted in the light. His face was swollen and bruised and his eyes were black. “Joe!” he whispered. “Is that you?”

“Neal, we thought you were …” Joe stopped himself short. “Thank God you are alive, mate.”

“The jury is still out on that one,” he said groaning. “How long have I been here?”

“Since yesterday,” Lizzie said.

“You don’t know how pleased Francesca will be to see you,” Joe added.

“Not like this,” Neal said and winced in pain. “I haven’t looked in a mirror, but I’m sure the sight of me will scare her to death.”

Joe knew he couldn’t let Francesca suffer a moment longer thinking Neal was dead, no matter how badly hurt he was. “Trust me, Neal. She’ll be thrilled.” He turned to Lizzie. “Has the doctor been to see him?”

“No,” Lizzie said. “The girls didn’t want whoever did this to know he was here. They’re understandably frightened of vengeance.”

Joe looked at Neal again. “I’ll fetch the doctor. He’ll give you something for the pain.”

Neal nodded. The pain had been unbearable, so bad that he’d thought death would have been kinder.

Joe turned to Lizzie again. “I’ll make sure I’m not seen going to get the doctor or coming back with him.”

“You can use the back entrance,” Lizzie said. “Maggie thinks his arm is broken,” she added. “He was unconscious when Mitzi and Lori found him, and he has a large bump on the back of his head.”

“Where and when have you left the Ophelia, Neal?” Joe asked.

“The Ophelia? Isn’t she tied up along the river bank? I was just going back to the river when something hit me from behind. I felt a terrible pain in the head and then everything went dark …” Neal whispered. He was a bit dazed and confused, but not enough to forget where he’d left his boat.

Joe realized someone must have stolen her. But who? Who was aboard when she blew up? “Never mind that now. I am going to get Doctor Carmichael to look at you, and then, if he says it’s all right, I’m taking you back to the Marylou.”

Maggie was very fond of Neal, but she’d been terribly worried that whoever had beaten him would find out they’d taken him in. If it wasn’t for Gwendolyn and the fact that Neal had always been so kind to them, they wouldn’t have risked it. She would also be pleased to be able to open her doors again for business, so she didn’t put up an argument.

Half an hour later Dr. Carmichael gave Neal a thorough examination. He didn’t have any wounds that needed stitching but he set his broken arm, tested his vision and asked about headaches. There was nothing he could do about all the bruising or cracked ribs. Only time would heal them.

“He may have a fractured skull, so he’s not to do anything for at least a couple of weeks,” he said to Joe. “If he has any serious headaches, he might have to go to Melbourne to see someone.”

Neal’s left arm was broken just below the elbow. From the bruising the doctor commented that he had obviously tried to stave off a blow with a lump of wood, and the bone in his arm had been broken. He’d also been hit over the head with the wood and beaten about the body. Only the fact that he was muscular had saved him from more broken bones.

“You’re lucky to be alive, Neal,” the doctor commented. “You obviously have a hard skull.”

“That’s no surprise,” Joe said. “I’ve always said he was a knuckle head.”

“Kick a man when he’s down,” Neal said. He went to laugh, but the bruising around his chest hurt too much.

“Can we move him to the Marylou?” Joe asked in a more serious tone.

“Take me back to the Ophelia,” Neal said.

Joe ignored him. He knew the time wasn’t right to tell him what had happened to his steamer.

“He’s in no shape to be walking,” Dr. Carmichael said, but he understood that Joe didn’t want to leave him in the bordello. “I have a stretcher we can use.”

After giving Neal an injection of an opiate to dull his pain, he was gently put on a stretcher and Joe and Dr. Carmichael carried him back to the Marylou in the cover of the night. Maggie told Lizzie she would explain to Gwendolyn, who was asleep, that Neal had been taken somewhere to get treatment for his injuries.

Back at the Marylou, Joe settled Neal in his bed. Ned was awake, so he got up when he heard Joe seeing Dr. Carmichael off.

“What’s going on?” he asked in confusion.

“You won’t believe it, Ned, but Lizzie found Neal.”

Ned gasped. “Is he …?”

“He’s not in good shape, but he’s alive. I’ve just settled him in my cabin.”

“Oh, thank the Lord. Francesca will be overjoyed.”

“She was asleep when I left. As she hasn’t slept since yesterday, we’ll leave her be and tell her first thing in the morning.”

“I can’t wait to see the look on her face, but what happened to Neal?”

“It looks like someone tried to kill him,” Joe said gravely.

“Two of the girls from the bordello found him injured in a lane way,” Lizzie added. “They took him in and hid him.”

“So he wasn’t aboard the Ophelia when she exploded? Then who was and why?” Ned asked bewildered. None of it made sense.

“Neal thought she was still tied up along the riverbank, but we know she’s not. He’s had a bad bump on the head, but I think he knows what he’s saying. But as for who was at the helm …” Joe shrugged.

Joe had slept on the floor beside Neal in case he needed him during the night. He’d had little rest as Neal had groaned every time he tried to move. When Joe got up in the morning the sun was just rising and Neal was still asleep. Knowing he needed to sleep to heal, he left him to rest.

Joe was startled to see Francesca standing on the stern of the boat, gazing down river. An eerie vaporous mist was hanging over the water. It seemed to match her mood. She looked so sad and lost, that Joe’s heart wrenched. He made two mugs of sweet fragrant, black tea and took them out to her. “Good morning, Frannie girl,” he said, handing her a mug.

Francesca took the mug, but didn’t reply. She felt slightly irritated that her father’s tone was so normal. As far as she was concerned, it would never be a good morning again.

Knowing Francesca was going to be shocked, Joe waited as patiently as he could until she’d sipped some of her tea and then took the mug from her and placed it down on the deck.

“What are you doing, dad?” she asked.

“I have some news for you, Frannie girl, and it’s wonderful.”

Francesca stared at her father with big blue eyes. He thought she’d never looked so young and vulnerable.

“What is it?” she whispered. What could be wonderful after losing Neal?

“Neal has been found, and he’s alive,” Joe said excitedly.

For a moment Francesca stared at her father in disbelief. She wondered if she was still asleep, and dreaming, because she’d had this very dream, or a variation, over and over and over. “Am I awake, dad? Did you just say Neal is alive?”

“You’re awake, Frannie girl, believe me,” He took her into his arms. “It’s the most marvelous news, isn’t it?”

With so many questions running through her mind, Francesca looked into her father’s eyes. She noticed Joe suddenly looked troubled and she knew she was only getting half of the story.  “Where is Neal, dad? I want to see him.”

Joe nodded, but he was hesitant. “He’s here … on the Marylou, Fran.” He was still holding her by the shoulders and she tried to break free. “Wait, Frannie, he’s been hurt, badly.”

Francesca’s mouth dropped open. “How badly, dad?”

“He’s lucky to be alive, and he looks awful. He’s afraid just the sight of him will frighten you.” He wanted to prepare her, but Joe suddenly realized Neal didn’t look that much worse than Lizzie when Fran had first brought her aboard.

“He’s alive, dad, that’s all that matters. I can nurse his injuries, just so long as I have him back.” Tears of happiness streamed down her face.

Joe nodded and smiled wanly, his own eyes moist. He took Francesca to his cabin.

“Neal,” Francesca said, when she saw him. She was shaken by how bruised and battered he was, but she knelt beside her father’s bed and took his hand in both of hers. Her eyes filled with tears, but she was smiling.

“Francesca,” Neal whispered as he opened his eyes. He thought she was a sight for sore eyes. All he could think about when he thought he might not live was not seeing her again. It made him realize just how much she meant to him. “I’m sure I look like a dog’s breakfast.”

“You’re not quite the handsome man I married, but you’ll do,” Francesca said, her eyes shining with love.

“We have to tell the police that Neal is alive,” Ned said to Joe in the galley. “Someone else was blown up aboard the Lady Ophelia. That person’s family must be missing them.”

“I thought someone might have set her on course with explosives in the furnace, but it’s a stretch to think she’d get as far as Derby Downs without running aground. That means someone with some knowledge of steamers was aboard. But who could it be?”

“Either way, the police have to know,” Ned said.

“I keep thinking about who tried to kill Neal,” Joe said. “My money is still on Silas Hepburn.”

“There’s no one to sign any purchase orders and no one to pay our wages, so why should we do any work?” Moira Smithson said. She was the cook at the Bridge Hotel, and she was speaking to young Jimmy. He’d been orphaned at fourteen and taken in by Henrietta Chapman just after she’d married Silas. She’d known his mother, so felt sorry for the lad and had given him a room at the hotel and he’d become a general dog’s body and errand runner for Silas.

“I don’t know, Moira. I’m real worried about Mr. Hepburn. Something must have happened to him. He wouldn’t just disappear like this.” He kept thinking of the last time he’d seen Silas, and the explosion aboard the Lady Ophelia. He was sure it was Mike Finnion aboard. He’d even been looking for Mike and hadn’t been able to find him.

“He’s just found a fancy woman if you ask me,” Moira said. “I’m going home. If he does turn up, tell him I want my wages before I come back to cook for him.”

“Aren’t you staying for the meeting?” Jimmy said.

“No, I’ve got washing to do, and a house to clean. You can let me know what’s been decided later.”

Just after lunch time, after turning away plenty of disgruntled customers, the staff gathered for a meeting in the dining room. They were joined by the staff of the Steampacket Hotel, who were equally puzzled by Silas’s disappearance. Conrad Emerick, Silas’s lawyer, was going to join them.

“It’s quite likely we’ll have to shut the hotel till we get word,” Frank Millstrom, the bar manager said.

They all looked dismayed as they knew they’d be out of work and they needed their wages. Most had families to feed.

“Have you told the police Mr. Hepburn is missing?” Flo White said to Jimmy. She was one of the cleaners at the Bridge, along with Carmel and Dolcie Bird. As there was no lunch to serve, the food waitresses hadn’t turned up.

“Me?” Jimmy said.

“You were the last person from the hotel to see him,” Frank said.

Jimmy looked alarmed. “How do you know?” he stammered.

“I know he wanted you to do something for him.”

Jimmy hadn’t told anyone he’d been running errands for Silas that night, but he wasn’t surprised Frank knew. He knew everything that went on, and obviously he’d been talking to the rest of the staff.

Silas’s solicitor, Conrad Emerick, came through the door, rescuing Jimmy from having to explain himself. The staff became silent as he addressed them.

“Have the police been notified of Mr. Hepburn’s disappearance?” he wanted to know.

When he was told they hadn’t, he volunteered to do it. “If Mr. Hepburn has met with foul play, the hotel’s ownership will revert to his ex-wife, Henrietta. As I’m sure you all know, Mr. Hepburn had divorced Henrietta. What you don’t know, is that he had not yet changed his will.”

The staff all glanced at each other. They liked Henrietta, far more than they’d liked Silas, but would she want to run the hotels, or would she sell them?”

“What do we do in the meantime?” Frank Millstrom asked.

“I can appoint an interim manager if I can find one at such short notice, or we’ll have to close the hotels,” Conrad said. “All monies must be put in Mr. Hepburn’s safe. As soon as that’s done, I will go to the police and formerly advise them he’s missing.”

“They’ve been here looking for Silas,” Frank said. “As you know they have a warrant for his arrest and they think he’s done a runner.”

“I think we can all agree that is most unlikely. Silas has too many business concerns in town to ever think of doing a runner.”

“You should tell the police what you know,” Frank said to Jimmy.

Conrad Emerick looked at him gravely. “What is it you know, lad?” he asked sternly. “Speak up.”

“Nothing,” Jimmy said, fearing he’d get into trouble. “Honestly, I know nothing.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Joe went into the police station to find Constable Watkins behind the desk. He was relieved to see no members of the public were there.

When he recognized Joe, the young constable braced himself, thinking he had returned to roust him about Silas Hepburn. “I’m sorry, I have no news for you yet, Mr. Callaghan,” he said. “But please be advised that we are continuing our enquiries …”

“I have some news for you,” Joe interrupted, “but I don’t want it made public just yet.”

“What is it?” Constable Watkins asked, frowning curiously.

“We’ve found Neal Mason. He’s been badly beaten, but he’s alive. Someone tried to kill him and very nearly succeeded.”

“Are you sure his injuries aren’t consistent with being aboard his vessel when it exploded?”

Joe fought a mental battle to keep his patience. What a silly question. “He has no burns and he was found in a lane way in town, not on the river bank. Not even you could believe the explosion aboard the Ophelia hurled him that far. I’ve had the doctor look at him, and he says his injuries were more than likely caused by being beaten with a lump of wood. Someone wanted him dead, and I’m putting my money on Silas Hepburn.” When Joe saw the young constable’s expression become skeptical, he added. “He would have paid someone to do it. We all know, although some of us choose to ignore it, that Silas never gets his own hands dirty.”

“If you would like to take a seat for a few minutes, Mr. Callaghan, I’ll go and see if the police magistrate will speak to you.”

Joe stepped away from the counter and sat down, just as Conrad Emerick came into the station.

“May I help you, Mr. Emerick?” Constable Watkins said.

“I wish to formerly advise you that one of my clients, Silas Hepburn, has been missing for almost two days.”

“Now there’s a surprise,” Joe said. “You must be the last to know he’s done a runner, but not before he’s caused mayhem in this town.”

Conrad turned, looking over his bifocals haughtily. “I can assure you that my client has not absconded. He has many business interests in this town, and he would not neglect them.”

“He also has a heap of trouble to deal with if he’s arrested, and he’s not going to want to go back to prison,” Joe said.

“Please keep quiet, Mr. Callaghan,” Constable Watkins said, “while I take some details from Mr. Emerick.”

“You’re all too intimidated to take Silas Hepburn to task, that’s the problem,” Joe said. “His money allows him to get away with anything.”

Hearing a raucous, Constable Phillip Bennett came out from a back office.

Constable Watkins suggested that he take Joe through to see the police magistrate.

“This way, Mr. Callaghan,” Constable Bennett said.

Before Joe could get to his feet, Sam Fitzpatrick came in. Knowing he’d been the stoker aboard the P.S. Curlew, Joe was curious about what he wanted. In the last few days the Curlew had been raised from the bottom of the river by two cranes, an enormous and risky undertaking. A barge and a steamer had gone alongside and been tied to her, keeping her afloat, while she was taken to dry dock to be repaired.

“I want to report Mike Finnion missing,” Sam said. “No one has seen him for almost two days.” He looked at Conrad Emerick. “You’re Mr. Hepburn’s solicitor, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“He was supposed to sign papers to authorize the repair of the Curlew two days ago, and he hasn’t done so.”

“What were you saying about Silas not neglecting his business interests?” Joe said to Emerick, before he stood up to follow Constable Bennett.

Joe returned to the Marylou more confused than ever. “Mike Finnion is missing, and Silas’s solicitor has just reported him missing, too,” he told Ned.

Ned scratched his head. “Perhaps Silas had Mike steal the Ophelia, and he was the poor chap who exploded with her,” he said.

“That’s what I was thinking, but of course the police magistrate doesn’t want to listen to my theory. Constable Watkins will be here in an hour to talk to Neal and Francesca. They were able to identify the Lady Ophelia, but no one can be certain who was at the helm. I’ll have to tell Neal what happened before Constable Watkins gets here. He still doesn’t know that he is now a captain without a boat.”

“I’m sorry about your steamer, Neal,” Joe said after breaking the news to him as gently as he could. He understood that Neal was devastated.

Neal shook his head in dismay, lost for words. He kept thinking about the note delivered to him the night he was attacked. Someone had wanted him off the boat. “I am just grateful that I wasn’t on her when she exploded,” he said. “It’s confusing though. My boiler was in good shape, I had it looked at while she was in dry dock, so I’m sure that didn’t blow. That meant someone planted an explosive aboard, probably in the wood pile. Why then would thugs attack me and leave me in the lane way. Wouldn’t it have been simpler to have me blown up aboard my steamer?”

“The only thing I can think of is someone wanted to kill you by blowing you up aboard your boat, and someone else wanted to kill you and steal your boat.”

“Don’t you wish you were as popular as me?” Neal said sardonically.

“No, but obviously, Neal, one would-be killer foiled the other’s plans.”

Neal was shaken. “I never knew I had enemies. I’ve probably upset a few people over the years, but not enough that they’d want to kill me.”

“Except Silas. He must have been enraged when you married Francesca, and I really believe he’s capable of anything. Even so it’s chilling to think he’d go so far.”

“But he doesn’t know anything about operating a steamer,” Neal said.

“No, but he does know the sort of people who would be capable of putting explosives into the wood pile. And I wouldn’t put it past him to pay someone to give you a good walloping.”

“I doubt he counted on me surviving,” Neal said, realizing just how much of a miracle it was that he was alive.

“I’ve just come from the police station,” Joe said. “I had to tell them you are alive, but they’ve promised not to let the paper know, at least while they are conducting their investigation. The might find out anyway, but I’m sure you’ll be safe here, so don’t worry. While I was at the station, Conrad Emerick came in to report Silas missing. He denies Silas has done a runner, but we all know he wouldn’t want to go back to prison. And then Sam Fitzpatrick came in to report Mike Finnion missing.”

“That’s odd, but Mike knows enough about steamers to plant an explosive in the wood for the furnace.”

“That’s true, but he wouldn’t do that and then blow himself up, or Silas.”

Joe and Neal shook their heads. Neither knew what to think.

An hour later, Constable Watkins came aboard. He asked to speak to Francesca first.

“The first thing we have to do is establish a motive for your husband to be attacked, Mrs. Mason,” he said. They were sitting in the galley, alone. Joe had wanted to be with Francesca when she was questioned, but she insisted she did it alone.

“I understand,” Francesca said to Constable Watkins.

“I believe you were recently engaged to Mr. Hepburn,” he said.

Francesca blushed. That was something she certainly wasn’t proud of. “That is correct.”

“May I ask why you broke off the engagement?”

“First I think you should be aware that I became engaged to him with no intention of ever marrying him.”

Constable Watkins looked shocked.

“Please don’t judge me until you’ve heard the reasons, Constable Watkins. My father had borrowed some money from Silas to do repairs to the Marylou. Silas told him he would cancel the loan if I married him. My father declined his offer, so Silas threatened to take the Marylou, which dad had put up as collateral. Silas put the pressure on by sabotaging any work dad got, so that he couldn’t meet his loan repayment obligations.”

“Can you prove that, Mrs. Mason?”

“No, Silas is too clever for that. For a short while dad worked for Ezra Pickering, but Silas forced Ezra to get rid of dad by threatening to block his contracts.”

“Would Mr. Pickering corroborate that?”

“Yes, I’m sure he would if it was in confidence. Ezra put dad onto Dolan O’Shaunnessey, but soon afterwards Dolan was mysteriously attacked, so his business had to close down. Then Ezra’s building yard was burnt down. Silas knew no one could prove he was behind anything that had happened, and I knew it would break my father’s heart if he lost the Marylou. So I came up with the idea of becoming engaged to Silas so that dad could work and repay the loan without him interfering or hurting any more innocent people. Silas agreed to a long engagement, but then he must have suspected my motives because he brought the wedding forward. When I caught him kissing another woman, I broke the engagement.” Francesca had no intention of mentioning Regina or the fact that they’d set Silas up.

“Was Silas angry about the broken engagement?” Constable Watkins asked.

“He was livid, especially when dad received some money from an inheritance, and paid off the loan. One day I ran into him in town and he said his offer of marriage was still on the table. I told him I detested him and he said that he could still hurt my father. I was frightened for dad and told him I had become engaged to Neal. When Neal approached us, Silas congratulated him, but he looked at him with such venomous hatred, I actually feared for Neal’s safety.”

The constable made notes. “You also went out with Montgomery Radcliffe a few times, didn’t you, Mrs. Mason.”

Francesca was surprised that the constable would mention Monty. “Yes, I did.”

“How did he take it when you became engaged to Mr. Hepburn and then married Mr. Mason?”

“Not very well,” Francesca admitted. She realized her reply made Monty a suspect, but she knew Monty would never have Neal attacked. He wasn’t that sort of man.

“Would you say he was terribly upset?”

“Yes. Monty feels things deeply. He’s a sensitive man, but he’s also a very gentle man.”

Constable Watkins thought of what Monty had looked like when he’d gone out to Derby Downs to tell him of his father’s death. He’d never seen him looking so awful, and he hardly reacted at all to the news of his father’s death. “I was on Derby Downs the evening before yesterday. I was there to notify Mrs. Radcliffe and Monty that Frederick Radcliffe had died of a heart attack while at a stock sale in Shepparton.”

Francesca gasped. “Oh, no.” Tears filled her eyes. “Frederick was a lovely man, a real gentleman.”

“I didn’t know him very well, but I do know he was well respected in the community.”

“How did they react? I’m sorry. That was a silly question. Of course, they were devastated.”

“They were shocked.” Constable Watkins said, but the more he thought about it, the more Montgomery’s lack of emotion seemed unusual. “Finally, Mrs. Mason, I believe you witnessed the explosion of the Lady Ophelia. Could you tell me about that?”

“Yes, of course. I had dined with Regina Radcliffe on Derby Downs. She and I, along with one of her employees, Amos Compton, were standing on the river bank, waiting for Neal to pick me up, when the Ophelia came into view. Neal had promised to blow the whistle on the boat three times when he rounded the bend, but he didn’t. Now I know he wasn’t aboard, but I thought it strange at the time.”

“Was anything else unusual?”

Francesca thought for a moment. “At the time I thought it strange that no lamps were burning aboard the boat.”

“Did anything happen aboard, prior to the explosion?”

“What do you mean?”

“Was there any movement on deck, as if there was more than one person aboard?”

“I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure. It was dark and the boat was a fair distance from where we were standing.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Mason. You’ve been most helpful.” Constable Watkins said.

“I hope you arrest whoever attacked Neal, but I suppose there is no way of knowing who was aboard the Lady Ophelia when she blew up.”

“We may find out by a method of deduction, along with some useful information from members of the community.”

“Has anyone come forward with any helpful information?”

“A mystery is often solved much the same way a puzzle is put together. You get bits and pieces, that don’t mean anything, until you put them all together.”

Constable Watkins went into Joe’s cabin to talk to Neal.

“Can you start by telling me your movements on the night you were attacked, Mr. Mason?”

“I dropped Francesca on Derby Downs at about six o’clock, and then returned to Echuca. I was going to pick her up at nine o’clock, but at around seven thirty, I received a note.” Neal explained the contents of the note, and that it had turned out to be bogus. “I remember heading back to the Ophelia, but then nothing. I think I was cracked on the back of the head from behind, because I went out like a gas lamp.”

“Then you can’t give me any information that might help identify your attackers?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“Had you been of the opinion that someone had been watching your movements that day, or in the days leading up to when you were attacked?”

“No, but I wasn’t looking for anything unusual.”

“Where and when did you last pick up wood?”

“That afternoon, at the two hundred and ninety nine mile tree.”

“Was that a regular stop?”

“Only since I started a short term contract between Echuca and Barmah.”

“Who are you working for?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure. I was offered the job by an agent. I thought my luck had changed, because it’s a plumb job. I was delivering mail and goods to settlements between Echuca and Barmah. The deliveries were usually light, and the money was good.”

“How long ago were you offered this job?”

“About a week ago.” Neal suddenly saw the coincidence.

“Can you give me the name of the agent who offered it to you?”

“Harry Marshall.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mason. I wish you a speedy recovery.”

“You’ll let me know if you find something out about who blew up my steamer, won’t you?”

“Of course, sir. I hope you were insured. Good day.”

“Excuse me, madam, Constable Watkins is here, again,” Amos Compton said meaningfully. Regina was sitting behind the desk in the library.

“Is he?” Regina said, surprised but not able to think clearly. She’d had a stream of visitors all morning, and she had a splitting headache.

“He’s waiting in the vestibule, madam.”

“Ask him to give me a minute,” Regina said. She couldn’t see him in the living room, as Frederick was still laid out there. Had it been hot he would have been buried sooner, but the funeral wasn’t taking place until the next morning.

“Yes, madam,” Amos said, backing away.

Regina tried to gather herself. She had prepared a story, should questions be asked about Monty. She had spoken to Monty about it the previous evening and they’d had a huge row, but she knew what had to be done to protect him, and she felt certain Frederick would have approved.

Amos appeared in the doorway again a few minutes later. “Constable Watkins, madam,” he said.

“Thank you, Amos. Come in constable, and please be seated.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Radcliffe. I’m sorry to disturb you again, but I am investigating the explosion aboard the Ophelia, and as you said Mrs. Mason was a family friend, I knew you wouldn’t mind answering a few questions if it would help. I spoke to Mr. and Mrs. Mason yesterday afternoon. As a result, new questions have arisen.”

“How can I help you?”

“Is your son at home?”

Regina was startled. “I’m … I don’t think so, Constable Watkins. Do you want to see him?”

“There are some questions I wanted to put to him.”

“Oh. Can’t I help?”

“Perhaps. During the course of our investigations into the explosion aboard the Lady Ophelia …”

Regina interrupted. “Didn’t the boiler blow up, constable?”

“We don’t believe so. Anyway, we’ve spoken to a lot of people, Mrs. Radcliffe, business people and landowners. During these discussions it has been brought to our attention that Montgomery has been acting very strange lately. He’s failed to turn up for business meetings and to collect rent for the shops your family owns.”

“He’s had a lot on his mind lately,” Regina said, interrupting again. “But what has his missed appointments and failure to collect rent got to do with the steamer’s accident?”

“I’m just trying to establish his state of mind lately.”

Regina began to feel afraid for Monty.

“He’s also been seen swimming his horse across the river and … loitering on the other side of the river bank, in trees on your neighbours properties. Can you explain that?”

Regina paled. “Now that the pontoon has gone, everyone has to swim their horses and livestock across the river, so your question seems quite irrelevant.”

Constable Watkins thought Regina sounded overly defensive.

“You mentioned your son has had a lot on his mind lately. Can you be more specific?”

“Yes, of course.” Regina thought she had better be co-operative and helpful, to make it look like they had nothing to hide. “I’m sure you are aware that he dated Francesca Callaghan … Mason, before her marriage. He fell in love with her and his feelings weren’t reciprocated.”

She noted the glint in the young constable’s eyes and knew he was thinking Monty had a motive for trying to harm Neal Mason. “Frederick was very worried about him. He was so distraught that he felt he might … take his own life.” Tears welled in Regina’s eyes.

“Really?”

“Yes. Poor Frederick was worrying himself sick over Monty. I wouldn’t be surprised if that was what brought on his heart attack. I believe Monty realizes this and is blaming himself. He’s more distraught than ever.” She thought this would explain Monty’s disheveled state at the time of the constable’s first visit.

“This is a difficult question, Mrs. Radcliffe, but do you think Monty was so troubled over Francesca that he’d want to harm Neal Mason?”

“Monty? No. He isn’t that kind of man. Frederick was often frustrated by Monty’s gentleness. He couldn’t even kill a chicken. Now if Frederick had been in Monty’s shoes …”

The young constable frowned and Regina tried to appear panicked that she’d said too much. “You’ll have to excuse me, Constable Watkins, but I’m tired. I hardly slept last night,” she said.

“I’m almost done, Mrs. Radcliffe. “I have to ask, it is possible that your husband might have tried to help your son?”

Regina pretended to be startled that the young constable had happened upon the truth. “In what way?”

Constable Watkins squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. Regina knew exactly what he was thinking.

“Do you think he might have …?”

“Had someone plant explosives aboard the Lady Ophelia?” Regina finished for him.

“Yes, do you think that’s possible?”

Regina looked at the paperwork in front of her. “Frederick was a loving, gentle man, like Monty, constable, but if pushed to extremes, he could be ruthless, and he loved his son more than life itself. He was also especially fond of Francesca. He had hoped she and Monty would marry.” She smiled sadly. “Frederick would have cut off his right arm for Monty, so, although it pains me, I’d have to say yes. He could well have done something like that.”

Monty was in the living room, standing beside his father’s coffin. He could hear what his mother was saying and the pain in his chest was a knife through his heart. “I love you, dad,” he whispered. “I know I lost my way for a short while, and I’m sorry, but I cannot and will not dishonor your memory.” He laid his hand on his father’s hand, and tears welled in his eyes. Then he turned and went through to the library.

“That’s enough, mother,” Monty said from the doorway.

“Monty!” Regina said, getting to her feet. Her heart was racing. She prayed Monty wouldn’t say anything that would implicate him. Not now that she had deflected the suspicion that hung over him. She looked at him beseechingly, but Monty’s mind was set.

“I can’t allow you to blacken father’s good name. I won’t,” he said. “He’s lying in state in the living room and here you are accusing him of doing something I did. It’s not right.”

“Monty, don’t be foolish …” Regina said.

Constable Watkins got to his feet. “Something you did?” he said to Monty. “Are you taking responsibility for the explosion aboard the Lady Ophelia?”

“Of course he’s not. He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” Regina said. “For God’s sake, Monty, don’t do this. You’ve nothing to achieve.”

“Charge me with Neal Mason’s murder,” Monty said. “I put a log containing a piece of explosive into a wood pile that he picked up. I was insane with jealousy but that’s no excuse for being a coward.”

“I can’t charge you with Neal Mason’s murder, Mr. Radcliffe, because Neal Mason isn’t dead. He wasn’t aboard the Lady Ophelia when she exploded.”

Monty’s eyes widened. “Neal isn’t dead?”

“No, sir.”

Monty sagged to his knees with relief, and Regina sank to her chair, exhaling a deep, ragged breath.

“Then who … who was aboard the Ophelia?” Regina asked.

“We don’t know, Mrs. Radcliffe. But I suggest you call your lawyer.”

“What are you charging my son with?”

“For the time being, willful destruction of a steamer and the intent of endangering life. When we find out who was aboard the steamer, the charges will be upgraded to murder.”


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
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It was around midday when Francesca and Lizzie came out of the drapery store with an armful of packages. Joe had wanted to buy Lizzie new dresses – and he thought a distraction would be good for her and his daughter –, but he knew she wouldn’t have the confidence to go shopping alone if he gave her the money, and the townsfolk would have shown a lot of unwanted interest in them had he gone with her, so he asked Francesca to accompany her. At first Francesca was hesitant to leave Neal, but he assured her he just needed to rest, and that he would sleep while she was away. Lizzie, too, had reservations, but when she saw how happy the idea made Joe, she relented.

As the two women walked to High Street, Lizzie confessed to Francesca that she was terrified of being recognized. As they passed men on the sidewalk she’d drop her head or look at them in alarm, expecting them to say something to her.

“You have no idea how much you’ve changed, do you, Lizzie?” Francesca said. “You’ve gained weight, you wear your hair differently, and the dresses I’ve lent you are sure to be very different from what you used to wear at the bordello.” Francesca tactfully refrained from reminding Lizzie how terrible she used to look. She’d seen her on a handful of occasions when she worked at the bordello, and she had looked very different then. What stood out in Francesca’s mind was that she’d never seen Lizzie smiling. She now knew it was because she was so unhappy and constantly abused by Silas. But since she’d been living aboard the Marylou, she smiled often, bringing her eyes to life, and since she’d begun styling her hair and spending more time in the sun, which gave her skin a healthy colour, she looked younger. Gone was the rouge and garish lipstick that prostitutes wore and the result was a far more attractive woman.

“I know I look different; I feel it, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying that someone will recognize me,” Lizzie said. “I’ve been put down all my life, so it’s nothing new to me, but I’m afraid of embarrassing you, or Joseph.” Lizzie didn’t say that it would hurt her now more than ever, because she wanted to be thought of differently, thanks to Joe. “So often Silas told me I was a worthless …” she stopped herself short and blushed. “The way he treated me convinced me he was right. I can’t believe I endured it for so long, but that’s only because your father and Ned are so respectful. They’ve shown me a completely different way of life and that not all men see me as just a body to be used and abused.”

“Silas had no right to put you or anyone else down. Hold your head high, Lizzie. Not only because you are a good person, but because you deserve the chance of a happy life.”

Tears filled Lizzie’s eyes. “Giving me a refuge from that existence saved my life. You know that, don’t you, Francesca? I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you?”

“You already have, Lizzie. I know it was bitterly cold the night Neal was attacked. If the girls at the bordello hadn’t taken him in, he might have died. And if you hadn’t found him, I would still believe I’d lost the love of my life.” She placed her arm around Lizzie’s shoulder. “Now come on, let’s have some fun finding nice dresses for you.”

Gregory Pank and his assistant had showed no sign that they thought Lizzie was anyone other than a regular customer and being anonymous had given her the freedom to enjoy picking out new dresses and undergarments to wear, but she’d kept an eye open for male passersby or bordello customers who might have recognized her. She’d been beginning to imagine herself in a new life, one that included Joe, but she’d dared not speak openly to Francesca about it. She knew Francesca didn’t mind her friendship with Joe, but as far as anything else went, she was sure she’d strongly object.

“Your dad has been very generous towards me, and not just in giving me money to buy clothes. He’s been generous of spirit,” Lizzie said, as they headed back to the Marylou with her new clothes. She didn’t tell Francesca that Joe had asked her to stay aboard the Marylou permanently, or that he’d promised to always look after her.

“Dad has a good heart,” Francesca said. “It’s one of the things I love about him.”

Lizzie wanted to add that it was one of the things she loved about him, too, but she held her tongue.

As they went down High Street, stopping now and again to glance into shop windows, Francesca’s attention was caught by two men dismounting from their horses in front of the police station. One was a constable, possibly Constable Watkins who was unusually tall and thin, but the other, who was in manacles, looked oddly familiar. Even from a distance she could see he was a bit on the scruffy side, and yet there was no mistaking the dignity with which he held himself. It wasn’t until they got closer, and he turned to glance up the street before going into the station, that Francesca recognized Monty. Their gaze connected for the briefest of moments, but long enough for Francesca to see that Monty’s expression was bleak.

“That was Monty in handcuffs,” Francesca said to Lizzie. She was absolutely astonished. “What could he have done to get arrested?”

“Do you think it could have something to do with what happened to the Ophelia?” Lizzie said.

“Surely not,” Francesca said. The very idea was incomprehensible, and yet her heart was thudding wildly. “Look, Lizzie, I have to find out why he’s been arrested. Please tell dad I had to run an errand, but don’t say what it’s about. If Neal is awake, tell him I’ll be home soon.”

“Where are you going, Francesca?”

“I’m going to the police station. If I can’t find out anything I’ll go out to Derby Downs to see Regina. I want to offer her my condolences for losing Frederick, but I’ll also try and find out why Monty has been arrested.”

Francesca couldn’t get any information at the police station, as Monty was still being formerly questioned by the police magistrate, so she headed straight to the livery stables owned by the Radcliffes and asked Henry if she could borrow a carriage again. Soon she was on her way to Derby Downs. When she arrived, she found Regina sitting on the veranda, gazing at the river. She looked terrible, but that didn’t surprise Francesca.

“I’m very sorry about Frederick,” Francesca said, as she mounted the steps and glanced into the vestibule, where she saw Frederick’s empty wheelchair. It was very unsettling not to see him sitting in it, smiling at her.

“Thank you,” Regina whispered emotionally as Francesca sat beside her in a rattan chair. “Although I knew he had a bad heart, I never expected to lose him so soon. His death has taken me completely by surprise. I can barely stand being in the house. It’s as quiet as a cemetery.” Regina was thinking it was even worse since Monty had been taken away.

Francesca was about to ask how Monty was coping when Regina turned to her.

“I’m relieved Neal is alive,” she said.

Francesca was startled that she knew. She wondered who else knew, and if Neal was in danger. “How did you find out?”

Regina looked momentarily embarrassed. “A constable told me.”

“A constable?”

“Yes.” Regina looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “Monty has been arrested,” she said shakily.

A terrible suspicion grew inside Francesca. “May I ask what for?”

Regina looked at her, searching for the right words. Francesca noted the pain in her eyes and her heart sank. She knew what Regina was going to say even before she uttered the words. She’d had time to think about it on her journey, and although she hadn’t wanted to believe it, somehow it made sense. Yet she’d hoped and prayed she was wrong. She found she could barely breathe as Regina began to speak.

“He confessed …” Regina said, stumbling over the words as she searched for the strength to go on. Her eyes filled with tears and she clasped Francesca’s hand. “He admitted to putting a piece of explosive in a log that Neal loaded aboard the Lady Ophelia.”

Even though Francesca had been expecting Regina to say those very words, they were still devastating to hear. She stood up and walked to the edge of the veranda, trying to digest the shocking truth and catch her breath. She couldn’t understand how someone like Monty could plan such an act of violence. “I can’t believe Monty wanted to kill Neal,” she whispered, then gasped. “My God, he might have killed me too, had I been aboard.”

“No, Francesca. Even in a crazed, jealous state, he still thought about a way to get you off the Lady Ophelia.”

“But if I hadn’t been here, I would have been aboard the boat …” Suddenly Francesca understood. She had known that Regina had an agenda the night she invited her to dinner. Now it was clear what it had been. “You knew, didn’t you? That’s why you sent me an invitation to dine with you. You were conspiring with Monty.” Francesca reeled in shock.

“No. I hadn’t a clue, honestly. I thought he wanted a chance to talk to Neal alone – without you being present. I knew he was acting strangely but I never suspected he’d lost his mind. I would have stopped him, Francesca. You have to believe that. I could never condone him killing someone.”

Francesca took a deep breath. She felt Regina was telling the truth. “This is what comes of lying,” she said angrily. “He should have been told the truth, that I was his sister. Then none of this would have happened.”

“You know why I didn’t tell him, Francesca.”

“You were afraid of losing him, but isn’t that what’s happened anyway?”

Regina dabbed the tears that were spilling down her cheeks. “At least he hasn’t been charged with Neal’s murder,” she sobbed. “I really believe he regrets what he’s done. He seemed so relieved to find out Neal wasn’t aboard the Ophelia.”

Francesca went to her side. “What have they charged him with?”

“The willful damage of a steamer, and intent to endanger Neal’s life …”

“Though he didn’t murder Neal, he has killed someone else,” Francesca said quietly.

“I know. As soon as they find out who was at the helm …” Regina buried her face in a handkerchief, sobbing.

Francesca sat down beside her again and gently rubbed her back. She suddenly felt compassion for this devastated woman who’d lost her husband and seemingly her son as well within such a short time. So she changed the subject: “Silas Hepburn is missing, but the police suspect he’s absconded because of all the trouble he’s in.”

“Silas wouldn’t run off. He’s got too many business interests in town,” Regina said. “And I’m sure he believes he can buy his way out of any trouble.”

“There’s a warrant out for his arrest over missing funds and the liquor he had illegally stored at the mill. I don’t know if he was an official suspect for what happened to Neal’s boat. I did believe him guilty until you told me about …” Francesca’s voice trailed off. “But I’m sure Silas doesn’t want to go back to jail. Mike Finnion, the skipper of the Curlew, is also missing”, she added quickly.

Regina shook her head as if trying to clear her mind. It was incomprehensible that her son was responsible for someone losing their life. It was just too shocking to absorb. “Did Neal say he sent someone else to pick you up that night?”

“No, he didn’t know his boat had gone.”

“So it was stolen?”

“It must have been.”

“Where was Neal at the time?”

“Lying in an alley-way, almost losing his life,” Francesca said. “He’d been beaten with a lump of wood. He was attacked in the dark. He didn’t even see it coming.” For the first time Francesca considered the possibility that Monty had attacked Neal.

Regina read her mind. “I know what you are thinking Francesca, but Monty is not a violent man. He would never do something like that. Never.”

“How can you be so sure? He tried to blow Neal up on his boat.”

Regina hung her head in shame. “That’s why he couldn’t have been responsible for what happened to Neal in town.”

Francesca knew she was right. Neal obviously had more than one enemy – which brought back Silas as a culprit. He may not have been responsible for the explosion aboard the Lady Ophelia, but had he been the one to have Neal beaten up?

On the way back from Derby Downs, Francesca decided she would try to see Monty again. She had to talk to him, to sort her feelings out. One minute she felt pity for him, and the next she felt angry for what he’d tried to do to Neal. When she reached the police station, she was told he was in a holding cell out the back. She begged to see him for just a few minutes, but Constable Watkins was reluctant. It crossed his mind that she might try to harm Monty for trying to kill her husband.

“You are not armed, are you, Mrs. Mason?”

Francesca was shocked. “No, of course not.” She removed her coat and offered him her purse to search, but he declined. “I just want to understand why Neal did what he did, constable, that’s all,” she said.

Constable Watkins understood. In her shoes, he’d feel the same. “Mr. Radcliffe is waiting to see his lawyer who hasn’t yet arrived, and the police magistrate has nipped out for a short while, so I’ll let you see Mr. Radcliffe for just a few minutes, Mrs. Mason,” he said.

“Thank you,” Francesca said quietly, her nerves almost getting the better of her.

There were four cells on the far side of the courtyard. Three had a solid door with a peep-hole, but Monty had been placed in a cell that had a full door of bars, so that he could talk to his solicitor when he arrived. He was sitting on a wooden bench, with his elbows on his knees and his head hanging. It was clear his dignity as one of Echuca’s most upstanding citizens was shattered.

Upon seeing Monty so forlorn, Francesca’s anger evaporated. She couldn’t make sense of what he’d tried to do, but she couldn’t see him as a killer either. He was as much a victim as she was of his mother’s dishonesty and a tragic set of circumstances.

Monty lifted his head when he heard footsteps on the cobbled path. “What are you doing here?” he said. Francesca was startled by his coldness, but upon closer scrutiny she could see he was trying to contain his emotions. He was obviously embarrassed and dismayed that she had come to confront him.

“I’ve just come from Derby Downs, where your mother told me you confessed to trying to kill Neal,” Francesca said.

Monty dropped his head.

“Why, Monty? How could you think of doing something so terrible?” Francesca was frustrated that it had come to this, because if the truth had been known, she and Neal could have loved each other as brother and sister.

“My only defense is my love for you, Francesca. I was insane with jealousy when you married Neal Mason.”

“I told you there was no future for you and I. Killing Neal wouldn’t have changed that.”

“It could have.”

“No, Monty.”

“I know if you gave me a real chance …”

“Stop this, Monty. There can never be anything between us. Never!”

The way Monty was looking at Francesca convinced her he’d always believe otherwise. “All this could have been avoided,” she said furiously.

“I don’t see how. How could I have avoided falling in love with you?”

Francesca couldn’t take it anymore. She hadn’t come to the police station with the idea of telling Monty the truth. She hadn’t discussed it with Regina. But Monty deserved to know why she couldn’t return his romantic feelings towards her, and with Frederick gone, there was no possibility of hurting him.

“Monty, none of this would have happened if you had been told the truth about who I am,” she said.

“Who you are. What do you mean, Francesca?”

She took a deep breath. “I’m … your half sister,” she said.

Monty looked startled, and shook his head. “Of course you are not my half sister. Where did you get that silly notion?”

“It’s not a silly notion, Monty. It’s the truth. I was as shocked as you are now when I found out.”

Monty stared at Francesca in stunned silence. He couldn’t comprehend what she was telling him, but he could see she was earnest about it.

“I have a birthmark on the top of my leg. It’s a very distinct star shape. On the weekend I came to stay on Derby Downs, your mother saw it, and recognized it.”

“My mother … recognized it? How can that be?”

“If you remember, she locked herself in her room and wouldn’t come out. She was in shock. I didn’t know why at the time, but sometime later she told me the truth.”

“Truth? Which truth?” Monty couldn’t comprehend what he was hearing.

“That she is not only your mother, but also gave birth to me.”

“You are not making any sense, Francesca. Why would she tell you something like that, and not me?” Monty stood up and walked towards the bars of the cell.

“Your mother was afraid of losing your love, and hurting your father if she told you both that I was her daughter. I’m not going to go into the details. That is up to your mother, and she’ll be here soon, but once I learned that we were related, I had to stop seeing you.”

Monty’s expression became agonized. “Oh, God,” he said, falling against the bars.

“I’m so sorry, Monty. I’m sorry you’re hurt and shocked, but most of all I’m sorry you weren’t told the truth, because you wouldn’t be in the trouble you are now.”

“I’ll probably hang for my madness,” Monty said. “Oh, God, forgive me.”

Francesca eye’s welled with tears. She’d known Monty was distressed that they couldn’t have a relationship, but no one suspected he’d become so irrational. “If the judge knew the truth perhaps he’d be lenient, Monty. We have to cling to hope.”

Still leaning on the bars, Monty turned his head to look at her, and Francesca’s heart nearly broke. He was just a hollow shell of the man she’d met just a few short months ago. He’d been so warm, kind and happy, with his whole life ahead of him. She couldn’t help feeling she was partly to blame for destroying him.

“It should be me in there, not you, Monty,” a sad voice said suddenly from behind.

Francesca turned to find Regina behind her. She was looking at her son with tears streaming down her face.

Monty looked at his mother and then sat down again, with his head hanging.

Regina glanced at Francesca and tried to gather the nerve to tell her son how she had betrayed his father nearly eighteen years ago.

“I had to explain why I couldn’t return his romantic feelings. I’ll leave the rest up to you”, Francesca whispered.

Francesca left Regina standing outside Monty’s cell. She pitied her, but she pitied Monty more.

“Montgomery Radcliffe has been arrested,” Francesca told Ned, her father and Neal, when she got back to the Marylou. She noted the shock on Neal’s face. “He confessed to planting a piece of explosive in a log that you loaded aboard your boat.”

“Why would he do that?” Neal asked. He couldn’t take it in.

“He couldn’t accept that I had married you.”

“How do you know this?” Joe asked his daughter.

“I saw him being taken into the police station in handcuffs, so I went to see Regina. I wanted to give her my condolences for losing Frederick. She told me Monty had been acting very irrationally lately, but she didn’t suspect that he would ever do anything to harm anyone.”

Neal could see that Francesca was shaken. “So, whoever stole my boat is dead … and it should have been me.”

Francesca knelt beside his bed and put her head on his shoulder. “It’s tragic, Neal, but I thank God it wasn’t you.”

“We all do, Neal,” Joe said. “Don’t feel guilty. It’s not your fault that someone is dead.”

Monty listened in silence while Regina told him about how she’d had an affair through loneliness, and how she had given birth to Francesca on the river bank and set her afloat in a small tub. She tried hard to explain how desperate and frightened she had been, but she was sure Monty would never understand. Even so, she was utterly astonished by his reaction.

“I can’t believe you did that to your own child, but I know I couldn’t have had a better mother,” he said. “I love you enough to forgive you, and I’m sure father would have, too. It may have taken him some time, but he adored you, and we both know how fond of Francesca he was. He wouldn’t have turned his back on either of you.” The corner of Monty’s mouth pulled upwards. “I would have had a sister,” he said. “I would have liked that.”

Regina grasped the bars of his cage and cried. “Monty, I never believed that Frederick would have forgiven me. If I had, I would have told him the truth. You and your father meant the world to me. I was terrified of losing you both.”

Monty looked sad and weary. “Who was Francesca’s father?” he asked.

“That doesn’t matter.”

“I suppose it doesn’t to me, but does Francesca know?”

“Yes, but she’ll never acknowledge him. She thinks of Joe Callaghan as her real father, and she couldn’t do any better.”

Monty was astonished to hear his mother say those words. He knew this terrible experience had changed her. At least a tiny bit of good had come of it.

Ned found Francesca walking along the river bank at dusk. Neal was asleep and Joe and Lizzie were fishing off the back of the boat.

“Are you all right, Frannie girl?” Ned said as he came up behind her. He’d sensed she needed someone to talk to.

“No, Ned, but in time I’m sure I will be. I’m terribly worried about poor Monty.” Just the thought that he might hang was tearing her apart.

Ned had been thinking about things. He knew Francesca was shocked by what had happened, but he also knew her well enough to know that there was more to her distress. “Is Regina your real mother, Frannie?”

Francesca was startled he’d guessed the truth, but she nodded.

“So if Monty had known … he wouldn’t have tried to kill Neal.”

“Oh, Ned,” Francesca said, falling into his arms.

Ned’s heart broke for her. She was still so young and yet so much had happened in the short time she’d been home. He didn’t know how she was coping.

“You’ll be all right, Frannie girl. I’m sure of it. I know you feel sorry for Monty, but jealousy was no excuse for what he did. Even if Regina wasn’t your mother, it was still wrong.”

“I know, Ned. I just feel if he had known the truth …”

“Did Regina tell you who your father was?” Ned asked.

Francesca understood that Ned had to ask, but she could see he was afraid of what she’d tell him. “It was someone she had an affair with,” she said. The truth was just too awful to admit. “It doesn’t matter who it was, Ned. Joe Callaghan is my father, the only father I’ll ever want, and you’re my favourite uncle. That’s all that matters to me.” She hugged Ned.

“Will you tell Joe you know who your real mother is?” Ned asked.

“No,” Francesca whispered. “Regina and I will never have a relationship.”

Ned knew it was selfish, but he was relieved.

Looking over Ned’s shoulder, Francesca could see Joe sitting on the stern of the Marylou with Lizzie. She’d never felt so loved or so grateful for the life she’d had. She may have been set on a perilous course by a mother who didn’t want her, but she couldn’t have been more fortunate than to be rescued by Joe and Mary Callaghan, and their crewman, Ned Guilford. Francesca was sure she’d had a guardian angel watching over her that night on the river at Boora Boora.


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
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“I have to get out of bed,” Neal said, struggling into a sitting position. He groaned as his body protested and the hammering in his head reminded him that he’d been lying flat for more than two weeks.

“There is no hurry, Neal. Rest is what you need for the next week or so, at least,” Francesca said. “That’s what Dr. Carmichael said, and we have to follow his orders.”

“Silas Hepburn could be lurking somewhere, ready to pounce, which means you could be in danger. I’m no use to you or anyone else lying here.”

Francesca knew Neal was frustrated. “No one has seen him for more than two weeks, Neal, so I don’t know why you are worrying.”

“He could be plotting to kidnap you. I wouldn’t put it past him. Lying low is probably just a ploy to throw us all off guard.”

“You certainly have a fertile imagination, Neal,” Francesca said.

“Not without reason.”

Francesca couldn’t argue with that. She’d been worrying too, but hadn’t said anything. “Dad and Ned are keeping a close eye on me, so don’t worry.”

Neal sat up again, holding his left side, where his ribs hurt. His bruises were fading, but Francesca suspected he’d suffered some head aches and hadn’t said anything. He’d slept a lot over the past two weeks and she’d helped shave and bathe. It had brought them even closer, especially when he’d told her how much he longed to make love to her again. The sexual tension between them had at times been palpable. “I need some fresh air, Francesca. Will you help me get out on deck?”

Francesca frowned but she understood he’d been cooped up for what must seem like an age. “All right,” she said. “It is a lovely afternoon and the sun and fresh air might do you good.”

“I hope so,” he said, winking suggestively.

Neal gingerly stood up and Francesca helped him out into the sunshine, where he slumped into a chair. “You’re dad and Ned have been busy,” he said looking around him. They’d been painting and had replaced the ropes that made up the lower rungs on the railings around the decks and had done numerous other jobs that had been neglected for far too long.

“The Marylou is looking good, isn’t she?” Francesca replied. She immediately regretted being insensitive as she knew Neal was upset about losing the Lady Ophelia. “You can have another boat built as soon as your insurance money comes through,” she said.

Neal nodded. “I don’t know who I’ll get to build it, though. Ezra was the best.”

“You’ll find someone. Can I get you some tea?”

“I’d love a mug, thanks,” Neal said flatly.

Lizzie was in the galley, cooking.

“Something smells delicious,” Francesca said, as she went in to make Neal’s tea.

“I’ve got some chicken and mushroom pies in the oven.”

“Mmm. Wait till dad smells them. He’s still talking about the pies you made last week.”

Lizzie beamed with pleasure. She loved cooking for Joe, and Ned, too. They really appreciated whatever she made and she felt useful doing something. “It’s my way of repaying your father’s kindness,” she said, “and I really enjoy it.”

Francesca could see that Lizzie really did enjoy it, and she seemed to love living on the river. “Dad and Ned will never let you go if you keep cooking like this,” she said.

“I hope so,” Lizzie thought. Although she hadn’t been very domestic at the bordello, she thoroughly enjoyed doing housekeeping duties aboard the Marylou, like washing, cleaning and cooking. It also took some of the burden off Francesca, who spent most of her time looking after Neal. Getting out on deck in the sunshine was wonderful for Lizzie, too. Thinking back on all the glorious days she’d slept through now seemed surreal and such a waste of life.

Francesca made Neal a sandwich to have with his tea and then sat out on deck with him until he tired. When he went back to her father’s cabin for a nap, she went into town for a walk. She had hoped to run into Claude Mauston or Amos. She’d heard that Monty had been released on bail and had been ordered to stay on Derby Downs until the constabulary could work out who was on the Ophelia at the time of the explosion. She was hoping for some news of him, but she couldn’t bring herself to go out to Derby Downs. Her life was with Neal and she knew she had to stay out of Monty’s life, and Regina’s.

Francesca was walking past the Bridge Hotel when someone called out to her.

“Excuse me,” the woman said.

“Yes.”

“You’re Francesca Mason, aren’t you?”

The woman was standing in the doorway of the hotel, which had been closed for nearly three weeks.

“Yes,” Francesca said.

“I’m Henrietta Chapman, the former Mrs. Silas Hepburn,” the woman said coming towards her.

“Oh. How did you know who I was?”

“One of the hotel staff told me. I believe you were engaged to my ex-husband.”

Francesca was hesitant to reply. “Yes,” she said. “Very briefly.”

“That’s lucky for you,” Henrietta said, which took Francesca by surprise.

Henrietta was a robust woman. She had a handsome face which may have appeared more feminine if she hadn’t drawn her hair back tightly in a bun, which she had covered in a white cap. But there was something about her no nonsense manner that Francesca immediately liked.

“You’re obviously heading somewhere, but I was just about to have afternoon tea by myself. Would you care to join me?” Henrietta asked.

Francesca was surprised by the invitation. “I was only going for a walk … so that would be nice,” she said, feeling slightly nervous about why Henrietta wanted to have tea with her.

They entered the deserted dining room where Henrietta served tea from a pot that had just been made. “I want to apologize for any trouble my ex-husband may have caused you or your family,” Henrietta said, as they sat down and she uncovered a plate of biscuits and cake. “I’ve only been back in Echuca a few days, but I’ve heard so many rumours about the grief that man has caused members of the community in my absence. I can only assume, as your engagement to him was so brief, that he did something quite serious to hurt you.” Before Francesca could respond, Henrietta added, “You’re very young, but knowing Silas as I do, that’s not surprising.”

“It’s very decent of you to apologize for Silas,” Francesca said. “But you can’t be held accountable for what he’s done. I doubt anyone could influence him.”

“Lord knows I tried, but eventually I had to concede defeat and leave him. I’ve lived in Melbourne since then. I’ve been working at a women’s refuge in Malvern.”

“I went to school in Malvern,” Francesca said.

“Then you might know the Barnaby Street refuge?”

“I know Barnaby Street. It wasn’t far from my school.”

“What a coincidence. The refuge is always looking for help and they were very flexible about my children, luckily. You wouldn’t believe how many women and girls used the refuge. It’s very sad really. If I stay in Echuca, I’d like to set something similar up here. Women who are abandoned, or alone, and fall on hard times, quite often end up working in brothels. I’m sure they wouldn’t if they had somewhere else to go.”

“You are quite right,” Francesca said, thinking of Lizzie. She took a deep breath. “I have to be truthful, Henrietta, and tell you that I had no intention of marrying Silas.”

“Really? Then why did you become engaged to him?”

“I know it was deceitful, but I did it so that my father could pay Silas the money he owed him without having him sabotage any work he got.”

“I don’t understand. Why would Silas try to stop your father from working if he owed him money?”

“He did it because he wanted my father to be unable to pay the money back. So he could offer to cancel the loan if dad gave permission for him to marry me.”

Henrietta pursed her lips, and shook her head. “I see.”

“Dad turned down his offer, so Silas put pressure on him. When Dad got a job carting wood for Ezra Pickering, Silas forced Ezra to let him go by threatening to interfere with the boat building contracts he’d acquired. Ezra felt bad for putting dad off, so he suggested dad work for Dolan O’Shaunnessey. Soon afterwards Dolan had a bad accident and his yard had to close down. Then Ezra’s yard burned down.”

“You don’t believe Ezra’s and Dolan’s misfortunes were a coincidence, do you?”

“No, and dad doesn’t either. I said I would marry Silas so that no more innocent people got hurt and so dad could keep the Marylou.”

“Was Silas angry when you broke the engagement, assuming it was you?”

“I caught Silas kissing another woman, but I can assure you my heart wasn’t broken. Then dad received an inheritance, so he paid off the loan. Silas was livid, especially when I married another man. My husband’s boat, the Lady Ophelia, recently blew up. It had been stolen, but at the same time my husband was beaten up and left to die in alley-way.”

“How terrible. Is he all right?”

“He’s healing, slowly, but our hearts and minds won’t rest until we know what has happened to Silas.”

“His disappearance is a mystery, and out of character. He always liked to keep a close eye on his businesses.”

“Whoever stole my husband’s steamer didn’t know that Montgomery Radcliffe had placed explosives in a log of wood meant for the furnace. It seems likely the thief sent Neal a note to get him off the boat, and probably had him beaten up. Silas did make threats, although no one can believe he stole the Lady Ophelia because he didn’t know much about operating a steamer.”

“That’s true.”

“Mike Finnion is also missing. He was the skipper of the Curlew.”

“I know,” Henrietta said. “Everything is in limbo until we find out where Silas is. I want to re-open the hotels because the employees need the work. Without wages, their families are suffering. But apparently someone must be missing for seven years before they can be legally declared dead, which means I can’t inherit the hotels for seven years. I don’t know what to do. Even though I am capable of running a hotel, the Liquor Licensing Board has to agree. I know they are a stuffy lot, so it’s unlikely they’ll want to put a woman in charge. If I was the legal owner, it would be a different story. But I will attend a meeting and put my case forward.”

“I wish you the best of luck,” Francesca said.

“Thank you. Do you and your husband have a house in town?”

“No. We were living aboard the boat. Now we are living with my father aboard his steamer.”

“It must be cramped.”

“It certainly is, but we’re managing.”

“I’m sure you are, but it’s not the ideal situation for newly weds, is it? If you’d like to make use of one of the hotel’s apartments upstairs, you are more than welcome. They’re standing empty.”

“That’s very generous of you.”

“It’s the least I can do. You’d have to look after yourselves, though. I do have one cleaner come in just to keep the place respectable until I find out what’s going on, but that’s all.”

“I’ll speak to my husband, but he may be reluctant to take up your offer.”

“That’s all right. I understand. I just want you to know it’s there.”

“Thank you, Henrietta.”

Jimmy knocked on the door of 5 Humphries Street, where Mike Finnion had been boarding with a Mrs. Weatherby. The front door was open, so he could see through the screen door, up the wide hallway. The faint smell of fried onions drifted to him. A woman appeared from the kitchen at the far end of the hallway.

“Yes,” she called.

“Hello,” Jimmy called back.

“The room has been taken if that’s what you’re here for,” Mrs. Weatherby called.

“I just wanted to find out if you’ve heard from Mike Finnion?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Jimmy sensed she was being protective. “I’m worried about him.”

Mrs. Weatherby hobbled to the door, tut-tutting about her bunions.

“I told the copper’s I don’t know where he is,” she said, wiping her hands on a soiled apron.

“Please, if you know anything I’d be grateful if you’d tell me,” Jimmy said. He had to know if Mike was alive or dead. It would make all the difference to many lives.

Mrs. Weatherby seemed to be sizing Jimmy up. She thought he looked like a decent enough lad, and over the years, with close to a hundred boarders coming and going, she’d learnt to be a pretty good judge of character.

“When Mike disappeared he owed me a week’s rent,” she said.

Jimmy thought she was hinting that if he paid her, she’d tell him what he wanted to know.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have any money,” he said, genuinely disappointed.

“That’s all right. I received it in the post yesterday.”

Jimmy’s eyes widened. “Then Mike is alive?”

“I suppose it’s all right to tell you he’s in Melbourne, working on the docks.”

Jimmy sighed with relief. He was so glad Mike was alive. He was one of the good guys. “Thank you, Mrs. Weatherby,” he said. “You don’t know what a difference knowing he’s all right will make.”

“Glad to help,” she said, turning to hobble back up the hallway.

Jimmy now had to figure out what to do with the information he had. He knew if he implicated Silas in plotting to get Neal Mason off his steamer, then he might implicate himself. But he also knew that the staff of the Bridge Hotel were suffering, but more importantly, so were their families. He also knew if the hotels were sold, he’d be out of a home again, and he feared that the most.

Jimmy went to the wharf, where two constables were talking to Joe Callaghan and Neal Mason. Neal had just found out the company he’d insured his boat with were dithering about his claim. He thought part of the problem was because they hadn’t yet received a police report, and the police couldn’t issue one until they knew who was at the helm of the Lady Ophelia.

“You have to do something,” Neal said to the two constables. He was angry about the inaction on their part. “I’m the victim and I’m the one paying. How is that right?”

“I’m sorry,” Constable Watkins said.

“Montgomery Radcliffe owned up to planting an explosive in a log that I loaded aboard my steamer. That should be enough for you to issue a report to satisfy my insurance company.”

“I’m afraid it’s not,” Constable Philip Bennett said. “We have to find out who was at the helm of the boat to complete our report and we haven’t done that yet.”

“Perhaps I could help,” Jimmy said, approaching the two young constables.

“What do you know, Jimmy?” Joe said. He’d known Jimmy’s father quite well, and he knew that when he died, Henrietta Chapman had taken him in.

“I know Silas wrote the note that Neal received the night of the explosion,” Jimmy said.

“How do you know that?” Constable Watkins said.

“Because he delivered it,” Neal said, suddenly recognizing Jimmy. It had been dark and he’d only seen him briefly. He hadn’t been able to give the police much of a description, but seeing Jimmy again jogged his memory.

“That’s right,” Jimmy said. “Silas had me deliver the note. He wanted Mike Finnion to steal the Lady Ophelia, but Mike didn’t turn up. I’ve just found out he’s in Melbourne, working on the docks.”

“Is there proof of that?” Constable Watkins said.

“Yesterday his landlady received a letter containing the rent he owed when he left.”

“Do you know who stole the Lady Ophelia?” Constable Watkins asked.

Jimmy dropped his head. “Silas was furious when Mike didn’t show up,” he mumbled. “He knew Mr. Mason would return within a few minutes. I walked with him to the spot on the river bank when the Lady Ophelia was moored.” Jimmy shuffled uncomfortably. “Silas told me to go back to the hotel. I ran off, but when I looked back, he was going aboard the steamer. We haven’t seen him since.”

Constable Watkins turned to Joe and Neal. “It seems the mystery has been solved. The police magistrate will have to hear this lad’s story, but I think we can now complete our report.”

“Do you know if Silas had me beaten up?” Neal asked Jimmy.

The lad flushed. He was sure he’d already said too much to implicate himself.

“If you know, lad, I won’t hold you in any way responsible. I just need to know if I’ll have to keep looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life.”

“Silas did pop into the Star Hotel before we went down the river bank to where your boat was moored. He was only gone a couple of minutes. When he came out he was followed by two rough thugs, the types that get into the Star and fight with the wharfies. I hadn’t seen them before but they were quite drunk and looked like they were itching to tear someone apart. Silas spoke to them like he knew them. He handed them some money before they disappeared into the darkness.”

“Which way did they go?” Neal asked.

Jimmy pointed in the direction of the bordello.

“I haven’t seen them again,” Jimmy added. “I’m sure they weren’t from around here.”

As the two constables took Jimmy back to the police station, Joe and Neal looked at each other in silence for a few moments. The mystery had been solved, but it was a lot to take in.

Francesca and Lizzie joined them on deck.

“What did those constables want, Neal?” Francesca asked. She’d looked out of her cabin window in time to see them walking away.

“We were discussing their report about the Ophelia when a young lad came forward and told us what happened the night she exploded.”

Francesca was amazed. “Are you saying you know who stole your boat?”

“It was Silas,” Joe said.

“Silas? Then … he’s dead.”

“It looks that way.”

Francesca digested the news for a moment. “His evilness finally caught up with him,” she said.

“If he hadn’t stolen my boat, I would have been on it, and perhaps you, too, Francesca. In a strange way he saved our lives.”

“Don’t forget he tried to have you killed, Neal,” Joe said.

“I know it’s not up to us to judge, but perhaps he deserves what happened to him,” Ned said. He’d been listening in silence. “I believe we all get what we deserve,” he added. He looked at Francesca and she knew he was thinking of the night they found her on the river in a tub. Instead of Regina and Silas for parents, she’d gotten Mary and Joe. Fate had dealt her a good hand, and now it seems fate had saved her and Neal, and Silas got what he deserved.


CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
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“Teddy McIntyre has just been here,” Neal said, as Francesca had just told him of Henrietta Chapman’s offer. “He asked if I’d look after the P.S. Bunyip while he visits his daughter in Bunbury. Your father has been very generous in giving up his cabin, but he’s been sleeping on the floor long enough, so I said yes.”

“Oh. That’s all right, Neal. I told Henrietta you might not like the idea and she understood.”

“It’s not that I don’t appreciate her offering us accommodation, but I’d rather be on the river. You understand, don’t you, Francesca?”

Francesca vividly remembered Neal telling her that he could never live a conventional life, in a house. He’d also said he couldn’t imagine himself married, with a tribe of children.

“Yes, Neal. I remember you telling me that kind of life wasn’t for you.”

Neal suddenly looked unsure of himself. “Are you going to come with me?” he asked tentatively. He wasn’t sure what Francesca was going to do now that Silas was no longer a threat.

“Do you want me to?” she asked, her voice trembling ever so slightly.

“Yes,” he said, a little uncertainly. “I wondered if that was what you wanted. I know we only married to keep your father safe.” Neal felt awkward because Francesca didn’t know the truth.

When Francesca didn’t say anything, he said, “I have something to tell you.”

Francesca’s heart started to thud. She was sure Neal was going to say that now Silas wasn’t a threat there was no need to pretend they were still married. Even though the marriage hadn’t been legal, morally she felt she was his wife and she couldn’t face the idea of them not being together. “What is it?” she whispered.

“It’s about our marriage,” Neal said, but he was interrupted by Joe, calling Francesca.

“I’d better see what dad wants,” she said, relieved to have an excuse to hurry away.

“Neal told us about Teddy McIntyre asking him to look after the Bunyip, so Ned and I thought we’d take the Marylou down to Goolwa. It will give Elizabeth a chance to see a lot more of the river and we could do with a break. Is that all right with you, Frannie girl?”

“Of course, dad. It’s a wonderful idea.” Francesca knew that her father believed her marriage to Neal was real, so it was natural for him to assume she’d be going with Neal when he moved to the Bunyip. Looking into his happy, relaxed features, she didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth. It had seemed such a long, long time since she’d seen him smiling. “But how will you handle the Marylou with your bad arm, dad?”

“Elizabeth is going to steer her,” he said, smiling at Lizzie.

Francesca could see that Lizzie was really excited by the idea. “Perhaps you should go for your master’s certificate,” she suggested.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Joe said. He still felt terrible that Francesca hadn’t got hers yet and was afraid she could become jealous of Lizzie’s attempt to get her master’s as well.

Lizzie’s eyes widened in wonder. “Do you really think I could do it?” she said.

“Of course you could,” Joe said tentatively.

“You could do anything you wanted to do, Lizzie,” Francesca said. Joe was right: She felt slightly envious that Lizzie might get her master’s certificate before she did, but still happy for her.

Lizzie noted that something was wrong and she suspected Francesca didn’t like the idea of her taking her place aboard the Marylou. It made her even surer that she’d never accept a relationship between her and Joe.

Glancing at her father, Francesca said, “I’d better start packing my things because I’m sure you are eager to get underway.”

Joe also sensed something wasn’t quite right with Francesca. He suspected she’d miss him and Ned, and they’d miss her too, but she was married now, so they all had to get used to the idea of being apart, no matter how hard it was. “There’s no hurry, Frannie girl, but I’m sure you newly weds will be looking forward to some time alone.”

Francesca blushed, but not because her father thought she and Neal wanted some intimate time alone. She was thinking about how she’d handle it if Neal objected to her going with him. He’d said he wanted to discuss their marriage, so she was sure it was to tell her it was going to come to an end.

“Dad, Ned and Lizzie are taking the Marylou down to Goolwa,” Francesca said to Neal when she returned to the cabin. “He assumes I’ll be going with you when you move to the Bunyip.”

“Of course he would,” Neal said. He should have felt guilty for deceiving Joe, but it was Francesca he was deceiving. It was time to tell her the truth.

“I didn’t think the timing was right to tell him our marriage wasn’t real,” Francesca said.

“I have to talk to you about that,” Neal said.

Francesca panicked. “We can talk later, Neal. Dad is anxious to get underway, so I should pack my clothes.” Neal had nothing of his own to pack, since he’d lost all his worldly possessions aboard the Lady Ophelia.

Neal and Francesca spent nearly an hour packing her things, and then Joe and Ned moved the Marylou alongside the Bunyip, which was opposite the two hundred and ninety seven mile tree, on the Echuca township side of the river.

“We’ll see you in a couple of weeks,” Joe said. “While there is still some light left, we’ll make a start.”

A few minutes later, Francesca and Neal were waving goodbye to them.

“That’s it,” Neal said. “It just the two of us now.” He thought Francesca looked uneasy, and knew she was going to miss her family.”

“Yes,” Francesca said, suddenly feeling shy. “Are you hungry? I’ll make us something to eat.”

Neal wasn’t hungry, or not for food anyway, but he held his emotions in check. “Teddy said there was some bread and cheese in the larder, and a bottle of wine,” he said. “That will do for today, won’t it? We can shop tomorrow.”

“Yes, that’ll do nicely,” Francesca said, going into the forward cabin with Neal. She wasn’t hungry either. She was too nervous. It felt like their wedding night all over again.

The Bunyip was larger than the Marylou, and comfortably fitted out. While she’d been packing, Neal had told her that Teddy and his wife had raised three children aboard her, but Mavis had died a few years ago, and the children had grown up and had families of their own. Teddy was in his sixties and now spent more time traveling between his childrens’ homes, than working on the river. He told Neal the last time he’d gone away his boat had been ransacked, so he wouldn’t go away again unless someone he trusted stayed aboard. Knowing Neal had lost his boat, he thought the situation would suit them both and he was right. Neal had no idea when the insurance money would come through and he couldn’t start looking for someone to build him a new steamer until it did.

While she put her clothes away, Francesca could hear Neal in the galley. When she came back to the forward cabin, he’d lit candles and had cut the bread and cheese and was pouring two glasses of wine. The atmosphere made her heart race.

“I want to thank you for looking after me so well in the last few weeks,” he said handing her a glass of wine. “I’m sure I wasn’t the easiest patient …”

“You were in a lot of pain,” Francesca said shakily. “And I know how hard it was for you to be cooped up in a cabin for weeks on end.”

“The hardest part was being away from you all night,” Neal said. “I know we didn’t have long together alone on the Lady Ophelia, but I couldn’t stop thinking about those few days.”

“Neither could I,” Francesca admitted, taking a gulp of her wine. She was amazed Neal was talking this way when she thought he wanted to end their sham marriage. “When I thought you’d been killed …”

Neal cupped her face in his hands. “Lying in that alley-way, I thought I’d never see your beautiful face again.” He ran his thumb over her soft, full bottom lip. “Or kiss your lips …” He pulled Francesca into his arms and kissed her passionately, something he’d been longing to do. When his lips left hers, and he trailed warm kisses over her throat, she heard him say, “I ache for you.”

A thrill of excitement made her go weak at the knees. She wanted him, too, but she had to consider his health. “What about your injuries, Neal, your bruised ribs and …?”

“You are the best cure for what ails me,” he said, his eyes burning with desire.

A few moments later they were in a cabin, lying on the bed. Neal was slowly undressing Francesca. As his fingers deftly undid buttons and removed layers of clothing, he kissed her skin as it became exposed, sending tingling sensations coursing through her. It took all his willpower to hold back, and take it slow.

“I’ve never wanted a woman as much as I want you, Francesca,” he whispered. “I love you.”

Those three words, which she’d been longing to hear, meant so much to Francesca. Finally she felt everything was going to work out, and giving herself to Neal was so right because he was the man she loved. She was sure nothing could ever stand in the way of their happiness now.

“I love you, too,” she whispered. “More than you’ll ever know.”

They made love for most of the night, finally falling into an exhausted sleep in the small hours of the morning. When sunlight streaming into the cabin awoke Francesca, Neal wasn’t lying beside her. Glancing at a clock beside the bed, she was shocked to see it was almost lunch time. When she got up, she found Neal standing on the deck, looking over the river, which sparkled in the sunlight. He hadn’t combed his hair or shaved, and he looked sleepy, but all Francesca could think about was his passionate kisses. She sighed contentedly. She thought if every day was as perfect as this, she’d be happy for the rest of her life.

“Good morning,” she purred.

Neal turned to smile lazily at her. She was wearing a robe, and her dark hair was ruffled, but he thought she’d never looked more delectable. “It is, isn’t it?” he said, his smile becoming devilish as he gazed into her clear blue eyes. Francesca’s mind flashed back to the first time she’d seen him, when she’d pushed a wharfie into the river. He’d been smiling at her in exactly the same way. Her heart had been beating a hundred miles an hour then, too.

“I’ve cut some bread and cheese if you are hungry,” he said, drawing her into his arms.

“I am ravenous,” she said, snuggling close to him. His strong arms encircled her and she groaned with pleasure.

“I have a surprise for you,” Neal said against her hair.

“A surprise? What?”

“Teddy has a bathtub big enough for two.”

Francesca’s eyes lit up. “Where is it?”

“In the bathroom.”

“There’s a room … just for the bath?”

“Yes. Apparently Mavis used to put all the children in the tub together. I’ve been heating water and filling it for the past two hours. What do you say we try it out?”

“Yes, please,” Francesca laughed wickedly.

Neal led her inside. “There’s even a view of the river from the tub,” he said.

“Really!” Francesca said in amazement.

It was the middle of the afternoon when Neal and Francesca walked to town.

“Are you coming with me to the bakery?” Francesca said.

“No, I’ll pick up some meat,” Neal said.

“Shall I meet you at the butcher’s?”

“No,” Neal said quickly. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be, so I’ll meet you back at the Bunyip.” He planned to have a serious conversation with Francesca that afternoon. He should have done it the previous night, but he hadn’t wanted to spoil their first night alone in weeks. It had been selfish of him, and cowardly, but if she wanted to end their marriage, he wanted a memory to hold onto.

Francesca had the feeling something was wrong. Neal suddenly seemed so distracted. After purchasing two fresh loaves of bread, and some vegetables to make a stew, she headed back to the P.S. Bunyip. They’d come through the top end of High Street, past the burnt out mill, but she decided to walk back via the wharf. At the wharf she was stopped by John Henry. He’d heard that Joe had gone down to Goolwa, so he asked where she was staying. She was happily telling him about the P.S. Bunyip, when she glanced towards the bordello, and her mouth fell open. Were her eyes deceiving her? Was that Neal walking through the gate? She watched in disbelief as he knocked on the door and then went inside with his arm around a woman.

Francesca’s heart began to pound and she went hot and weak all over. It was all she could do to stop herself from vomiting. How could Neal make love to her nearly all night and then go to see a prostitute the next day? How could he cheapen what she had believed was something beautiful? She tried to tell herself he only wanted to thank the girls for taking care of him, but she knew he’d already returned to the bordello to do that. He didn’t need to do it again.

Mumbling an excuse to get away, Francesca turned back towards town. Tears were streaming down her face, almost blinding her. She was vaguely aware of John Henry calling after her, as she hurried towards the square.

Standing in the square crying, Francesca didn’t know where to turn. She wanted to run to her father and Ned, but they were gone. She was all alone. Glancing at the Bridge Hotel, she was reminded of Henrietta. Although the hotel was closed for business, the front door was open, so she went into the hallway. It was there that Henrietta found her crying.

“Francesca! What on earth is wrong?” she asked.

All Francesca could do was shake her head. She dropped the bread and vegetables she was carrying on the floor. Knowing something was terribly wrong, Henrietta took her upstairs to one of the apartments.

“Sit down, dear,” she said, producing a large handkerchief. “Is your father all right?”

Francesca couldn’t talk, but she nodded. Burying her face in the handkerchief, she sobbed. Henrietta guessed her distress had something to do with her husband, but she didn’t want to pry. “I’ll make a nice cup of hot tea. You just sit here,” she said. “You can stay as long as you want to, so make yourself comfortable.”

An hour later, Henrietta had managed to calm Francesca down.

“I don’t understand men at all,” Francesca wailed.

“You’re not the only one,” Henrietta said. “But sometimes things don’t look so bad when you’ve had time to think about them.” Henrietta knew this wasn’t always true, but she was sure Francesca and her husband had just had a silly spat. She was so young, not yet mature enough to remain composed if her husband had been insensitive.

“I have to get away from here,” Francesca said.

“You can stay here as long as you need to,” Henrietta said. “No one need know if it’s privacy you want.”

“No, Henrietta. I’m going to Melbourne on the train tonight.”

“Isn’t that a bit drastic, Francesca? You should give yourself time to think things over. I don’t know what happened between you and your husband, but if he made a silly, hurtful remark, he’ll probably apologize.”

Francesca began to cry again. “If only it was that simple.”

“Can you talk about it?”

“I saw him going into a bordello, Henrietta. There’s no excuse for that, and an apology won’t do. I can never forgive him. Our marriage is over.”

“Oh, dear,” Henrietta said. She was thinking of Silas. She had known he visited the brothels. It had been something she couldn’t abide, and it drove them apart, so she understood. “Do you have someone to go to in Melbourne?”

Francesca shook her head.

“Then where will you go?”

Francesca blinked and dabbed her tears. “I could go to the refuge you mentioned in Barnaby Street. I can earn my keep by working there. Once I’ve got my bearings, I’ll find a job and lodgings.” Francesca suddenly realized she had no money. “Can I be forward and ask you for a loan for my train fare, Henrietta?”

“Of course, dear.”

“As soon as I’m settled, I’ll send you the money. You have my word.”

When Neal got back to the P.S. Bunyip, he expected to find Francesca waiting for him. He was concerned but he really started to worry when darkness began to fall, and she still hadn’t got back. Borrowing one of Teddy’s coats, he went looking for her. He went all around town, and then down to the wharf. He asked the crew on steamers if any of them had seen her. The stoker from the P.S. Eliza Jane mentioned that she’d spoken to John Henry. Going aboard the P.S. Syrett, he called John Henry.

“I was told you spoke to Francesca today,” he said. “Do you know where she is?”

“I did see her this afternoon,” John said. He looked at Neal strangely.

“What’s wrong?” Neal said.

“I don’t like to tell a man his business, but you’ve got a beautiful, young wife, Neal. Why would you want to go to the bordello?”

Neal didn’t know what to say.

“Francesca was talking to me when she saw you going into Maggie’s. She became very distressed.”

“Oh, Hell,” Neal muttered. He was furious with himself for not talking to Francesca sooner. “Where did she go?”

“She headed towards the square.”

A few minutes later Neal stood in the square, trying to work out where Francesca might have gone to. He was thinking about it when he glanced at the Bridge Hotel, and remembered Henrietta’s offer. The front door of the hotel was locked, so he knocked, hard.

“Who is it?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Neal Mason. I’m looking for my wife, Francesca.”

“She’s not here,” Henrietta said.

He caught the displeasure in her tone, so he knew she’d seen Francesca. “Please open the door,” Neal said.

“I can’t do that,” Henrietta said.

“Please, Mrs. Hepburn.”

The door swung open and Henrietta glared at him. “I do not use that name anymore,” she hissed. “It’s Henrietta Chapman.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Chapman. Please tell me where Francesca is if you know. We’ve had a misunderstanding.”

“Is that what you call it?” Henrietta said, folding her arms and pursing her lips.

“Yes.” Neal looked uncomfortable. “I know she saw me going into a brothel, but it wasn’t for the reason she thinks.”

Henrietta raised her brows skeptically.

“I love Francesca. I will never want another woman as long as I live.”

Henrietta said nothing. She fixed Neal with a gaze cold enough to freeze water. She was thinking he was a very handsome man, and what a lovely couple he and Francesca made. It was just a pity he had to mess things up. But it was his loss.

“I’ve heard every excuse in the book for a man’s lustful ways, Mr. Mason, so you’d have to tell me a very inventive story to get a jot of sympathy from me.”

Neal could see that getting Henrietta to tell him Francesca’s whereabouts was going to be no easy feat. There was only one thing he could do. “Do you know where my wife is, Mrs. Chapman?”

“Perhaps,” Henrietta said in a challenging tone.

“Then may I come in?”

Henrietta didn’t budge.

“If you give me five minutes of your time, you may save my marriage and be instrumental in mending Francesca’s broken heart.”

“Are you sure about that, Mr. Mason?”

“As sure as I’m breathing.”


CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
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“Why didn’t you tell Francesca this?” Henrietta admonished.

“I was afraid of her reaction,” Neal admitted. “Even if she gives me the opportunity to explain now, I still might lose her.”

“That’s a chance you’ll have to take,” Henrietta said, not wanting him to get off too lightly. She thought men could sometimes be their own worst enemies.

“Please tell me where she is?” Neal begged.

A few moments later he was running towards the railway station. He could hear the whistle of the train blow as it prepared to depart for Melbourne, and his heart began to race. When he reached the station, the conductor was on the platform checking tickets held by last minute passengers who were boarding. Neal bustled them aside and leapt aboard one of the carriages.

“Hey,” the conductor shouted, coming after him. “Where’s your ticket?”

Neal dashed through the carriages, searching for Francesca. He could see another conductor running along the platform, following his progress through the windows and shouting at him, but he ignored him. He couldn’t let the train go with Francesca aboard.

When he opened the door to the last carriage, he saw Francesca huddled in a corner seat, crying. As he dashed towards her, he could hear the conductor’s footsteps behind him.

When Francesca saw him, her eyes widened in alarm. “Go away,” she hissed angrily. Other wide-eyed passengers turned to see who she was talking to.

With no time to waste, Neal scooped her into his arms and ran through the end door, and leapt onto the tracks to avoid the conductor on the platform.

“What are you doing?” Francesca said angrily. “Put me down.”

The conductor who’d been following Neal through the train carriages looked out of the open carriage door. “Are you all right, Miss?”

“She’s a Missus,” Neal shouted back. “My Missus.”

“No, I’m not,” Francesca said. “Can’t you see I’m being kidnapped?” she called to the conductor, thinking Neal had no right to become possessive of her. “Call a constable.”

“Francesca, please give me five minutes,” Neal said. “If you still want to leave, you can go on tomorrow’s train, and I won’t stop you. Please.”

Francesca glanced at the conductor, who was shaking his head after realizing they were having a lover’s tiff. “We have to go,” he said consulting his pocket watch. “Do you still want a constable?”

Francesca shook her head, and Neal sighed with relief.

“Nothing you can say will make any difference,” Francesca said, fighting tears. “So you are only postponing the inevitable.”

“You might be right,” Neal said, putting her down as the train pulled away. There was a cloud burst overhead and they were suddenly pelted with rain. Neal removed Teddy’s coat and put it around Francesca’s shoulders, and then lifted her onto the opposite platform. When he’d climbed up himself, he took her hand as they headed towards Esplanade Road. Francesca thought he would take her somewhere sheltered to talk so she was horrified when they approached the bordello gate and Neal pushed it open.

“I don’t want to go in there,” she said forcefully. She’d never felt so shamed. She didn’t dare look back at the street to see who was watching them.

Without a word, Neal led her up the path and knocked on the door.

“For Heaven’s sake, Neal,” Francesca said, fighting angry tears. “Let me go.” She tried to prize her hand from his, but he held her firmly.

“Trust me, Francesca. I won’t humiliate you.”

“Being here is humiliating me,” Francesca hissed, just as the door opened.

The smile on the woman’s face in the doorway faded when she saw Francesca and she gathered a robe around her. “Neal, I thought you were …” She bit her tongue. “It’s a slow night,” she admitted. “What are ye doing here?”

“Hello, Bridie. This is my wife, Francesca,” he said. He glanced at Francesca, who had closed her eyes, thinking she’d die of mortification.

Bridie recognized Francesca’s discomfort, but it had been a long time since she’d cared what people thought of her. “Good evening,” she said in a strong Irish accent. She frowned at Neal. “Did ya want to come in?” she asked, not understanding why he’d brought his wife with him.

“Yes. Is Gwendolyn awake?”

“I think so,” Bridie said, stepping aside.

Francesca tried to pull away. “I don’t want to meet your lover,” she hissed, but Neal tightened his grip on her hand and pulled her inside, while Bridie scowled at what she’d said. Francesca was aware of going down a dim corridor trailed by the sickly smell of cheap perfume. Open doors either side of the passage gave her glimpses of dimly lit bedrooms and scantily clad women, and her cheeks burned with embarrassment. It seemed in no time they were stepping out the back door into the rain, and going towards a separate room. Neal knocked on the door.

“Gwendolyn, it’s me,” he called, pulling the collar of his shirt up as rain trickled down his neck.

“I can’t believe you’d put me through meeting your lover,” Francesca hissed. “I thought I knew you, but I don’t know you at all if you’d do something this cruel to me.”

Neal turned his head to look at her. Even in the dark, Francesca could see his expression was pained. She didn’t understand him at all.

The door opened. “Neal,” a childish voice squealed. Francesca expected to see someone else in the room because the voice was completely at odds with the woman who threw her arms around his neck. She wanted to turn and flee, but Neal had a firm grip on her.

“Can we come in?” Neal said. “It’s raining, Gwennie.”

Gwennie giggled before stepping back into the room. Neal pulled Francesca in and closed the door behind him. His shirt was soaked and he was shivering, but Francesca’s attention was drawn to her surroundings. She was confused by the array of dolls she could see and barely aware that Neal was slipping a robe on their host who’d answered the door in a nightdress. The room looked like a child’s room. It flashed through Francesca’s mind that perhaps the woman who had opened the door was the mother of Neal’s child, although she really didn’t look like his type, whatever that was. She was stout in stature and her fair hair was tied back. She also wore glasses with thick lenses. Her face was rather flat, but her blue eyes sparkled.

“Gwendolyn, you remember I told you I had married a woman called Francesca,” Neal said slowly and articulately.

“Yes,” she said, anxiously playing with her fingers as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“I’ve brought her here to meet you,” Neal said. “This is Francesca, my wife.”

Francesca was confused about why Neal was speaking slowly and in very simple terms. She wondered if Gwendolyn was deaf and reading his lips.

Gwendolyn barely gave Francesca a glance. “Have you brought me a present, Neal?” she asked.

“I gave you a present earlier today, Gwennie. Aren’t you going to say hello to Francesca?”

The woman looked at Francesca with a coy expression on her face before throwing her arms around her and hugging her so tightly she could barely breathe.

“Gently, Gwennie,” Neal said, noting how startled Francesca was.

When Gwendolyn eventually let Francesca go, Neal turned to look at her. “Gwendolyn is my sister,” he said softly.

Francesca was dumbfounded. “Your sister!” That was the last thing she expected him to say.

“Yes. She lives here, don’t you, Gwennie?” Neal said.

“Yes, I do. I live here.”

“Gwennie cooks and cleans for the girls,” Neal added.

“I can make potato and onion soup. Do you like soup?”

“Yes,” Francesca stammered. She was beginning to notice that Gwendolyn was handicapped.  “And I wash the floors,” Gwendolyn said proudly. “The girls are my friends. They’re nice to me.”

“We have to go now, Gwennie,” Neal said. “We got caught in the rain so we have to change our clothes before we catch a cold. But I’ll see you tomorrow. Lock the door, won’t you?”

“Yes, Neal, see you tomorrow.” She smiled childishly. “Goodbye, Fran-ces-ca. Will you come tomorrow? I’ll show you all my dolls.”

“Yes,” Francesca said, stepping outside with Neal. She didn’t know what to think or say because she was in shock.

It was very dark, but it had stopped raining. Neal listened for Gwendolyn to slide the bolt on the door before he led Francesca through a back gate that could only be opened from the inside. It slammed locked behind them. He took Francesca’s arm and began walking towards the P.S. Bunyip.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Gwendolyn before,” Neal said. “I told myself I was waiting for the right time, but to be honest I was just putting it off. She’s the reason I visit the bordello, - the only reason. I know I’ve got a reputation as a ladies man, but I don’t go there to bed the girls. If you don’t believe me you can ask any of the girls, or Lizzie.”

“Neal, by not telling me the truth, you caused me so much pain and anguish.”

“I realize that now. In the beginning I didn’t think you cared enough to be hurt by what I did, but after we became intimate you had a right to know. I’m really sorry.”

“I can’t believe you let everyone think the worst of you.”

“Over the years it has become easier than having to explain about Gwendolyn.”

“Are you ashamed of her?”

“No. I love Gwennie, but people can be cruel.”

“Why is she living in a bordello, Neal?” Francesca thought it was the last place someone like Gwendolyn should be.

Neal looked uncomfortable. “My mother died nearly eleven years ago, and dad died soon afterwards. I hadn’t had the Ophelia very long, so I had a huge debt. I was working all day and half the night to pay off my loan. I wanted Gwennie to live with me aboard the steamer, but she was young at the time and absolutely terrified of the river. She’s in her twenties now, but the doctors say she still has the mental age of a twelve year old. She can’t understand about safety aboard the steamer. As she wouldn’t go near the water there was no chance I could teach her to swim, but even if I could have gotten her aboard, I’d be worrying all the time about her drowning or going near the boiler and I’d never get any work done. I tried to find her work and lodgings in town, but no one would take her on.”

“What about relatives, aunts or uncles?”

“We have no family in Australia. I wrote to a couple of aunt’s in England and Ireland, but they didn’t reply.”

“How did she come to be living out the back of a bordello?”

“Maggie and the girls used to see me taking Gwendolyn around town when I was trying to find her work or lodgings. They were curious and asked what I was doing. People always think the worst of them, but they’re lovely women with big hearts, just like Lizzie. They took sympathy on us and offered Gwennie the room she has and promised to keep an eye on her. In return she does chores for them. She does have a weak chest and suffers with coughs a lot, so I feel better knowing the girls are looking out for her. I know it’s unconventional, but it worked out well all round. The girls are tired during the day and Gwennie enjoys washing and cooking simple meals for them. She’s a bit slow, but dedicated, and Maggie keeps the men away from her. After dark she goes to her room and locks the door. She’s quite safe, but I still remind her every time I see her to lock the door just in case an intoxicated man wanders out the back.”

“Neal, I’m so sorry I thought the worst of you,” Francesca said. She felt ashamed of herself.

“It’s my own fault. I’ve never introduced anyone to Gwendolyn before. I never thought any woman would want to be involved with me because of my commitment to her. She’s also the reason I never wanted to marry or have children. My father always said there was a chance I’d produce a child like her, but doctors won’t confirm that one way or another. I love her, Francesca, but I saw what my parents went through. Gwennie’s too trusting and as you may have noticed, exuberantly affectionate sometimes. You have to watch her all the time because she has the innocent mind of a child. She was born when my mother thought she wouldn’t have any more children and my father wasn’t a well man. It’s cruel to say this, but I believe coping with her drove them to an early grave.”

“There’s no reason you should have a child like Gwendolyn, Neal, but even if you did, you’d love her. I’d love her, too.” Neal stopped and drew Francesca into his arms. “I don’t know what I did to deserve someone like you,” he said emotionally. “You’ve no idea how much I love you.”

Francesca could tell he was on the verge of breaking down. It had been an emotional night for both of them. For several moments they held each other.

“While I’m confessing all my sins, I have something else to tell you,” Neal said. “It’s about our marriage.”

“Neal, I know it isn’t real, but please don’t tell me you want to end it,” Francesca said, her eyes welling with tears again. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you, but I couldn’t bear to lose you now.”

Neal shook his head. “I’ve deceived you about something else,” he said. He didn’t want to lose her either, but he wanted everything out in the open. “There can’t be any more lies between us.”

Francesca blinked and unshed tears glistened on her lashes. She didn’t know what to think.

“Remember when I went to Moama to find a mate to pose as a minister for our wedding?”

She nodded.

“I couldn’t find him. Someone told me he’d gone to the goldfields.”

“I don’t understand,” Francesca said. “Was Jefferson Morris another mate, or an actor?” She’d been told about the theatre in Moama.

Neal took her left hand and looked at her wedding ring, shining in the dark. He remembered how he’d felt when he’d said his vows and placed it on her finger. It had been one of the most moving moments in his life. Although he’d always baulked at the thought of marriage, he never expected to lose his heart to someone like Francesca, and he’d meant every vow he made to her. “Jefferson Morris was a real minister,” he said. He looked into her eyes searchingly. “We’re legally man and wife, Francesca.”

Francesca gasped. “We’re really married?”

Neal nodded. He expected her to be angry. He certainly deserved it. “It was wrong of me not to tell you the truth on the day of our wedding. I know we both agreed that we were pretending to marry to save your father, but in my heart I felt there was something very special between us. I think you felt it, too, especially when we made love for the first time. I knew then that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, but telling you about Gwennie always weighed heavily on my mind. I think I was waiting until you had grown used to the idea of having me for a husband. The courts would understand that I tricked you, if you want our marriage annulled.”

“Annulled! Are you mad?” Francesca threw her arms around his neck and cried with happiness. She remembered how emotional Neal had been on their wedding day, and her heart swelled with joy.

“Does this mean you are not going to leave me?” Neal asked, laughing as he squeezed her.

“Just try and get rid of me.”

The next two weeks flew by. Neal and Francesca relished being alone aboard the Bunyip. It was like a real honeymoon. They drank wine in the bath tub, watching the sun set, or rise. Sometimes mist swirled over the river. Francesca loved the mist so she talked Neal into standing on deck with her with his arms around her. She felt like they were being cocooned in their own blissfully happy world. They made several trips to see Gwendolyn, who enjoyed Francesca’s company. When passers-by raised their brows at seeing them both knock on the bordello door, Francesca would laugh.

On one trip to town, Francesca popped in to see Henrietta, while Neal went to see the insurance company about his claim. Francesca wanted to thank Henrietta for telling Neal she was on the train, and return the money she’d borrowed. She also wanted to explain that her disagreement with Neal had all been a misunderstanding, but Henrietta admitted that Neal had told her the truth.

“I wouldn’t have told him where you were if he hadn’t,” she said haughtily, but then she smiled. She was pleased that Francesca was happy and told her she liked Neal and that he was one of the few men she’d come across that deserved a second chance.

Since Silas had been legally declared dead, Henrietta had inherited the hotels. She had been before the Liquor Licensing Board and they’d granted her hotelier’s license, so she’d re-opened the Steampacket and the Bridge Hotel. She also told Francesca that she’d had a meeting with Ezra Pickering, and had offered to financially back him if he wanted to start his business up again. He accepted her offer on the condition that they become partners, something he’d adamantly refused to do when Silas had made the same offer.

“That’s wonderful. Now Neal can hire him to build his new steamer,” Francesca said when Henrietta told her.

“I’m pleased to be putting Silas’s money to good use,” Henrietta laughed. They’d come to an agreement where Ezra could buy her out at any time for the initial sum she had invested. “I’m also opening a laundry and hiring women who would otherwise end up working in the brothels,” Henrietta said. “It will mainly serve the men working on the steamers,” she added. “And the women can stay in the rooms out the back for a nominal fee.”

“What a wonderful idea,” Francesca said. She knew how cramped it was on the steamers, so having someone to do the laundry was very practical.

The only downfall to Francesca’s happiness was that Monty had been arrested for Silas Hepburn’s murder, and was due to stand trial very soon. The talk around town was that he’d hang. She felt she should go and see Regina, but something held her back.

A day later, Francesca was shopping in town while Neal was working with a mate who was in a bind because his bargeman had injured himself. She wanted to buy some extra food as she was expecting her father, Ned and Lizzie back any day, and she intended to make a special ‘welcome home’ dinner for them. She was walking down High Street when she saw Amos Compton at the feed store. She couldn’t pass up the opportunity to enquire about Regina and Monty, so she took a deep breath, and made her way towards him.

“Good morning, Amos,” she said. He was loading bags of oats and chaff aboard a buggy.

“Good morning, Mrs. Mason,” he said flatly.

“How is Regina?”

Amos straightened up as much as he could. With his head tilted to one side, he said, “She’s not doing so well.”

“She’s sure to be worried sick about Monty,” Francesca said.

“Aye. After just losing her ‘usband, and with Monty in a cartload of trouble, she doesn’t know which way to turn. I’m real worried about ‘er.”

“Does she have many visitors?”

“They come, but she turns them away.”

“She needs friends to talk to.”

Amos nodded. “She barely eats enough to keep a grass ‘opper alive. Mabel says she don’t sleep much, either. She won’t let me get a doctor for ‘er. I don’t know what to do. If she keeps this up for much longer, she’ll surely die of a broken heart.”

Francesca came to a decision. “Are you going back to Derby Downs now?”

Amos nodded. “I try not to leave the house too long. If something goes wrong, Mabel will need me.”

“Can I come with you to Derby Downs, Amos? I don’t know what I can do, but it might help Regina if she has someone to talk to.”

Amos knew Regina thought of Francesca as someone special. He didn’t know why, but he thought if anyone could reach her, Francesca could. “Sure you can,” he said. “But don’t be disappointed if she turns you away.”

“Go inside,” Amos said, when they pulled up beside the front veranda of the house, which seemed eerily silent. “I’ll take the buggy round to the stables.”

Francesca opened the front door and called out to Regina, but there was no answer. The house seemed unusually cool and as quiet as a mausoleum. She went through to the living room where the curtains were drawn. She was met by Mabel who’d just come out of the kitchen. She looked surprised to see Francesca.

“Hello, Mabel. Why are the curtains drawn?”

“”Mrs. Radcliffe won’t allow me to open them.”

Francesca was very concerned about her state of mind. “Is she downstairs?”

“No. She’s in her room. She hasn’t been seeing visitors.”

“Amos told me. Will you tell her I’m here, Mabel?” Francesca said.

Mabel looked troubled. “I’ll tell her, but I doubt she’ll come down.”

“Perhaps I should just go up, Mabel. She won’t be sleeping, will she?”

Mabel shook her head. The lines of strain etched in her face made her look very tired. It was obvious she felt as burdened as Amos. “She hasn’t slept since Master Monty was arrested,” she said. “She paces all night. It’s heartbreaking.” A sob rose in her throat and she turned away so that Francesca wouldn’t see her tears.

Francesca knocked on Regina’s door, but there was no reply. She knocked again, this time more insistently.

“What is it, Mabel?” came a weary voice.

Francesca opened the door wide enough to see inside. “It’s me, mother,” she said. Her hand flew to her mouth. She hadn’t meant to call Regina ‘mother’. It had slipped out. “It’s Francesca,” she said in a louder voice, hoping Regina hadn’t heard her refer to her as her mother.

“Come in,” Regina said. She was reclining on her bed.

As Francesca approached she noticed how much weight she’d lost, and it shocked her. She looked ten years older. She was wearing a nightgown and a robe that was loosely tied and crumpled. Her hair, which was usually neatly coiffured, was loose around her shoulders and uncombed. The Regina she’d first met bore no resemblance to the woman she was looking at now.

Francesca sat down in a chair beside the bed. Regina turned away from her to gaze absently out of the windows again. Most of the curtains were closed except for one, which gave Regina a narrow view of the sky. Francesca could see she’d been crying over a long period of time. Her eyes were red and puffy.

“How are you doing?” Francesca asked gently.

“Not so well,” Regina said. “How about you?”

Francesca was surprised she asked. “I’m fine.” She almost felt guilty for being happy.

Regina flicked a glance at her, noting the glow that being in love had brought to her features. She knew without asking that she and Neal had worked out any problems they’d had because she looked more beautiful than ever, which only reminded her of her son’s pain. “What brings you out here?”

“I was worried about you?”

Regina was touched. “I wish it was me who was facing the gallows instead of my son,” she said, her eyes welling and her lips trembling.

“You can’t trade places with Monty, Regina. And it’s not your fault he did what he did.”

“Of course it is. If I’d told him you were my daughter, he wouldn’t have been jealous of your relationship with Neal.”

Francesca knew this was true. But she remembered what Ned had said. No matter how jealous Monty was, it didn’t give him the right to try and kill Neal. “Does he blame you?”

“No. He says he’s resigned to his fate, but I know he’s terrified.” Her voice had risen. “And so am I. I can’t bear the thought of him … being hung. It’s so unjust, Francesca. I know Silas didn’t deserve to die, but he was a terrible man, and Monty was such a good person. He is a good person. He just lost his mind for a short time.”

“Perhaps if his counsel explained the situation to the judge, he’d be lenient.”

“Silas was a conniving man, but he had standing in the community. Over the years he got close to some influential people, including Judge Gleeson. If he’s the judge at Monty’s trial, he’ll make an example of him, I know it. If Frederick was alive, he’d know what to do. He was well respected for all the right reasons. I miss him terribly.”

Francesca thought it was fortunate that Regina hadn’t shared her bedroom with Frederick for many years. At least his memory wasn’t everywhere in the room like it was downstairs.

“Every time I go downstairs, I keep hearing his wheelchair moving across the floor,” Regina said. It was just as if she’d read Francesca’s mind. She covered her ears with her hands. “The sound won’t stop.”

Francesca felt such pity for her but she knew only time would heal her pain. She moved to sit on the bed and put her arms around Regina while she cried on her shoulder. For the first time she felt like her daughter.

“I’d better get back to town,” Francesca said some time later.

Regina nodded and dried her tear stained face with a crumpled handkerchief. Francesca could see she didn’t want her to go, but she had to get back. She didn’t want Neal to know she’d visited Regina. He wouldn’t understand their ‘relationship.’

“I’ll pray for Monty,” Francesca said as she headed for the door.

Regina barely nodded, and turned away again despondently. Once such a dignified woman, she was now a sad and lonely figure.

“I don’t deserve to be called your mother,” Regina whispered.

Francesca stopped by the door and turned. Obviously Regina had heard her call her ‘mother.’ She was staring at the clouds through the open doors that led to the veranda. “And I don’t deserve a son like Monty.”

Francesca was worried she’d do something foolish. She glanced at the balcony, visualizing Regina jumping from it to her death. “You’ve made some mistakes, Regina, but everyone makes mistakes. I’ve forgiven you, and if Monty hasn’t yet, he will.”  Francesca hadn’t realized she’d forgiven Regina, until she said the very words. They felt so right.

“I wish he was angry with me, but he’s not. He even said he would have liked to have had a sister, and that he believed Frederick would have forgiven me. That makes this situation all the more heartbreaking, because if I’d had faith in my husband’s love, my son wouldn’t be facing the hang man’s noose.”

Tears welled in Francesca’s eyes. “We can’t turn back the clock,” she whispered hoarsely.

“No, we can’t,” Regina said. “But if I could, I’d do so many things differently.”


CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
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Claude Mauston drove Francesca back to town. She’d spent more time with Regina than she intended because she was so worried about her state of mind, but it was getting late, and she was concerned that Neal would find out where she’d been. She asked Claude to drop her in High Street instead of Esplanade Road, and alighted as soon as the carriage came to a standstill.

After working all day with his mate, Fred Cook, Neal had gone with him to the Orient Hotel in High Street for a quick drink. He wanted to get back to Francesca as soon as possible, but he accepted Fred’s suggestion because he wanted to purchase a nice bottle of wine for them to have that evening. He was coming out the hotel when he saw Francesca alight from the Radcliffes’ carriage and disappear down a lane way that led to Esplanade Road. Neal was so stunned that it wasn’t until after the carriage had pulled away, that he went after her.

Francesca was hurrying, and had reached the wharf before Neal caught sight of her. She was thrilled to see the Marylou tied up. As she hurried along the wharf, she waved to Ned, who was on deck.

“Francesca!” Neal called when he’d almost caught up with her. “Where have you been?”

Francesca was startled when she heard his voice, but she didn’t fail to notice that he sounded angry. “Neal,” she said breathlessly as she turned to face him. Her heart was racing as she could see Neal was indeed cross about something. It flashed through her mind that he might have seen her getting out of the Derby Downs carriage. “The Marylou is back,” she said, trying to divert his attention.

“Where’ve you been?” Neal repeated, as he glared at her.

“I …” She thought about making up an excuse, but quickly dismissed the idea. Neal deserved the truth. “I went to see Regina Radcliffe,” she said. “I’ve been very worried about her and …”

Neal interrupted her. “Is it Regina, or Monty, you are so worried about?”

Francesca stared at him wide eyed. “Regina, but I’m also concerned for Monty,” she said.

Neal fumed. “Are you forgetting he tried to kill me, Francesca?”

“Of course not …”

“It seems you are. Regina plotted with him to get you off the Lady Ophelia so that he could blow me up, and here you are running over there to find out if they are all right.”

“It’s a tragic situation, Neal.”

“It certainly could have been.”

“Regina has just lost her husband and now Monty has been arrested and he might hang …”

“Would you feel so sorry for them if I’d been blown into a million pieces?” Neal growled. He was angrier than he’d ever been.

“You obviously think I’m being disloyal, Neal, but I’m not. I love you, you know that.”

“I’m not so sure,” Neal snapped, and strode off.

Francesca stood staring at his retreating figure with tears welling in her eyes. When she glanced at the Marylou, Ned was watching her with a sad expression on his face. He’d heard what Neal had said.

By the time Francesca got aboard the Marylou, Joe and Lizzie had appeared, so Ned was reluctant to say anything.

“Francesca!” Joe exclaimed, embracing her. “It’s wonderful to see you.”

“Hello, dad, Lizzie. Did you have a good time?” Francesca tried to put on a brave face even though her heart was breaking.

“Wonderful, and we caught bucket loads of fish. Elizabeth is a real professional now. She can out fish me.” He winked at Lizzie who smiled coyly. “I doubt you missed us, though,” he said meaningfully.

“Of course I did,” Francesca said, averting her gaze so that her father wouldn’t see how upset she was. He misconstrued her discomfort for embarrassment, but she thought he’d never looked happier, and Lizzie also had a glow about her. The trip had obviously done them all the world of good.

“Where’s Neal?” Joe asked.

“He worked with Fred Cook today, but he’s probably back at the Bunyip by now. I’d better go dad, but I’ll see you tomorrow.” The welcome home dinner she’d planned had gone right out her head.

“We’ll look forward to it,” Joe said, kissing her cheek. He was disappointed he would not see her later, but understood that young lovers couldn’t bear to be apart for long.

Joe and Ned went to the galley, but Lizzie climbed onto the wharf and ran after Francesca. She’d made up her mind to tell her about her relationship with Joe, which had progressed while they’d been away. Joe hadn’t mentioned that he was going to say anything, but Lizzie felt she wanted to broach the subject with Francesca first. If she thought Francesca couldn’t accept a relationship between them, then she’d made up her mind what she was going to do.

“Francesca,” Lizzie called. “Can you wait a moment? I want to discuss something with you,” she said. Her heart was racing and her mouth was dry with fear.

“I can’t stop, Lizzie,” Francesca said in a slightly irritated fashion. She was desperate to get to Neal. “I have to go.” She hurried on.

Lizzie was taken aback and stood staring at her retreating figure. She thought Francesca knew what she was going to say and she didn’t like the idea. She felt wounded and rejected, emotions that were all too familiar, but feeling like a fool was far worse. How could she have ever thought her life could be different, or better?

It was getting dark when Francesca reached the Bunyip and she was alarmed because there were no lamps burning aboard. The steamer was deserted. She called Neal and searched along the river bank, but he was nowhere to be found.

Francesca waited aboard the steamer for an hour, but Neal didn’t show up, so she went back to the Marylou. Her father was very surprised to see her and alarmed to see she’d been crying.

“What’s wrong, Francesca?” He’d been having a cup of tea in the galley with Lizzie and Ned.

Lizzie stood up. “Excuse me,” she said. “I have a headache, so I’m going to bed.”

Joe was confused because Lizzie hadn’t mentioned having a headache. “Are you all right, Elizabeth?”

“Yes, I just need a good night’s sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night,” Joe said smiling at her. When she’d gone he turned to his daughter. “Now what’s wrong, Francesca?”

“I don’t know where Neal is,” Francesca said.

Joe didn’t know what to think. “Have you had a disagreement about something?”

Francesca dropped her head. “He knows I went out to Derby Downs today, and he’s angry,” she said.

“Oh,” Joe said. He understood why Neal would be upset. “You can’t be surprised, Francesca. After all, Monty tried to kill him.”

“I know, dad, but Regina has just lost her husband, and she’s terribly upset about Monty. I saw Amos Compton in town yesterday and he said that he and Mabel were very concerned about her. To be honest, so am I. I’m afraid she might do something foolish, like harm herself.”

“Regina is not your concern, Francesca. You’ve always been compassionate, and that’s not a bad thing, but you have to draw a line where the Radcliffes are concerned. No one would find it difficult to understand why Neal is upset. Not only did Monty try to kill him, but he courted you …”

“There’s no reason for Neal to think I have feelings for Monty.”

“After what he’s been through, he probably doesn’t know what to make of anything, Francesca. Having not one, but two people trying to kill you would be enough to unsettle anyone.”

“But my feelings for Monty are not romantic.”

“I’m sure that’s difficult for your husband to understand.”

Francesca realized her father was right. She’d been insensitive. “Can I stay aboard the Marylou, tonight, dad?” She’d try to find Neal tomorrow and make him understand that she had no romantic feelings towards Monty.

“Of course, Francesca,” Joe said. “But try not to wake Elizabeth.” Now that he thought about it, she had been behaving oddly. “She hasn’t been quite herself for most of the day.”

“Perhaps it’s coming back to Echuca,” Francesca suggested.

“You could be right. She did enjoy being away.” She’d been like a rose blossoming, Joe thought. Just remembering how much she had enjoyed herself brought a smile to his face. Just thinking about the first time he’d kissed her made his heart beat faster. They’d both been so nervous and awkward, but it had felt so right. When their kisses became passionate, and they made love, they both cried tears of happiness. It had been a very special and moving moment, especially for Lizzie. She’d cried so much, Joe had become worried, but she’d assured him she’d just been overwhelmed with joy.

“There are plenty of spare blankets aboard so I’ll sleep right here on this seat,” Francesca said.

“Lizzie won’t mind if you slip in beside her,” Joe said in concern. He was sure sleeping on a bench wouldn’t be very comfortable. It was padded, and long, but even so.

“No, I’ll be fine. If Lizzie has a headache, I don’t want to disturb her.”   The next morning, Francesca and Ned were the first one’s up. As they’d often done, they stood side by side at the railing on deck, having a mug of tea. A light breeze was blowing, but the sun glistened on the surface of the river, chasing away the dark shadows of night. The sun couldn’t chase away Francesca’s fears, though. She had hardly slept, worrying if Neal would ever forgive her.

“You didn’t sleep, did you, Frannie girl?” Ned said, looking at the dark circles around her eyes.

Francesca shook her head.

“I don’t think Neal is going to understand about your visit to Derby Downs unless you tell him that Regina is your real mother,” Ned said.

Francesca had been thinking about it all night. She’d made up her mind some time ago that the less people who knew the truth about her parents, the better. Besides, Neal would probably not understand why she had kept a secret from him, especially after he’d said there should be no more lies between them. “I’m not sure, Ned,” she said. “The more people who know, the more likely it is that dad will be hurt. I can’t let that happen.”

“I understand that you want to protect Joe, Fran, but Neal is your husband. That gives him the right to know. If you don’t tell him, he’s always going to think you have feelings for Monty, and it’s those feelings that draw you to Regina.”

Francesca thought about it for a few moments. “You’re right, Ned. I wouldn’t know what I’d do without you.”

“That’s something you’ll never have to worry about,” Ned said smiling.

Francesca smiled too, and put her arms around him. She knew she had to treasure these moments with Ned, because he was getting on in years. She prayed they’d have many more special moments to come.

When Francesca got back to the Bunyip, she found Neal sitting by himself on the stern of the boat, deep in thought. She noted he was still wearing the work clothes he’d worn the day before, so she knew he hadn’t been to bed. He barely glanced at her when she sat down beside him, but the look on his face almost broke her heart. It was obvious he felt betrayed.

Francesca wanted to ask where he’d been all night, but she knew she had no right. She had to explain herself first.

“Neal, I know you are angry with me,” she said.

“I’m disappointed, Francesca. Monty tried to kill me, and yet you are worried about him.”

“Yes, I am. But not for the reason you think, Neal.”

Neal turned to her, frowning. “What do you mean?” He’d been walking all night, thinking about what he’d do if she said she had unresolved feelings for Monty. He didn’t know how he’d cope.

Fran took a deep breath. “Monty is my brother, my half-brother actually.”

“What?” He leapt to his feet. “How can that be?”

“Regina Radcliffe is my real mother,” Francesca whispered.

Neal sat down again, his expression blank with shock.

“It was a secret I was going to keep, to protect my father,” Francesca said. “He doesn’t know the truth, and I don’t want him to, ever.”

Neal’s shock turned to confusion. Had Joe had an affair with Regina? “How long have you known?” he asked.

“I found out after I became engaged to Silas.”

“How?”

“Regina told me.”

Neal still didn’t understand, so Francesca began by telling him what Ned had told her, about how she was found on the river.

“Regina gave birth to me at Boora Boora and set me afloat on the river in a small bath tub.”

Neal’s mouth dropped open in utter disbelief.

“It was a moonlit night and Ned had been sleeping on the river bank nearby. He heard Regina’s cries as she delivered me, and then saw a small tub floating on the river. When he heard the sound of a baby crying, he knew I was inside the tub. He and the Callaghans rescued me.”

“My God, Francesca,” Neal said, pulling her close. “You could have …” He stopped himself from saying she could easily have been drowned. It was too shocking to think about.

“I know, Neal. If they hadn’t found me so quickly, I probably wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation with you.”

Neal found the thought of her at the mercy of the river too painful to think about. “Did Regina know the Callaghans and Ned rescued you?”

“No, she only realized I was her daughter when I stayed the weekend on Derby Downs. I was trying on gowns, and she saw the birthmark on my leg. As you know it’s a very distinctive shape. As soon as she asked when my birthday was, her worst nightmare was confirmed. I was back in her life and her son was falling in love with me. She had no intention of telling me the truth, or Monty, but she didn’t want him to see me anymore so she set about discrediting my name in the hope that he’d no longer be interested.”

“Why did she tell you after you became engaged to Silas? Surely your engagement to him would have served her purpose well.”

Francesca lowered her gaze. “I’m going to tell you something that only Regina and I know, Neal. You’re my husband so you should know the truth, but you have to promise me it will stay between us.”

“You have my word.”

“You may not feel the same way about me once you know the truth.” Her voice shook.

“I will always love you, Francesca.” He took her hand in his and squeezed it. “Nothing will change that.”

His words gave Francesca the courage she needed. “Silas Hepburn was my father.”

Neal looked visibly shocked.

“That’s why Regina had to tell me the truth. She thought I was going to marry my father.”

Neal shook his head. “I … don’t know what to say, Francesca.”

“I know it’s horrible. Of all men … why him?”

“What could someone like Regina have seen in Silas?”

“She told me he wasn’t always a detestable man.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Apparently he was quite charming at the time of their affair.”

“Did she tell him she was carrying his child?”

“No, and for that I’m grateful. She ended the affair because she still loved Frederick, and then she realized she was pregnant. Frederick had been away for months, so there was no chance she could fob me off as his, so she had to get rid of me in a way that no one would find out where I came from. I believe it was soon afterwards that Frederick had his accident, but Regina truly believed he wasn’t a forgiving man when it came to betrayal. There’s no denying what she did was very wrong, but she was terrified of losing Frederick and Monty.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t her reputation she was worried about?”

“I’m sure she was very worried about damaging her good name, and that was the hardest part to accept. But I’ve forgiven her, Neal. The only tragic part is if Monty had known, he wouldn’t have tried to kill you, and he wouldn’t now be facing the hang man’s noose.”

“Maybe not, Francesca. But committing murder is not the way to go if the woman you love marries someone else. I can’t forgive him for that and I can’t believe you would, either.”

Francesca understood how Neal felt. “I feel I played a part in something that has turned out so tragic. It’s been a lot to deal with, Neal. I just need to know you understand why I went to see Regina.”

Neal nodded, but he looked troubled. “I won’t understand if you go and see Monty, Francesca. Promise me you won’t do that?”

Francesca nodded and Neal pulled her into his arms again.

The next day Francesca went to see her father, Ned and Lizzie, but when she got there, her father looked upset.

“What’s wrong, dad?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Joe snapped and went up to the wheelhouse.

She glanced at Ned in confusion. “What’s wrong with dad?” She knew it was his way to busy himself when he couldn’t express his feelings. He’d always been the same.

Ned led her into the galley and shut the door. He poured them both a mug of tea and sat down. “I’m not sure why, but Lizzie has gone. I heard her say she’s going to work in the laundry that Henrietta Chapman has set up.”

“Has she got that running already?” Henrietta was full of surprises. It seemed she was every bit as astute as Silas had been when it came to business, but thankfully she lacked his ruthlessness.

“Yes, she leased the old wool shed at the far end of Esplanade Road, and bought a boiler from a steamer wreck that’s being salvaged, and several troughs. I think she’s already got half a dozen women working there. Lizzie found out about it when Henrietta had notices printed and dropped off to all the steamers at the wharf, advertising the laundry service.”

“I thought Lizzie was happy living and working aboard the Marylou,” Francesca said.

“She was very happy. I think that’s the problem.”

“I don’t understand, Ned.”

“Lizzie and Joe have become very close.”

“Why is that a problem?” Francesca asked innocently.

Ned raised his brows and Francesca’s eyes widened. “Are you suggesting …”

“Yes. They have serious feelings for each other.”

Francesca gasped. “Romantic feelings?”

“Yes,” Ned said.

“Dad … and Lizzie?”

“Yes. They were quite close before we went down to Goolwa, but I believe their relationship has now developed.”

“Dad … and Lizzie,” Francesca repeated. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed. “Why didn’t dad or Lizzie tell me?”

“You know your father. He wouldn’t discuss something like that, not even with me. He’d think it’s no one’s business but his own. As for Lizzie, I think I understand why she wouldn’t tell you.”

“Why?”

“She’d think you wouldn’t approve because of her past.”

Francesca hadn’t had time to think about how she felt. So instead she asked: “How do you feel about it, Ned? It’s been just the two of you for so many years.”

“You make us sound like a couple of old fuddy-duddy’s.”

Francesca smiled. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do. To be honest, I’m pleased, Fran. I’m much older than your dad, so it stands to reason that one day he’d be left on his own.”

“Ned, don’t say that.”

“It’s reality, Frannie girl. But don’t worry, I’ve got a few years left, so I’ll be around for a while yet. For some time now I’ve been hoping your dad would meet someone who loved him as much as your mother did.”

“And you think Lizzie is that woman?”

“Yes, I do.”

Francesca found the new laundry easily enough, and sure enough Lizzie was at one of the troughs, scrubbing someone’s laundry on a wash board. Even though it wasn’t a particularly warm day, perspiration was forming on her brow. There were five other troughs with women working at them, and a huge boiler between them. A man was chopping wood and adding it to the furnace. Heat from the furnace made the old wool shed very hot.

“If you scrub any harder, you’ll wear holes in your knuckles,” Francesca said to Lizzie, who looked up in surprise to find her standing opposite her.

It was obvious she didn’t know what to say.

“May I talk to you outside?” Francesca asked.

“I have to finish this laundry before ten o’clock,” Lizzie said, wiping her brow with the back of her arm.

“This won’t take long,” Francesca said.

Lizzie dropped the carbolic soap in the trough and followed Francesca out into the morning sunshine.

For a moment the two women stood looking at each other. Francesca still couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed that Lizzie and her father had romantic feelings for each other.

“I’m sorry I was terse with you yesterday evening, Lizzie. I’d had a misunderstanding with Neal and I was eager to clear it up.”

“That’s all right,” Lizzie said, but Francesca could see how much she’d hurt her.

“What did you want to talk to me about?”

“I’ve forgotten,” Lizzie mumbled. “It wasn’t important.”

Francesca knew she was lying. “May I ask why you left the Marylou, Lizzie? I thought you were happy with dad and Ned.”

Lizzie dropped her head. “I was, Francesca, but I couldn’t stay indefinitely. You’re dad was kind enough to let me stay aboard when I needed somewhere safe. I couldn’t keep taking advantage of his hospitality.”

Francesca understood how proud Lizzie was. Any other woman who’d led the life she had wouldn’t have had a problem being kept by a man, even if he wasn’t her husband. But Lizzie was different. “You weren’t, Lizzie. Even though you didn’t have to, you were cooking and cleaning, so you were earning your keep.”

Lizzie looked out over the river, and felt sad because she’d come to love it as much as Joe did. She could barely face life without him, knowing it would be so empty, even worse than it had been before she knew what happiness was.

“I thought you liked living on the river, Lizzie,” Francesca said. “Surely it’s better than working all day in a laundry. The perspiration is pouring off you, and it’s not summer yet.”

“I loved living on the river, but it was time to move on, and I don’t mind working hard.”

Francesca could see that Lizzie wasn’t going to divulge her feelings voluntarily. “Lizzie, my dad is broken-hearted because you left. I think he loves you,” she said.

Lizzie flushed crimson to the roots of her hair. “I’m sorry, Francesca. I never meant to embarrass you.”

“Embarrass me! What are you talking about, Lizzie?”

“I don’t blame you for not wanting someone who used to be a prostitute with your dad. It’s perfectly understandable.”

“I never said that, Lizzie. I didn’t realize that you and dad were falling in love, but that doesn’t mean I disapprove. I have noticed how happy dad’s been in the last few weeks, and if that’s because of you, then I’m in your debt.”

Lizzie was relieved, but she knew Francesca was a generous spirit. “It’s just not that simple. I’m afraid if I give my heart to your wonderful father, he’s going to wake up one day and change his mind, especially if his mates are sniggering behind his back.”

“You should understand that dad doesn’t give a hoot what people think of him. He never has.”

“Joe treats me as if I’m just an ordinary woman,” Lizzie said, shaking her head as if she couldn’t understand how he could do so.

“You’re not ordinary to dad. You’re very special.”

“You don’t understand, Francesca. I was beaten and raped as a child. The brutality was so bad it left me barren. And you know what Silas was like. I’ve always thought I deserved no better than the way he treated me.”

“But you were wrong, Lizzie. I thought you realized that. If my dad loves you, and it seems he does, and you love him, grasp your chance for happiness with both hands. Don’t let it go.”

Lizzie’s eyes welled with tears. “Do you mean that, Francesca?”

“Of course I do. You make the perfect best friend, so I have no doubt that you’ll make the perfect step-mother.”

“Step-mother!” Lizzie looked incredulous before she threw her arms around Francesca. “You don’t know how happy you’ve made me,” she was crying and laughing at the same time.

“Not half as happy as my father will be to have you in his life permanently,” Francesca said. “Now let’s get you back to the Marylou.”

“What about the laundry I have to do?” Lizzie said, wiping her tears away.

“I’ll explain everything to Henrietta. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

Joe was standing on the stern of the Marylou, staring out at the water, when Francesca brought Lizzie aboard. Francesca’s mind flashed back to her childhood because he looked as lost as he had when her mother had died.

“Look who I’ve found,” Francesca said. She had her arm around Lizzie’s shoulders.

Joe turned. “Elizabeth,” he said. It was obvious he was daring to hope she’d returned for good. The look on his face told Francesca all she needed to know. He loved Lizzie with all his heart. She must have been blind not to have seen it before.

“I’ve done my bit now, dad, so make an honest woman of Elizabeth. I can’t have my father living in sin. The shame would be unbearable.”

Joe’s Irish indignation came to the fore. “I don’t care what …” he stopped short when he noticed Francesca and Lizzie were laughing at him. “If she’ll have me, that’s just what I’ll do,” he said.

Lizzie burst into tears and ran into his open arms.

“Francesca,” Ned called from the bow of the boat. “There’s someone here to see you.”

Leaving Joe and Lizzie making plans, Francesca went to see who it was.

She returned a few minutes later without Ned, who had stopped to chat with one of the crew aboard the P.S. Captain Proud, which was alongside.

“Could you stand some more good news?” she asked, holding a certificate of some kind.

“Yes, what is it?” Joe said with his arm around Lizzie’s waist.

“I’ve been granted my master’s certificate.” She held it up proudly.

“What? How? Why did the panel change their minds?”

“One question at a time, dad,” Francesca said laughing with happiness. “It seems Leo Mudluck told Frank Gardener and the other panel members exactly what happened before Mungo’s boat blew up. After hearing his evidence, they had to reconsider.”

“That’s wonderful, Frannie girl,” Joe said embracing her. “I’m so happy for you.”

“Thanks dad. You can now call me Captain Francesca Mason. It has a nice ring to it, I think.”

“It has a wonderful ring to it,” Joe said. “Just wonderful.”

“Congratulations, Francesca,” Lizzie said. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks Lizzie,” Francesca said. She was bursting with happiness and couldn’t wait to tell Neal.

Ned joined them and he didn’t look happy.

“What’s wrong?” Francesca asked. “Is it Neal?”

“No, Frannie girl.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’ve just heard that Montgomery Radcliffe’s trial is to begin tomorrow.”


CHAPTER THIRTY SIX
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While Francesca attended Monty’s trial, Neal collected fire wood along the river bank, near where the P.S Bunyip was moored. They’d talked about her supporting Regina, and Neal had said he understood but he couldn’t bring himself to be present at the proceedings. Fortunately he’d only been required to provide a written, witnessed statement.

Even though he wasn’t moving the steamer, Neal needed lots of wood to keep the boiler going, so that there was plenty of hot water for bathing. Keeping himself busy also kept him from thinking about Monty’s fate or how he felt about the fact that he’d tried to murder him.

Along the river bank there were many fallen trees and branches, which he either dragged back to the boat to be chopped up, or if they were too heavy, he’d chop them into smaller pieces where they lay, and then carry them back. He was looking for one more suitable branch when he noticed a man’s body on the river bank. At first he thought he’d drowned or met with foul play, but upon closer examination, he recognized Jock McCree.

“Jock,” he said, shaking him by the shoulder. He was in a filthy state, but there were no visible signs of injury. It occurred to Neal that he could have died of illness, until he noticed the empty bottle beside him.

Jock had been a drunk for many years. He had no fixed place of abode and no family that anyone knew of. He often made a nuisance of himself, begging for money or food, but Neal had always been charitable towards him. He could tell some amusing stories because he’d had an interesting and eventful life, or so he claimed. If he could be believed, he’d made and lost two fortunes in his early years on the gold fields, quite a feat and achieved by so few. He claimed the first he’d gambled away and spent on loose women and the second he’d been robbed of. Most people dismissed him as being a wild story teller with a vivid imagination, because with each retelling of the story, it became more colourful and exaggerated, depending on how much he’d drunk that day.

When he didn’t respond to some vigorous shaking, Neal became really worried. He rolled him over, and placed his hand on Jock’s chest to see if he could feel his heart beating. “Jock,” Neal said loudly.

“Keep yerr voice down,” the old vagrant protested in his heavy Scottish brogue. “I have a wee bit of a headache.”

Neal sighed with relief. “You scared the life out of me, Jock. Up you get,” he said.

“What the hell for, laddie?” Jock protested, pushing Neal’s hand away. Neal was alarmed to note the old man’s hands were as cold as ice-bricks, and his toes protruded through the holes in his socks and shoes.

“Leave me be, will yerr,” Jock growled, curling into the fetal position. He was dressed in an old suit that was absolutely filthy. Under his jacket he was wearing a shirt with a frayed collar and a jumper that had holes in it. Neal thought it was a wonder he didn’t catch pneumonia as the nights could still be very cold.

“Come on, Jock, you look like you could use a strong cup of tea and something to eat.”

Jock mumbled some obscenities which Neal didn’t take personally as he pulled him to his feet. The old man groaned as his stiff body protested.

“You stink, Jock,” Neal said. “When did you last have a bath?”

“Och, the river’s freezin’ man,” Jock said.

“Phew,” Neal said when he got another whiff of him.

“I have feelings yerr know, laddie,” Jock said indignantly.

“But obviously no sense of smell,” Neal said.

Jock shrugged. “I don’t have any lady friends to impress. Not like you, hey, laddie?”

“That’s just as well for you Jock, and there’s only one lady friend for me these days.”

“Be away with ye, laddie? A handsome man like yerself has lots of wee lasses hanging around.”

“Not anymore. I have a wife now.”

“Go on with ye. Yerr married now?”

“That’s right, to the most wonderful girl in the world.”

When Neal got him aboard the P.S. Bunyip, he made a pot of tea.

“I’ve got plenty of hot water, so you can have a bath after you’ve had something to eat,” he said.

Jock rubbed his patchy, stubbled jaw. “I could do with a wee shave,” he said.

Neal half smiled at his not so subtle hint. “You can use my razor,” he said.

When Neal had poured two mugs of tea, he cut two thick slices of bread and a slab of cheese, and then set about putting some water in the tub.

“Yerr haven’t got any rum to put in the tea, have ye, laddie?” Jock called.

“No,” Neal said. “You’ll have to have it straight up, but it will do you good.”

Jock grumbled under his breath, but he sipped the hot tea gratefully. Neal noted he ate the bread and cheese as if he hadn’t eaten for several days.

When the bath was ready Neal called him. Drop your clothes on the floor,” he said. “I’ll find something clean for you to put on when you’ve finished.”

While he searched through his clothes and some old clothes that Teddy had left behind, he heard Jock sighing with pleasure as he lowered his half frozen body into the steaming water in the tub.

Neal smiled to himself, pleased that the old man was warming his frail bones. He sorted a shirt, some trousers, one of his own jackets and one of Teddy’s jumpers.

“What size shoes do you take?” he called to Jock.

“I dunno, laddie,” Jock said. “I’ve got wee feet, but if yerr have a spare pair of shoes that are too big for me, I can stuff paper in the toes.”

Neal shook his head. He went back to the bathroom with a bag, and began to gather Jock’s old clothes up, using just the tips of two fingers.

“Wait on laddie,” Jock said. He took the jacket and removed a couple of objects from the pockets.

“Valuables, Jock?” Neal said with a touch of sarcasm.

“My lucky charms, laddie,” Jock said. “Without them I’d be a dead man.”

“What are they?” Neal asked, amazed that the old man could place so much stock in lucky charms.

Jock held out a smelly rabbit’s foot and something green that was smeared with dirt. Neal turned his nose up at the rabbit’s foot, but asked about the green object, which looked like a badge of some sort. Jock dipped it in the bathwater to get the dirt off it. When Neal had a closer look at it, his eyes widened. “Where did you find that, Jock?” he asked, hardly able to believe his eyes.

“I didn’t find it, laddie” Jock said, surprised by Neal’s reaction.

“Did someone give it to you?” he asked suspiciously.

“I didn’t steal it if that’s what yerr thinking. I might have drowned in the river if not for this,” Jock said, thinking its owner hadn’t been so lucky.

“Perhaps you’d better tell me how that came to be,” Neal said.

The courtroom was filled to capacity for Monty’s trial. Almost everyone in town had vied for a place in the gallery, and those that couldn’t get in, waited outside for the verdict. Many people were more than a little surprised to see Francisca sitting with Regina, including Joe, who was in attendance with Lizzie and Ned.

Judge Gleeson had ordered a brief recess after an hour and a half of hearing witness testimonies, so Monty’s lawyer had been able to arrange for Regina and Francesca to have a few minutes with Monty before he was due to take the stand for questioning. Several witnesses had already given evidence, including Sol Baxter, a part time miner who Monty bought a stick of explosive from. Harry Marshall had also given evidence to say that Monty had bribed him into giving Neal a delivery run between Echuca and Moama. Three landowners had testified about Monty loitering in the trees on their land, near the river bank. They claimed he was watching the Lady Ophelia, but William Randall, Monty’s lawyer, disputed their evidence as conjecture. Six of the townsfolk had been called to the stand to testify about Monty’s state of mind in the week prior to the explosion. Two were storekeepers who rented premises from the Radcliffes. They told the court about missed appointments and Monty’s apparent distraction with a personal matter, - more conjecture according to Mr. Randall. Others were hotel patrons who testified about his out-of-character behaviour, - excessive drinking, argumentativeness, and morbidity. Some were clearly torn when giving their testimony because Monty had been liked and respected for many years. Even so, it was excruciatingly obvious that Monty hadn’t a hope of gaining any sympathy from the judge for his actions.

Francesca had been on the list of witnesses, but she’d told the prosecution she would be a hostile witness, which wouldn’t help their case at all. They didn’t force the issue as Monty wasn’t denying any of the charges and had every intention of taking the stand and admitting to his jealousy to spare her the ordeal, something his lawyer had strongly suggested he didn’t do. As he was led into an ante-chamber in leg irons and manacles, Regina blurted out her intentions.

“I want to tell the court that Francesca is my daughter, and that I kept the truth from you,” she said. “If the judge understands the situation, then perhaps he’ll be lenient. I’m going to tell William to put me on the stand.”

“That’s not necessary, mother,” Monty said sadly.

“I’m going to do it, Monty,” Regina said becoming near hysterical. “I can’t sit by and do nothing to save you. I won’t.”

“I did something terrible, mother, and I won’t let you suffer for it, or Francesca’s father. She has chosen not to tell Joe that you are her mother and we should support her.”

“Not at your expense, Monty,” Regina pleaded. She looked at Francesca beseechingly.

Francesca didn’t want to hurt Joe, but Monty’s death was too high a price to pay for his peace of mind. “If it will save your life, Monty, I’ll tell dad the truth,” she said. “You don’t deserve to hang for a moment’s lapse in judgment.”

“Thank you for caring, Francesca, it’s certainly more than I deserve. I’ve given much thought to what I did, to my drinking and my irrational state of mind. I don’t know what got into me. It was like I turned into someone else. I can’t make sense of it, but the one thing I can do for you both is take responsibility for my actions. Neither of you should have to suffer because of my foolishness. I’m resigned to my fate, so I beg you both to let me do the right thing, with dignity.”

“No, Monty, I can’t lose you,” Regina cried. She sank to her knees, sobbing.

Francesca noticed Monty’s barely contained composure almost disintegrated when he felt the full weight of his mother’s distress. He looked up at the ceiling in an effort not to break down. It was obvious he was desperately trying to be strong, for their sakes, but Francesca could see he was terrified of the gallows. His hands were handcuffed in front of him, but he bent and lifted Regina to her feet by her arm.

“I must go now, mother. Please do not blame yourself for what I did. I’m a grown man and I take full responsibility for my actions. I am just relieved that my father wasn’t here to witness my disgrace. Please try to have a happy life and remember the good times we had, and that I love you.” He tried to smile, but his eyes filled with moisture and his lips quivered. He looked at Francesca. “Goodbye, dear sister,” he whispered.

“Oh, Monty,” Francesca said, throwing her arms around him. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he whispered. “Please …” he fought to say the words in his heart. “Look out for my mother, she’s going to need you.” He glanced at Regina. “And be there for each other, always.”

As the bailiff led him back into court, Regina collapsed on Francesca’s shoulder and sobbed.

When Monty took the stand, he gave a brief and surprisingly dispassionate account of his actions, given his emotional state just a few minutes earlier. Regina and Francesca were moved that he was being so stoic, but sad that he was willing to accept his punishment without trying to sway the court towards leniency. If it hadn’t been for her daughter sitting beside her, Regina might have blurted out the truth. While Francesca comforted her, she went numb with fear.

With the quiet dignity he had mentioned, Monty told the court about how his jealousy had turned him into someone who had lost the ability to behave like a rational human being. He described in detail how he’d planned to blow up the Lady Ophelia. He explained that he had nothing personal against Neal Mason, and that now that he was thinking clearly he realized Neal was a good man. What he didn’t say was that this was a conclusion he’d come to in the middle of one of the long, lonely nights he’d spent in his cell. He admitted he just wanted Francesca and believed his happiness depended upon them being together. He said he knew as soon as he met her that there was a connection between them, but that he hadn’t accepted it couldn’t be romantic. He didn’t tell the court that he had since found out they were siblings.

“What I did was wrong, and someone died because of my actions,” he admitted. “If it had been Neal Mason, then it would have been an innocent man, but as it turned out it was someone stealing the Lady Ophelia. We now know that man was Silas Hepburn. I take full responsibility for his death. I am not in a position to ask for leniency, but I ask the court to take into account that before this crime I was a man of honour and standing in the community, with no blemishes against my name.” Monty’s next words lacked his earlier composure. “I don’t want my mother to suffer any condemnation because of me and I throw myself upon the court’s mercy.”

“You may step down, Mr. Radcliffe,” Judge Gleeson said when Monty had finished.

Monty was escorted to his lawyer’s side. As he moved across the wooden floor, his humiliating progress was impeded by shackles, and the rattling and clunking sound they made was all that broke the deathly quiet in the courtroom.

“Do you have anything final to say in your client’s defense, Mr. Randall?” Judge Gleeson asked.

William Randall stood up. “As my client did not intend to kill Silas Hepburn, your honour, I ask that the court downgrade the charge of murder to manslaughter.” If Monty was lucky he’d get a lengthy prison term instead of the hang man’s noose.

“I will take your request into consideration, Mr. Randall.”

The judge retired to his chambers for what felt like ten of the longest minutes in history.

“I can’t stand this waiting,” Regina said, just as he returned and the clerk asked everyone to stand up.

When he was seated, the people in the public gallery sat down. Francesca squeezed Regina’s hands.

“Will you instruct your client to stand for the verdict?”

“Yes, your honour.” William turned to Monty, who was struggling to his feet, his face colourless, and his features drawn.

Francesca and Regina both tried to glimpse Judge Gleeson’s intentions by the tone of his voice, but he was very professional in his detachment. They were left in an agonizing limbo.

The judge cleared his throat. “After hearing all the evidence, and the accused testimony, I am ready to make a judgment on this case.” He glanced at Monty who was standing with his head hanging. There wasn’t a sound in the courtroom, and Judge Gleeson’s features were somber. “Montgomery Arthur Radcliffe, you have admitted to plotting the death of Neal Mason. Your premeditated plan resulted in the death of Silas Hepburn, whether you meant to kill him or not, so I will not downgrade the charge to manslaughter. Your actions were cold and calculated, and although you appear to feel remorseful, the court has no choice but to pass down the strongest sentence, the death penalty.”

Regina’s cries were those of an anguished mother.

The judge banged his gavel. “Order in the court.” When a hush fell over the court, with Regina’s soft sobs all that could be heard, he went on. “You are sentenced to hang by the neck until you are dead, for the murder of Silas Hepburn.”

“No,” Regina cried and collapsed against Francesca, who put her arms around her and held her, while tears streamed down her own face.

Joe was sitting behind his daughter. He lent forward and whispered, “Why don’t we go outside?” He hated seeing Francesca in so much pain, and knew there was nothing to be served by watching Monty being led away to face the gallows at a date to be determined.

Francesca shook her head.

As Judge Gleeson stood up to retire to his chambers, the doors at the back of the courtroom opened, and Neal came in with Jock McCree, who looked like a different person. His suit jacket and trousers, although ill fitting, were clean, his face was fully visible without his scruffy beard growth and his hair combed. It took several moments for some of the crowded room to recognize him.

Whispers of the penalty Monty had received had already reached the crowd outside, so Neal feared he was too late. “If I may interrupt, your honour,” Neal said just as the judge was getting to his feet. “Silas Hepburn was not blown up aboard the Lady Ophelia.”

The crowded courtroom erupted in a raucous.

“Order,” Judge Gleeson said, again banging his gavel. “I’m afraid the time for presenting evidence is past sir,” he said, clearly annoyed at being interrupted. “Any more outbursts will be treated as contempt of court and you will find yourself incarcerated.”

“My name is Neal Mason, judge. I was the man who Mr. Radcliffe intended to kill.”

“I know who you are, sir.”

“I think you’d agree that I’d be the last person to bring evidence of his innocence to the court.” Neal glanced at Francesca’s tear stained face and had no doubt that what he was doing was right. Her happiness was all that mattered to him.

“Do you have proof that Mr. Hepburn wasn’t aboard the Lady Ophelia at the time of the explosion?” As there hadn’t been a body or any remains found in the river or near the scene, the judge knew he couldn’t in all conscience ignore any proof to the contrary.

“I have a witness and proof, your honour,” Neal said.

“Please approach the bench, sir, with your witness.”

Neal took Jock forward. “This is Jock McCree, your honour.”

The judge glanced at Jock. “You can’t be serious, Mr. Mason,” he said. Jock had been before the courts on many occasions for petty crimes like being drunk and disorderly and trespass, so he knew he was a vagrant whose testimony would be questionable.

“I’m very serious, your honour,” Neal said gravely.

“Very well.” He glanced at the clerk. “Put Mr. McCree on the stand to be sworn in.

After Jock was sworn in, and the judge ordered quiet in the court, he directed William Randall to question him.

Neal approached William and whispered something.

“Please tell us what happened on the night the Lady Ophelia exploded, Mr. McCree,” William said.

Jock cleared his throat. “On the night the Lady Ophelia was blown up, I was on the riverbank, drinking a wee drop of rum.”

Sniggers went around the court, and the judge banged his gavel, giving Neal a look that suggested putting Jock on the stand was a waste of the court’s time.

“I saw Mr. Hepburn go aboard the steamer, but before he did, he untied her. I called out to him from the river bank.”

“What for?” William asked.

“I wanted to ask if he could spare a few pennies,” Jock said. “Fer some supper you understand,” he said self-consciously, to the sound of laughter. “I heard Mr. Hepburn cussing and then he came out on deck. He asked if I knew anything about river boats. I told him I did. I was once a skipper, but that was a long time ago.”

“Get to the point, Mr. McCree,” Judge Gleeson with a degree of impatience.

Jock looked indignant. “What do ye think I’m doing, sir?”

“Well be quick about it,” the judge replied.

Jock went on. “Mr. Hepburn asked me to back the steamer away from the bank and turn her up river. This I did. When the boat was moving up river, Mr. Hepburn told me to go down to the lower deck. He followed me down and then grabbed me by my jacket and dragged me to the railing. I wondered what he was doing, but realized he was trying to push me over the side, into the river.”

“Did he succeed?” William asked.

“Yes, eventually, but I hung onto his jacket. He was furious and lashed out at me. The railing broke and I fell back, but I took him with me.”

“Are you certain of this?”

“Yes. The bastard landed in the water beside me.”

“Please mind your language, Mr. McCree,” the judge said, but Jock looked unrepentant. “What proof do you have that Mr. Hepburn went into the water with you?”

Jock reached into his pocket. “This, sir.” He reached across and put a badge in front of the judge. He immediately recognized it. “Where did you get this?”

“When Silas was trying to push me in the river, I held onto him fer dear life. I must have ripped it from his jacket. When I hit the water, it went inside my shirt. When I got to the river bank, I felt it digging into me.”

The object was a green shamrock with the letter ‘S’ engraved into it. There was a piece of material stuck in the pin. Silas wore the badge on the lapel of all his suits. Everyone in town could identify it, even the judge.

“The shamrock is lucky. I believe it saved my life,” Jock said.

The judge looked at him dubiously. “Is the former Mrs. Hepburn in the courtroom?” he asked.

Henrietta stood up. “I am sir, and it’s Henrietta Chapman.”

“Will you come forward, madam?” the judge asked.

Henrietta went forward and the judge showed her the pin.

“Can you formerly identify this?” Judge Gleeson asked.

Henrietta looked at it. “Yes, sir. That pin belonged to Silas. He had it made in Melbourne. It’s one of a kind.”

“Thank you, madam. You may return to your seat.” The judge looked at Jock. “Do you know what became of Mr. Hepburn, once he was in the water?”

“I heard him yell that he couldn’t swim, but I wasn’t about to try and save him, not after what he did.” Jock looked alarmed. “I’m not in any trouble, am I, laddie?”

“No, Mr. McCree, and please don’t address me as laddie.”

“Sorry, laddie … sir.”

“Have you any reason to believe Mr. Hepburn drowned?”

“I barely made it to the river bank, sir, and I can swim. The water was freezin’.”

“Silas couldn’t swim,” Henrietta called from her seat. She could see the judge wasn’t going to take Jock McCree’s word.

Judge Gleeson frowned. The prosecutor stepped up and said something in a hushed voice, but Jock overheard him. He claimed that there’d been a body found downstream at Morgan a few days earlier. Apparently it had been in the river for some time, so it was yet to be identified, but it was a man around the age of forty to forty five years. The judge realized there was every likelihood that it was Silas.

“I move to have the charge of murder dropped, your honour,” William Randall said.

“You motion is granted,” Judge Randall said, clearly not pleased that he had no choice but to do so.

Regina cried out in joy. Monty hung his head and closed his eyes, exhaling in relief before turning to look at his mother.

Joe patted Francesca on the back. She turned and gave him a small smile but he could see the day’s mix of emotions had left her exhausted.

“Order,” the judge said. “This charge will only be officially dismissed when Henrietta Chapman has identified a body found down river. And now, there is still the serious charge of willful damage of a steamer,” he said.

“If I may, your honour,” Neal said. “I do not wish to press charges against Mr. Radcliffe for the damage to my steamer.” Neal glanced at his wife, who was bewildered by his generosity.

“Are you certain, Mr. Radcliffe?”

“Yes, your honour.”

Monty was staring at Neal in disbelief when the judge dropped all charges against him, and ordered him set free.

Francesca leapt into Neal’s arms. “Oh, Neal, I love you,” she cried.

Regina went to her son and embraced him as a constable removed his manacles and chains. She cried with happiness.

Court reporters were milling around but Monty made his way to Neal, who was holding Francesca. “I owe you my life,” he said.

“I couldn’t let you hang for something you didn’t do,” Neal said.

“Why did you drop the charges against me for blowing up your steamer? I tried to kill you.”

Neal didn’t need to be reminded. “My mission in this life is to make my wife happy,” he said, looking into the blue depths of Francesca’s eyes.

“You’ve no reason to believe this, but I wish the two of you a long and happy life together,” Monty said.

“Neal knows you are my brother,” Francesca whispered.

Monty nodded. “I’m glad. You may not know this, Neal, but your insurance company won’t pay out because you have dropped the charges and what happened to your steamer wasn’t an accident. But I want you to know I’m going to have a new one built for you, and she’ll be the best on the river.”

“That’s not necessary,” Neal said, feeling awkward.

“Yes, it is,” Monty said. “I don’t deserve what you did for me today. But I am eternally grateful.”

“I did it for Francesca,” Neal said honestly. “But I did the right thing. If I ever lost her, I wouldn’t act as you did, but I’d certainly think life wasn’t worth living.”

“You don’t have to ever worry about that,” Francesca said, leaning on him.

“You’re a lucky man, Neal, but you deserve it all,” Monty said. “I know words don’t mean much, but I’ll regret what I did for the rest of my life.”

Neal knew he meant it. Although he’d found it hard to forgive Monty, he felt better for being charitable towards him. After all, he was Francesca’s brother and Regina had deceived him, as well as his father. He offered Monty his hand.

Monty was momentarily startled, and moved almost to tears, but he accepted Neal’s outstretched hand and shook it.

“Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Neal,” Regina said, placing her hand over his and Monty’s. “Let’s go home, son.” With her arm around Monty, the two of them walked from the courtroom.

Francesca smiled after them. “They’ve both made mistakes, Neal, but in essence, they’re good people. They deserve another chance.”

“Without your generous heart to inspire me, Francesca, I might not have done the right thing, and brought Jock here.”

“You would have, Neal. You’re a good man. You only have to use your sister as an example. After losing your parents you sacrificed your own happiness to be there for her.”

Neal looked into Francesca’s smiling face, and his heart swelled with love. “I’d like to take you out for a special dinner tonight, Mrs. Mason,” he said.

“That’s a lovely offer, but I feel rather drained. I’m actually looking forward to a bath. I hope there’s plenty of hot water aboard the Bunyip.”

Neal thought of the mess Jock had made in the bath tub, and all the hot water he’d used. He also remembered he hadn’t cleaned up Jock’s old smelly clothes because he knew he had to get to the court house as soon as possible. “You’re in a good mood, aren’t you, Francesca?” he said.

“You know I am.” His guilty tone made her suspicious. “Why?”

Neal glanced at Jock. “A few hours ago I found Jock on the river bank. He smelt worse than rotting fish …”

Francesca frowned. “Neal, you didn’t …”

He nodded.

Francesca grimaced, but then she smiled. “Luckily for you I am in a good mood.” She glanced at her father, Ned and Lizzie, considerately waiting for them near the door, and then called Henrietta Chapman over.

“Henrietta, could you reserve a table in the Bridge Hotel dining room, tonight?”

“Of course. Is it just the two of you?”

“No.” Francesca mentally counted the number “There will be six of us,” she said.

“Fine. I’ll see you later. I’ll put a special bottle of wine aside.”

“Thank you.”

Neal was confused. “Who are the six people?”

“You and me, and Ned, dad and Lizzie, who have an engagement to celebrate, and Jock.”

“Jock!”

“Yes, Jock. I think we owe him that much.”

Neal smiled. “Do you know how much I love you,” he said.

“Yes, you proved that today.”

Francesca called Jock over and told him they were taking him to dinner. He was delighted, but nothing compared to Lizzie’s joy at the prospect of dining in a hotel. Since she was now secure in Joe’s love and Francesca’s friendship, she no longer cared what anyone thought of her and Francesca remembered that she’d once confided in her that it had always been a dream of hers to dine at the Bridge Hotel, like a real lady.

“We can celebrate your upcoming marriage,” Francesca said, as they all walked out of the courtroom.

“We’ve got a few hours to spare before dinner,” Joe said. “We could take the Marylou out and do some fishing.”

“All you think about is fishing, dad,” Francesca admonished. “I’m not sure poor Lizzie has much of a life to look forward to.”

“I love fishing as much as Joseph,” Lizzie said.

“I do, too,” Jock said, throwing his two penny’s worth in. “As long as there’s a wee bottle of rum to go with it.”

“I think we can manage that,” Ned said, clearly getting in the mood for a lazy afternoon. As Francesca and Neal followed them towards the wharf, she rolled her eyes, but then stood on her toes to plant a quick kiss her husband’s handsome face.

“Perhaps I should keep my husband away from you lot,” Francesca called to the foursome ahead of them. “He might become as keen on fishing as you are.”

“You never know,” Joe threw over his shoulder, although he secretly doubted it.

“You’ll have to do everything in your power to keep my interest elsewhere,” Neal hinted.

“I have an idea,” Francesca whispered. “Let’s spend the next few hours on the P.S. Bunyip.”

“Good idea,” he said, and the lovers slipped away unnoticed.
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