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Kitty McKenzie’s Land













Chapter One




Sydney, Australia.
1866




An hour after dawn, on
Saturday, the tenth of June, the Ira Jayne sailed between
two cliffs forming the mouth of a beautiful, wide harbour. The
journey had taken ninety-one days; the longest voyage undertaken by
the ship and her captain. To everyone’s pleasure, they experienced
an uneventful trip along the east coast of Australia. Now, as they
sailed through the harbour’s heads, pink and gold streaked the
horizon, but for once the sky held no interest for Kitty or the
ship’s inhabitants.

She rose early and joined a
few passengers to lean against the deck rails, eager for the first
glimpse of the small city. They all delighted in spying little bays
with golden beaches, rocky cliffs, inlets and thick forest. Every
now and then in the distance, a small cottage materialised at the
water’s edge. Kitty soon learnt from a sailor that the township was
further up the immense harbour.

Kitty watched a small boat
approach bearing the harbour pilot. It was a wonderful sign of life
beyond the ship. As the pilot climbed aboard and took control of
the vessel, a cheer went up in his honour.

Swallowing her emotion, she
smiled. She had done it. She had brought her family safely to the
other side of the world. Impulsively, she kissed them all, laughing
and crying happy tears. Her hands shook as she cupped Rosie’s face.
This was for all of them not just her. Their future lay here, she
was certain of it.

Connie hitched Charles higher
in her arms as he struggled to get down. “It looks wonderful, lass,
don’t it?”

She nodded. No words could
describe the joy she felt.

The passing shoreline changed.
The countryside became more populated and cottages appeared in vast
numbers and even signs of crude, dirt roads showed through the
trees. Closer to the city, the more the country showed promise of
civilization. The forest thinned until eventually buildings and
dusty streets replaced it and, at last, the sight they all had
waited for, crowds of people.

The ship groaned to a
standstill in the mouth of the quay at the edge of the city.
Watercrafts of all sizes and shapes crammed the large harbour.
Kitty dared not move from the rail. She craned her neck to observe
absolutely everything, determined to never forget the
scene.

Eventually, the quarantine
officer boarded and spoke with the captain. He toured the ship,
inspecting the steerage passengers for any health problems. After
another hour in which the ship berthed alongside the wharf, he
declared the vessel safe and allowed the first class passengers to
disembark.

Kitty stared out over the
city’s rooftops. Gentle undulating hills covered by townhouses,
cottages and buildings dotted the landscape. In the distance, the
grey-green forests, or bush, as the locals called it, fringed the
city. However, the bustling scene on the quay below soon captured
her attention once more.

Somewhere down there was Ben…
Hopefully.

The docks teemed with people
of all descriptions. Workmen loaded and unloaded ships, small
boats, wagons and carts. They cursed, swore, laughed and whistled.
Smart, gleaming carriages drove by with fashionable occupants, and
hired cabs went to and fro along the dock picking up or dropping
off customers. Kitty’s senses swam as she tried to absorb the
plethora of bewildering sights and sounds, delightful aromas and
not so pleasant smells.

She wanted to look at
everything at once, as well as search the crowds for a glimpse of
Ben. Had her telegram from Melbourne reached him? Doubt burnt her
throat like acid.

What if he no longer loves
me?

“Kitty, lass, please!” Connie
cried, from the saloon doorway, at the same time pushing an eager
Joe back inside so he wouldn’t get lost in all the confusion.
“We’ve t’get everythin’ out of the cabins an’ the bairns are
drivin’ me mad.”

“I’m coming.” She lingered for
a moment more, her heart frozen with fear that Ben had changed his
mind. However, come what may, she must start her new life with
courage.

Kitty welcomed the hectic hour
of last minute packing and organising. It kept her thoughts free of
anything except the business of disembarking. A porter was sent
for, and with the help of a few sailors, her crates and chests were
brought up from the hold and placed on the dockside. The children
were so excited they got in everyone’s way and pestered the adults
with questions no one knew the answers for just yet.

Finally, after saying goodbye
to the other passengers with vague promises to keep in touch, Kitty
and her party took leave of the captain, officers, seamen and
lastly the ship.

At the head of the gangplank,
she balked. She was stepping from her old world into a new one, and
for one suffocating moment, her courage left her. She nibbled her
bottom lip. Then, holding her head high and her back straight, she
strode down and stepped onto Australian soil.

On the dock, the noise hurt
their ears after the relative quiet of the ship and the ocean.
Kitty frowned at the multitude of faces passing by. They left their
luggage piled on the wharf and a seaman from the Ira Jayne said he
would keep an eye on it while they sorted themselves
out.

“Stay together,” Kitty said,
taking Rosie’s hand and hustling her family over to the immigration
depot to join the queue of first class travellers.

When, at last, Kitty and her
family left the building, it was with great relief and tiredness.
They made their way out into the midday sunshine and back to their
luggage. The children complained of hunger and the babies needed
changing.

“What are we to do now,
Kitty?” her sister Mary asked, who, at seventeen, was fully aware
of the sailor’s whistles coming her way as she lifted her violet
skirts away from the open drain running down to the water’s
edge.

Connie jiggled Adelaide in her
arms. “I know I need a cup of tea.”

Kitty put her hand to her
forehead. “I thought Ben would be here by now. What if he hasn’t
received my telegram?”

Mary searched the crowds.
“There’s so many people, I bet he can’t find us.”

Kitty walked a few paces,
looking for the man she’d crossed oceans for. Suddenly, she stopped
and frowned. Her stomach twisted, for behind her somewhere amongst
the mass, someone called her. She spun around and only just made
out her name being called again. Some sixth sense raised goose
bumps upon her skin.

Standing on tiptoe, she
scanned the crowds. There, just a flash of a cheek, a hat set a
certain way, but it was enough. Kitty gathered her skirts and
pushed through the throng. She saw a gap and made for it, her walk
turning into a run. Tears blurred her vision and she dashed them
away impatiently.

“Kitty!” Ben dodged people and
luggage.

The crowd thinned. He paused
and then slowly walked to her, as she now walked to him.

“I tried not to believe the
telegram. I dared not consider that you would be soon with me,” he
told her, crossing the open space until there was no more than
twelve inches between them.

A moan bubbled from her lips.
Her darling Ben stood before her with his love, his heart plain for
her to see. “Are you glad I came?” She risked his rejection, but
was certain he still felt something for her, because it glowed in
his beautiful blue eyes. He was all she wanted.

“All I wished was for you to
be by my side.” Emotion made his voice heavy. He reached up to
touch a loose tendril near her cheek. “God, you are so magnificent.
The sun has lightened the copper in your hair…”

“I thought you might never
return to England, so I came to you.”

“I didn’t intend to stay away
much longer, but you have made me the happiest man alive coming
here.”

“I’m not alone.”

“If you were one amongst a
hundred, I wouldn’t care.”

Kitty’s tears flowed freely
down her cheeks. “I have wondered whether you might still want me,
or have found another.”

“It is you I love. No one can
take your place.”

She sighed, relieved, aching
with love for him. “Ben…”

He crushed her to him and held
her tight. She cared nothing for propriety, cared nothing for the
looks and stares that came their way, for at last Ben held
her.

Seagulls soared overhead,
dipping and raising as they caught the warm air currents. Their
cries mingled with the yells and cusses from sailors and dockmen as
they went about offloading the newly arrived ships. Cranes swung
heavy netted cargo across the quay to the shrill whistles of the
guiding labourers, but none of it mattered as they stared at each
other.

Kitty grinned as Ben held her
close. The noise of the dock drowned the words they whispered;
words that had waited many months to be expressed.

Ben’s eyes glistened with
emotion. “I never thought this day would come.”

“Nor I, my love. I still find
it hard to believe we actually made it here.”

He glanced behind her at the
entourage that watched them. “They’ve lost the paleness of York.
Your brother and sisters have grown.”

Kitty smiled back at her
family, sisters Mary, Clara, growing fast at age ten, four-year-old
Rosie and her twelve-year-old brother Joe. Behind them stood her
dearest friend, Connie, holding her twins, Adelaide and Charles. To
the side of them, their mouths agape at the strangeness of this new
land, were Alice and Hetta, befriended servants. “Yes, the sunshine
on the voyage benefited us all.”

He looked back at the Ira
Jayne, moving gently at the restraints of the mooring. “I owe that
ship so much. It and the captain brought you safely to
me.”

For a moment, Kitty thought of
the past weeks, being cooped up in the ship and of the voyage from
England to this very different life. She pushed away the memories
of those left behind, her missing brother Rory and the friends and
loved ones buried in churchyards…

“Come, let me take you to your
new home.” Benjamin squeezed her hand. “I long to show you
everything.”

Within minutes, he’d hired
hackney cabs for the party, and a cart for the chests and crates.
They travelled through the jostling city streets, gazing at the
buildings and people.

“Everything is so exciting,
even the air smells differently, crisp and fragrant.” Kitty sniffed
deeply and laughed.

Benjamin told her, Mary, Joe
and Clara as much as he knew about the eucalyptus trees, tea trees
and others permeating the air with their scents. He informed them
of the difficulties of living in this country and also the
advantages. He pointed out the great parkland called the Domain,
where ladies strolled, nannies pushed perambulators and brass bands
played on Sundays.

The road passed Government
House with its tended ornamental gardens and strutting peacocks.
The city, in all its diversities, flashed in glimpses before
Kitty’s eyes. She was enchanted until they spied the edges of the
slum areas, where thin children with dirty bodies ran around in
rags and she remembered the cellar back in York and how close they
came to ruin.

Soon, the cabs pulled to a
halt outside a large terraced house in lower Forbes Street, close
to Woolloomooloo Bay. The three-storied terrace, built of pale
sandstone blocks, was one of ten houses built along the street
towards the water. Tall eucalyptus trees dotted the edge of the
street until they multiplied into a small woodland closer to the
water.

Kitty paused on the cab’s step
and looked around.

Benjamin smiled, his gaze
lingering on her as he helped her down. “No regrets?”

She returned his smile with
one full of love. “None at all.”

“It’s all so different,”
gushed Alice, turning to help Connie with the babies.

Joe stumbled and giggled. “I
keep swaying. The ground won’t keep still.”

They all laughed and tumbled
into the small front parlour where a shifty-eyed maid
hovered.

“Susie, tea, please.” Ben
guided Kitty to a chair.

The maid bobbed a curtsy and
left the room.

Kitty knew, from Ben’s
letters, that the house consisted of three bedrooms and two attic
rooms. Downstairs contained the parlour, dining room and small
study. At the back of the house, a scullery led off from the
kitchen. Suddenly she thought of Martin, her seafaring brother.
“Have you seen Martin? Has he contacted you?”

“Yes, he came to see me the
day after he docked. He was well and happy.”

“Is he still in
Sydney?”

“No, my dear. His ship left
almost immediately for India.”

Joe sidled up to her. “I’m
hungry.”

“Well, we cannot have that,
young man.” Ben held out his arm. “Kitty, my love, I hope you are
all hungry for my dining table is groaning under the weight of all
the food I have brought in.”

He led them into the dining
room and she gasped at the plates of fresh food awaiting them;
bread, boiled chicken, eggs, fruit, sandwiches and cheese. Joe and
Clara’s eyes grew large with want.

Ben selected a large, crimson
wildflower from the centre arrangement and gave it to Mary. “A
native waratah, Miss Mary.”

“Oh, thank you.” She showed it
to Connie.

He turned to pull out a chair
for Kitty. “I shall arrange for the maid to make up beds in the
attic. I did not expect to house so many, but we shall manage I am
certain.” He grinned.

“It will not matter where we
sleep, Ben, just as long as we are on dry land.”

Later, after unpacking, Kitty
found Ben sitting at his desk in the small study. She hesitated in
the doorway, wondering if he’d received the news from his
grandmother about his father’s death. “My darling…”

He looked up and held out his
hand for her to join him. “How I have missed you.”

She crossed to him and took
his hand in hers. “And I you.”

“Nothing will separate us
now.” He kissed her hand and winked.

She lowered her lips to his,
savouring the feel of them. Suddenly, Hetta’s voice could be heard
in the kitchen and they sprang apart like naughty children. Kitty
felt the heat in her cheeks as the servant Susie walked by carrying
a broom.

Ben gazed at Kitty, his smile
soft and devoted, and her heart soared. How she loved this
man.

“Shall we go out for a meal
tonight?” Ben smiled. “Or are you too tired?”

“I am rather tired. I think
Connie is already napping with the babies.” She gazed at the papers
littering his desk and remembered the news she had to break.
“Did…did you receive Dorothea’s letter?”

“About Father?” He nodded, the
light dying from his eyes. “Yes. It arrived two weeks ago. My
father was dead for three months before I even knew about it.” Ben
released her hand, opened a drawer and took the letter out. “The
shock of it staggered me for days. I should have been
there.”

Kitty held him close. “He was
a fine man, my love. I spoke to him only a short time before he
died. He was so proud of you. He loved you so.”

Ben sighed heavily. “I shall
always miss him, Kitty.”

“Of course.”

“I never got to say
goodbye…”

She kissed the top of his
head. “I’m so sorry.”

“Tell me, is…is my mother
well?”

Kitty pulled out of his arms
to look at him. “She took your father’s death badly, but Dorothea
is taking good care of her. I am…afraid I cannot say much more, for
your mother has no kindness in her heart towards me. Sadly, we did
not become friends.”

“I had hoped you might, but
did not really expect it.” He stood and kissed her forehead. “Never
mind, darling, we are together now and always will be. Mother…will
cope. She has Grandmamma.”

“Will we be married
soon?”

“Tomorrow, I visit a friend of
mine, who is a vicar, and I will organize a date.” Ben kissed her
fingers. “It cannot be soon enough.”
















Chapter Two







Kitty left the bedroom she
shared with Mary, Clara and Rosie, as Alice descended the steep
narrow stairs from the attic. “Good morning, Alice, did you sleep
well?”

“Aye, not bad, Miss.” Alice
smiled, despite her troubled expression.

“Is there anything
wrong?”

“Aye, well… It’s just Hetta
and me don’t feel right about going on the picnic Mr Kingsley has
arranged for the family.”

Kitty placed her hand on her
arm. “Why?”

“Mr Kingsley is a gentleman
and well… We, me and Hetta that is, don’t feel right about sitting
down with him and pretending we’re the same as you. We’re working
class and he knows that, and—”

“Please, Alice…” Both the
women turned as Ben spoke coming out of his bedroom.

“Mr Kingsley, we mean no
disrespect, but Hetta and me don’t feel it right to…well,
to…”

“Hobnob with the gentry?” Ben
laughed.

Alice smiled. “Aye, sir,
something like that. Besides, we want to go and look for
work.”

“Work?” Kitty stared at her.
“We only arrived yesterday.”

“I already have a solution to
that.” Grinning, he took Kitty’s hand. “Susie, the maid here, is
not an adequate cook. I eat out most of the time as testament to
that. So, with me soon to be a married man,” Ben winked, “I shall
need a good cook. I happen to know you are quite accomplished in
that area. Therefore, I would like to offer you the job. I will
also need a housekeeper. I believe Hetta would be available for
such a task, would she not?”

“Oh, Mr Kingsley!” Alice
clapped her hands in delight. “We’d be honoured to work for you and
the new Mrs Kingsley. I’ll run up and tell Hetta now.”

Kitty linked her hand through
Ben’s arm. “What a fine man you are, Benjamin Kingsley.”

“I want you to be happy, and
you wouldn’t be if your little fledglings left the nest. Am I
right?”

She laughed. “Yes, you are
right. They left England to start a new life with me, I owe it to
them to see that they are content.”

He kissed the top of her head.
“As much as I like your extended family, I do ask for you to curb
your gathering of stray chicks before it’s standing room only in
the house.”

“Oh, tosh!” She chuckled.
“Come, stop your nonsense and let us go on our picnic.”

Benjamin took them to a
secluded little bay with its own sandy beach. A flat rock shaded by
a tea tree served as a grand table for the wicker baskets full of
food. Later, the children removed their shoes and stockings to play
at the water’s edge. Screaming and laughing, they became much
wetter than they should have.

“Imagine having a picnic by
the water in the middle of winter back home?” Joe declared to their
amusement.

“The winters are milder here.”
Ben crunched into an apple. “No snowfalls in Sydney.”

After the simple diet onboard
the ship, the family thoroughly appreciated the wonderful display
of food before them. They ate a variety of breads, cheeses, fruit
and salads.

Connie laughed watching the
twins touch the sand and grass for the first time. “How Max would
‘ave loved this.” She sighed and took a small stick out of
Charles’s mouth.

Kitty smiled, thinking of the
wonderful, hulking man who’d left this life too early. She grasped
her friend’s hand. “Yes, he would have, but he’d be happy knowing
you and the twins are well and cared for.”

The following day, Ben
insisted that Kitty and Mary go on a shopping spree to buy new
clothes for the family, at his expense. The cab driver dropped
Kitty and Mary off in George Street, one of the largest
thoroughfares in the city. Ben was to meet some business associates
he had forgotten about in the excitement of Kitty’s arrival, and he
left them to shop alone.

Kitty hesitated to use Ben’s
money, but common sense won out. He was wealthy. She was not, and
as she saw so much that the family needed, she threw caution to the
wind for once. After all, she would soon be his wife.

Towards noon, they were hungry
and thirsty. Hot, dry dust coated everyone and everything. Standing
in the middle of busy, unfamiliar streets, Kitty had a moment of
unease at becoming lost, but after a short meal, she decided to
catch one of the horse trams plying the streets and tour the city.
It surprised them to see such beautiful and grand buildings in a
relatively new city. They viewed quaint churches of all
denominations and public buildings of classic architecture. These
were interspersed by grand, solidly built houses of the merchants,
shopkeepers and tradesmen. Indeed, some of the stunning houses
owned by the wealthier families of Sydney would not be out of place
back in York.

The opposite of this
unexpected grandeur was the slum areas. The Rocks, an area of crime
and poverty, were the worst areas and Kitty possessed no wish to
explore it further. Ben had mentioned this place to her in letters.
The rough and disorderly inhabitants of this vicinity showed no
respect for the law or other people. Old, rickety huts leaned
drunkenly against their neighbours, remnants of the early
settlement of years ago. Here, the filth of open sewer drains and
rubbish mixed together to flow from one hovel to another. Ben had
told her rampant diseases took the young and the old, and cheap gin
houses and illegal opium dens lined the lanes and alleys. The
people of this quarter held little in the way of comforts, children
played in the dirt with scraps of clothing clinging to them for
covering, while the adults lingered in doorways either drunk or
with the blank-eyed stare of the hopeless.

“We must never stray to this
locality by ourselves,” Kitty murmured, grabbing Mary’s hand
tight.

“Let us go to the quay.
Perhaps the Ira Jayne’s sailors are at work.”

They alighted from the tram
near Albert Street and strolled down to the circular quay. They
gazed in wonder at the graceful ships docked and at the ones
anchored further out in the harbour. It brought a smile to their
faces when they found the Ira Jayne, riding at anchor some distance
away. They walked until blisters grew on their feet, and at last
they admitted defeat. They could not look at everything in the city
in one day. Exhausted, they caught a hansom cab home as the sun
slipped behind the hills west of the city.





###




“Really, lass. The first dress
you tried on was as good as t’third. Benjamin’s gettin’ impatient.”
Connie tossed her head and hung up another discarded
dress.

“I want to look extra well
tonight, Connie. I must make the right impression on Ben’s
friends.”

“An’ you will.”

“That damned seamstress said
the dresses would be ready by this afternoon. I cannot wear the
dresses I brought with me. None of those are suitable for dining
with the town’s finest.”

“I know, lass, but there’s
nowt we can do.”

Kitty examined her image in
the mirror. Powder and soft rouge covered the tan she acquired on
the voyage. She fingered her hair. Newly washed and brushed, its
copper tones twinkled in the lamplight. Mary had arranged it
superbly on top of her head, leaving a few tendrils to drift around
her face. This party, her first amongst Sydney’s society, filled
her with nervousness. Being sociable with strangers was a pastime
she had not missed while being poor. She lacked no social graces,
except the fact of wanting to be social.

Her greatest fear was to
become the scandalous social butterfly her mother had been. Eliza’s
flirtations, extravagant lifestyle and risqué acquaintances all
drew rumours of her wildness. Kitty wished her father had curtailed
her mother more, but he had loved Eliza unconditionally, thus
letting her reign in unencumbered freedom.

Her mother’s legacy stayed
with her, and she was determined her sisters would never become
their mother’s image. This new life with Ben would change many
things, but Kitty refused to be changed by it.

Susie came in carrying a large
box. “It’s here, Miss McKenzie. It’s just arrived.”

“Praise the Lord.” Kitty took
it from her and placed it on the bed. Every passing minute tortured
her plunging confidence. “Has Miss Mary received hers?”

“Yes, Miss. Hetta’s taken it
in,” Susie replied, sullen.

“Thank you, Susie, that will
be all.” She dismissed her, not liking the housemaid very much.
Susie had a sly way about her that irked Kitty.

A short time later, Kitty
whirled in front of Connie. “Well? Will I do?”

Connie grinned. “I’m lost fer
words, lass.”

Kitty glanced down at the
off-the-shoulder, pale lilac dress with short sleeves edged with
lilac lace. The whale-boned bodice showed her slender figure to
great advantage, and a tasselled fringe of at least six inches, in
a deeper shade of lilac, skirted the hem. Dainty silver slippers
peeped from beneath the dress.

“Here, lass, put this on. He’s
waitin’ for you.” Connie placed a fine silk traveling cape of
moonlight silver with white fur trim around Kitty’s
shoulders.

As Kitty descended the stairs,
Benjamin stood talking to Mary near the front door.

He turned and smiled. Love and
admiration radiated from him. “Words fail me.”

Pleasure filtered through her
like hot water through snow. “I fear you are biased,
sir.”

“Absolutely.” He
winked.

Kitty grinned at Mary who
looked beautiful in a watery lemon-coloured dress of satin and
lace. Her jet-black hair, so like her mother’s, was curled and
arranged on top of her head with white rosebuds placed in amongst
the ringlets. Kitty, keenly aware they had not dressed so
graciously since before their parents’ death, took a deep breath.
She wanted her family to have the best in life. By marrying Ben,
she would finally be able to give it to them. All her risky
decisions, all they had endured, had been worth it. They were to
meet the best of Sydney’s society; they were on their
way.

Their hosts, the Freeman’s,
lived in a large house in Macquarie Street in the heart of the
city.

As they travelled in the hired
carriage, Ben reached over and took Kitty’s gloved hand in his. “My
sweet, you are shaking.”

“I am nervous,
Ben.”

“Do not be. Dan Freeman has
become my closest friend.”

“Have you told him about
me?”

“Of course. His wife, Ingrid,
is a wonderful woman. My hope is that you will find a friend in
her.”

Kitty nodded as the carriage
rumbled to a halt. “So do I.”

A crowd waited to be shown in
through the front door, which led off the street. Ben helped Mary
and Kitty down from the carriage. He waved to an acquaintance and
then tucked Kitty’s hand under one arm and Mary’s under the other.
Laughter danced in his eyes. “Dan and I, being perceptive
businessmen, recognized the same intelligence and ambition in one
another. Together, we started the import and export company my
father sent me to establish. Dan has introduced me to influential
people of the town.”

Mary hesitated, her eyes wide.
“Oh, Kitty. I thought you said it was to be a small dinner party?
I’m not officially out yet.”

Kitty bit her lip. “That’s
true. Ben what will we do?”

Frowning, Ben stared at the
arriving guests. “I’m sorry. Dan did promise something
small.”

He smiled at Mary. “Can we
pretend this is her coming-out party then? It appears Dan has
invited half of Sydney.”

“Would you be happy to
consider this night your coming out, Mary?” Kitty squeezed her
hand.

Mary smiled, delighted. “I’d
like nothing more.” She kissed Kitty’s cheek.

Light illuminated each window
on all three floors, sending a comforting golden haze over the
street. A humming of noise filtered out to them.

“Did Dan go exploring with
you?” Kitty asked, gathering her skirts out of the street
dust.

“Yes, he did. We travelled to
Melbourne and Hobart and most of the country in between. We have
achieved a great deal in the last year. The business proved
immensely profitable and it gave us the freedom to invest our time
and money into other things.” He grinned down at her. “Together and
individually, we have bought and sold property, mills and
factories. At present, we are putting in tenders to build new roads
and bridges throughout certain areas of New South
Wales.”

In the hallway, a footman took
their outer clothes. It was evident from the numerous carriages
lining the street and the noise that the house was full of
people.

They made their way down a
short hall and into a spacious room crowded with happily conversing
guests. It seemed so long ago, another lifetime, since Kitty had
attended such a gathering. So much had changed in that time. She
suddenly felt alien to these people. It was unlikely any of these
beautifully dressed citizens had ever buried both parents and then,
due to bankruptcy, been forced to leave home and live in a cellar.
Still, she had been taught from birth how to be a lady, and was
here for Ben and her family’s sake. She wouldn’t let them
down.

“Ben. Ben.” A man of average
height, with sandy-brown hair and serious hazel eyes came towards
them, a frown lining his face. “I do apologize, my friend. I did
tell my wife to invite only a few people, but alas she is wont to
talk to all and sundry. As a consequence the house is
full.”

“Never mind, Dan. We’ll enjoy
an intimate meal at my home soon. Now, let me introduce you to my
fiancée, Miss Katherine McKenzie, Kitty to her friends, and her
sister Mary.” Ben brought them before him. “Kitty, Mary, this my
good friend, and our host, Dan Freeman.”

Dan’s solemn eyes crinkled a
little in a shy smile as he took Kitty’s hand. “I’m pleased to
finally meet you, Miss McKenzie. We have heard nothing else but
your name being praised.” He turned and bowed over Mary’s hand.
“Miss Mary.”

Kitty smiled. “I am honoured
to meet you, Mr Freeman.”

“I hope you enjoy Australia
and all her beauties, Miss McKenzie.”

“Oh, I do already, Mr Freeman.
I think I fell in love with it by the books I read and the
paintings I saw long before I set foot on this soil.” She sensed
this colonial man was proud of the land to which he had been
born.

Dan Freeman held out his arm,
and Kitty accepted it. He led them through the throng until he
found his wife standing by a serving table laden with silver,
offering an array of food. “My dear, may I introduce you to Miss
McKenzie, Ben’s fiancée, and her sister Mary. Miss McKenzie, this
is my wife, Ingrid Freeman.”

“At last we meet you, Miss
McKenzie. You are very welcome here, as is your family.” Ingrid
Freeman smiled at Kitty and Mary. She was a tall woman, finely
boned, thin and angular with it. Her face had a serene look, though
a closer glance revealed laughing eyes.

“Thank you for inviting us to
you home, Mrs Freeman.”

“Benjamin has talked about
nothing but you, Miss McKenzie. We were all quite excited when the
Ira Jayne docked, knowing we would soon meet you.”

“Since my arrival, I have
heard a great deal about you and your husband. It comforts me that
Ben had the great fortune of acquiring genuine friends in his time
away from home.”

“Shall I get you something to
drink, Kitty?” Ben asked, and at her nod, he turned to Mary as the
quartet struck up some music. “Come, Mary, I believe we shall dance
our way over to the refreshments table where I know the excellent
wine is served.”

Laughing, Mary let Ben lead
her out to the small area set aside for waltzing.

Ingrid swept her hands over
the table behind them. “Miss McKenzie, can I offer you something to
eat?”

“No, not at the moment, thank
you.” The thought of food choked Kitty. Though her anxiety had
diminished, she doubted she could eat.

Ingrid’s gaze softened.
“Please, do not think we judge you. I know how people can smile at
you one minute and in the next whisper your downfall. Nevertheless,
this society is made up of people from so many different and, shall
we say, diverse backgrounds that to make hasty judgments could
quite easily ruin you.”

“To be honest, Mrs Freeman, I
have a great fear of failing Ben.”

“Nonsense. From what he has
told us about you, I doubt anything you could do would change his
opinion of you.”

Kitty stiffened. What had Ben
told them?

Ben and Mary returned to her
with flutes of wine. Other couples joined them and introductions
were made. Ingrid smiled and lightly squeezed Kitty’s hand in
reassurance. It did nothing to help her from fretting. What had Ben
said and to whom? Her head pounded. She wanted to put the past
behind her. How could Mary, Clara and Rosie eventually find good
husbands if word got out about them living in a cellar?

The sound of breaking glasses
took Ingrid from them as she hurried towards the disturbance. Dan
asked Mary to dance while Ben conversed with another man in their
group. A small cluster of elderly women moved close to Kitty and
moaned about being away from England. They then regaled her with
tales of how to best cope with the lack of society in Sydney. Kitty
hated to appear rude but she desperately needed some fresh air. The
closeness of the full room and lack of food made her head
swim.

She stepped into the hall, in
search of a back door out into the garden, when a woman wearing a
beautiful pink and black satin dress, sashayed towards her. The
woman possessed dark sultry features with a glint in her catlike
eyes that spoke volumes. In her small, dainty hand, she held a
closed fan; this she tapped gently against her cheek. She was a
sensual woman of the world and all who saw her knew it.

“We have not been introduced.”
Her voice was deep, exotic.

Intrigued, Kitty paused. “No,
we have not.”

The golden catlike eyes
narrowed. Her gaze sauntered over Kitty. “Ahh, you are darling
Benjamin’s bride–to-be?”

Her intimacy was not lost on
Kitty. “Yes, I am, and you are?”

“The woman who has been
keeping his bed warm.”

Kitty blinked, but other than
that, she remained motionless on the outside while inside her
stomach churned. “Is that so? I am much obliged, however, your
services will no longer be required.”

“You think you can keep him
satisfied? You, a cold, little Englishwoman?” Her throaty laugh
straightened Kitty’s backbone.

“You forget, an English
wildflower survives under all conditions unlike the exotic blossom
that dazzles for a short time and then fades.” Kitty turned on her
heel and walked blindly into the nearest room, which thankfully,
was empty.

Breathing in deep gulps of
air, she held onto the back of a nearby chair to steady herself.
How could he? Did the gypsy-like woman speak the truth? Were the
doubts she experienced in York coming true? She trembled as shock
warred with her budding anger.

She spun around as the door
opened.

Ingrid entered and rushed to
her side. “Are you all right?” Ingrid took her hands. “I witnessed
what happened. I am sorry, but she has gone. I told her to leave
immediately.”

Kitty sucked in a breath. “Is
it true? Is that woman Ben’s mistress?”

“Please, Miss McKenzie, I know
nothing of that, though I do not believe it to be true. She charms
the men, but rarely does she give herself to one man completely.
Rather, she likes to keep them dangling. She is married to an
elderly, wealthy gentleman, who keeps a strict eye on her. He is no
fool and knows exactly why she married him. Anyway, she is not
important, believe me.”

“It is important to
me!”

“Come sit down.” Ingrid led
her over to an olive green sofa under the window. “I really do not
think it is true. She is an unusual woman, but I doubt Ben even
looked in her direction. He is besotted with you.”

“I was not here, she was.”
Kitty jerked to her feet. Pain lanced her. “I knew something like
this would happen.”

“Miss McKenzie, Kitty, please,
do not torture yourself over her. She is nothing.”

Kitty blinked away her tears.
“You think I should just dismiss it?”

Ingrid sighed. “If there was
something between her and Ben, it would be known. Nothing is kept
secret for long in this town.”

She tilted her chin. “Like my
background?”

“Ben told us how he met you
when you and your family lived in a cellar. We know, through hard
work, you managed to buy yourself a business.” She chuckled. “My
Dan thought you a paragon to do that as well as raise a
family.”

“I did not want people knowing
of my struggle. I want my family to rise again to our former
status.”

“And married to Ben you will.”
Ingrid flicked an invisible speck off her apricot silk dress and
glanced up grinning. “You can relax now.”

Kitty paced, wondering if she
would ever unwind. “For Ben’s sake and my family’s, I need to be
accepted.”

“Well, they do accept you
already. Your background is between us. No one else will know. I
promise.”

Kitty looked keenly at her.
“Ben desperately wanted you and I to be friends.”

Ingrid sat straighter, her
face pale. “You think it impossible?”

She sighed. This night had not
been as she hoped. However, the woman seated before her seemed
genuine. “I think…it will not be a chore.”

Ingrid burst out laughing.
“Oh, you are so refreshing! I am so happy you have
come.”
















Chapter Three







Kitty wondered where the weeks
of that first month in their new country went, as the family
settled into their new lives. Benjamin acquired a place for Joe in
King’s College, a private boy’s school near Parramatta in the
southwest. Thus, Joe boarded at the school during the week and came
home on the weekends. Kitty enrolled Clara at the young ladies’
college, situated in William Street, not far from the house. It was
the type of school Kitty had always hoped she would
attend.

The house became a hive of
activity when Ben and Kitty announced their intention to wed on the
first Friday of August.

After the Freeman’s party, Ben
introduced Kitty and Mary to more of his friends and acquaintances.
They dined with the beautiful Ashford-Smith couple, Gil and Pippa,
whenever they were in Sydney and were invited to visit their
country home at Berrima. Kitty did her best to push the image of
the dark, sensual woman to the back of her mind. She was not in
doubt of Ben’s love, for he showed it plainly, and she had no wish
to quarrel over someone who no longer mattered. In spite of such
reasoning, at times Kitty pondered the betrayal and whether it
actually happened, but she did her best to conceal her
thoughts.

With each new day, Kitty and
Mary found themselves receiving ladies for morning and afternoon
tea. These new acquaintances insisted Kitty should join them in all
social gatherings and she found her time being monopolized more
than she cared for.

Her relationship with Ingrid
Freeman grew strong. She liked the woman and enjoyed her company,
but she found her time increasingly hard to manage and desperately
tried to set a routine. Lengthy periods spent with Connie or the
babies were rare, as visitors never stopped ringing the front door
bell. Her days were now so busy, that an hour or two was all she
could spare for Connie, Clara or Rosie.

Even her nights were no longer
hers to call her own. They attended balls and dinner parties,
musical soirées, theatre plays, poetry readings and a hundred more
gatherings Kitty couldn’t put a name to. Many a night, she did not
reach her bed before two or three o’clock in the morning. Her head
swam with the names and faces of people she was introduced to at
picnics, days sailing on the harbour, carriage driving into the
country and so much more.

Sadly, she was becoming tired
of it. Though she could not say she was unhappy, for how could she
when with Ben? Nevertheless, she also knew she couldn’t keep going
like this. Her character fought this busy, impersonal way of life.
She ached for direction and quiet, peaceful days.

In contrast, Mary blossomed
like a flower after the rain, much to the family’s surprise.
Through introductions at different parties, she developed
friendships of her own age. She gained a small set of acquaintances
and now spent her life as it would have been had their parents
lived. The quiet, shy Mary had gone, replaced with a young woman
intent on living life to the fullest and for some reason it
frightened Kitty.

The one unadulterated delight
for Kitty came at the end of July when, after his ship docked,
Martin visited Forbes Street. Everyone laughed at the surprise on
his face when he entered Ben’s house and found his family in
residence. Kitty cried with happiness as he swung her around the
room. Very mature at eighteen, he looked so much like their father
that sometimes it hurt to look at him. The sea life suited him. His
tanned skin and overlong black hair matched his muscled arms and
wide chest. Martin was a brother to be proud of, and if the ghost
of another brother lingered sometimes, she accepted it and moved
on. The pain of Rory’s abandonment when they were at their weakest
had diminished somewhat.

The Sunday before her wedding,
Kitty sat on a hard wooden pew in the local church. Religious
instruction hadn’t played a large role in her life since her
parents’ death, but Mary insisted they should all go every Sunday
for morning and afternoon service. To please her, Kitty suffered
it.

The uninteresting sermon
allowed Kitty’s mind to wander. She glanced around at the
congregation. Leaning forward a little, she looked past Mary’s
bonnet and winked at Joe. He also fidgeted in his boredom. She
gazed at the stone block walls and marvelled at the convict built
structure. Stifling a yawn, she noticed, a little further down, a
grizzling baby being held up over its mother’s shoulder.

Wide-eyed, the baby stared at
Kitty. The child’s face reminded her of someone and it puzzled her.
The baby put its thumb into its mouth.

Rosie.

The baby uncannily resembled
Rosie. Goose bumps spread across her skin. No, I must be going mad.
Obviously, her tiredness from all her social activities was
catching up. Even so, she could not stop staring at the child. The
woman turned to soothe the baby, and Kitty glimpsed the side of her
face more clearly. The woman was not young, and obviously not the
mother, with wisps of grey hair poking out from her shabby felt
hat.

“Kitty, darling, are you all
right?” Ben whispered.

She turned and nodded at him.
“A little tired, I think.”

“You need to be well rested
for Friday, my love,” he murmured, squeezing her hand, his eyes
full of love.

The service came to an end and
the worshippers filed out into the weak sunshine. Scattered dark
clouds forecasted rain. Kitty searched the throng to catch a better
glimpse of the baby resembling Rosie, but there was no sign of the
woman and baby. With a frustrated sigh, she turned back to her
family.

Waking early the next morning,
Kitty left the house to amble down to the harbour. Rain, fallen
during the night, had dampened and refreshed the street. The
bushland edging the water sharply scented the air with eucalyptus.
In the east, the sun rose in a cherry-streaked sky.

She stepped along the path,
which followed the water’s high tide mark, feeling at peace. Behind
her, all was quiet, as though the city had not yet woken. The only
sound came from the native birds as they rang out their morning
chorus. On the water, in the middle of the harbour, one or two
boats sailed by. It w [...]
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