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  MEET LETTY


  
    It’s 1841 and Letty is on the docks in England, farewelling her bossy older sister who is about to take a long sea voyage to Australia. But then there’s a mix-up, and before she knows it Letty finds herself on the ship too, travelling to New South Wales! How will Letty manage when her sister doesn’t even want her on the ship? And what will it be like on the other side of the world?


    Meet Letty and join her adventure in the first of four exciting stories about a free settler girl and her new life in a far-off land.
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  THE coachman dumped the old chest in the street. Letty’s heart felt as if it was being jolted around too. The chest held all her sister’s things, and so many dreams. It was going to Australia.


  Letty’s sister Lavinia hopped down from the coach in a swirl of skirts. She had read in the newspapers that there weren’t enough young women in Australia. She often told Letty that she didn’t like their small, mouldy house, where she was always tripping over little brothers and sisters. So Lavinia had made up her mind to leave, and Letty and Papa had come to Gravesend to say goodbye.


  ‘After today, I won’t be costing you another penny,’ Lavinia said. ‘I’m going where I’ll be wanted. And appreciated.’


  ‘I want you,’ said Letty. Letty could not imagine life without her sister. Lavinia was like a pink flower in their grey town. She took up lots of room in their family, with her wide, swishing dresses and definite opinions. She was Letty’s older sister, the one who had bossed her around and brought her up in the years after their mother died. Their baby stepbrother, Charlie, and their little sisters, Fanny and Florence, were adorable, but they weren’t the same.


  Now Lavinia ignored her. Letty hurt inside. Lavinia meant so much to Letty, but Letty was not enough to keep her here.


  Papa and the girls lifted the chest by its brass handles. They struggled in a lopsided triangle across the dock and into the Customs House.


  ‘That’s it?’ said the Customs Officer, looking in the chest.


  Papa pretended not to hear. Letty knew he was still angry with Lavinia for spending all her money on what was in it.


  ‘Yes!’ snapped Lavinia.


  The chest held a few pieces of good linen, and a new outfit, bought with the emigration payment from the government. The chest wasn’t exactly full, but Letty and Lavinia were very proud of it. It was a hope chest – where a girl stored things for when she would be married and have a home of her own.


  ‘Here’s your tin, then.’ The Customs man pushed a metal plate, cup and spoons towards Lavinia. ‘Here’s your blanket and your pillow. And here’s a bag to keep them in. Your ship’s leaving with the tide.’ He pointed to the forest of masts out the window.


  Papa, Lavinia and Letty lumped the chest along the docks. A wooden ship loomed over the nearest jetty. Letty thought it was as long as three houses, but much, much taller. The ship’s name was painted on the front in gold letters: The Duchess.


  ‘Right!’ Lavinia put down her end of the chest and dusted her hands. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’


  ‘Where are you going?’ Papa wanted to know.


  ‘Ladies’ business,’ said Lavinia, over her shoulder. She hurried back to shore.


  Letty stood close to Papa on the wooden jetty. Families bustled past, loaded with luggage and children. Letty could hardly believe that Papa and her stepmother were letting Lavinia go by herself.


  ‘The tide’s going to turn soon.’ Papa fiddled impatiently with his watch chain. He didn’t have a watch, but he liked people to think he did. ‘It’s time for boarding the ship. What’s keeping your sister?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ whispered Letty. She could hardly speak. The ship’s shadow swallowed her words, just as it would soon swallow her sister. She might never see Lavinia again.


  ‘Where has she run off to now?’ grumbled Papa. ‘I’ll have to go and look for her. You be a good child now, Letty, and stay right by the chest. Don’t leave it for anything.’


  The water slapped the sides of the jetty. The big ship creaked. Letty sat on the hope chest. It was big and solid. She traced the brass studs on the lid with her fingers: R.P. 1671. It was almost two hundred years since ‘R.P.’ had owned the chest. The leather covering was cracked and the brass had lost its shine. But the things inside it were new and pretty. They were precious. Letty had helped Lavinia sew the pillowcases and petticoats. Letty guarded the chest as if she were guarding Lavinia’s love.


  Letty’s hair blew in her eyes. It was true what Lavinia said about their house, she thought. It hadn’t been easy to keep the hope chest’s white linen away from chimney soot and little Charlie’s sticky fingers. One night, Letty had even tripped over him and burnt her hair in the lamp. Lavinia had to cut part of it off. It was so ugly.


  If I were as pretty as Lavinia, Letty thought, and people noticed me the way they notice her, maybe I would be brave and leave home too. Letty tucked the short bits of hair into her bonnet and tightened the strings.


  ‘A-hoy there!’ a boy sang out. ‘Miss!’


  ‘Me?’ said Letty.


  ‘Yes, you with the blinkin’ big box.’


  Two sailors stood over Letty. ‘Is that to go on the Duchess?’ the older one asked. His skin was brown as wood and weathered as the jetty boards.


  Letty nodded.


  ‘Hop off then, and we’ll take it aboard,’ he said.


  Letty looked up and down the jetty. Where were Papa and Lavinia? The sailors stood with their thumbs hooked into the rope that tied up their trousers.


  ‘Please, not yet,’ she said.


  ‘Now or never, miss.’ The younger one wasn’t much more than a boy, maybe fourteen, like Letty’s older brother had been when he went away to work. He had gingery hair and freckles all over his hands. His elbows poked out of holes in his shirt.


  Letty didn’t know what to say. She was afraid that if she stopped the chest going to Australia, Lavinia and Papa would both be angry with her. She got off the lid.


  The sailors lifted the chest onto their shoulders. Letty searched the dock and the shore with her eyes. She thought she could see Lavinia’s pink dress, but it was too far away.


  The sailors went up the gangplank, onto the ship. What should she do? She felt as if her boots were glued to the dock.


  ‘Be a good child and stay right by that chest,’ Papa had said. That was what she should do. Letty dashed after it. She dodged under the arm of a man with a list and scurried onto the gangplank. The plank felt as if it was disappearing under her. Letty grabbed at the rope.


  ‘Easy does it,’ said the young sailor, gripping her arm with his freckly fingers.


  ‘Oh!’ Letty moved away from the sailor’s hand. She tried to stand with her feet neatly together, like a little lady, as Stepmama had taught them. But the ship’s deck felt crooked and she buckled at the knees.


  ‘Where is the chest?’ she asked.


  The sailor pointed to the middle of the deck. ‘Goin’ in the hatch.’


  She saw passengers’ boxes being lowered on ropes, down a square hole. ‘I have to go with it,’ she told him.


  ‘That you cannot, miss,’ he said sternly. ‘You-er not luggage. You stay put on deck.’


  ‘Hands to the anchor line!’ someone shouted.


  The ginger-haired boy disappeared.


  Letty did as she was told. She sat as close to the hatch as she dared and watched the gangplank. A stream of passengers climbed on board. But none of them were Lavinia or Papa. Letty waited a long time. She began to worry that something had happened to them.


  Letty decided she had to move. All the luggage had gone down the hatch. The passengers were leaning over the ship’s railing, calling and waving to people on the jetty. She couldn’t see past them. She pushed into the crowd along the rails. A tall woman blocked her way.


  ‘Excuse me. I have to find my family,’ Letty said.


  Letty ducked beneath the woman’s elbow. Through a gap in the railing, she saw Papa standing on the jetty, by himself. Then she saw that the gangplank was being pulled in. The ship was getting ready to sail, Letty realised. And she was still on it!
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  ‘OH NO!’ Letty cried. ‘Help!’


  A girl of about her own age turned to Letty.


  ‘You shouldn’t look down at the sea, you know,’ said the girl. She tipped her head, and a dozen blonde ringlets bobbed up and down. The girl reminded Letty of the little birds which darted about the streets of her town, boldly snatching crumbs. ‘That’ll make you feel sicker,’ the girl advised.


  ‘No, that’s not it.’ Letty clung to the railing. ‘I’ve lost my family. I’m in the wrong place! I have to get off!’


  ‘Don’t fuss. They can’t get far.’ The girl gestured towards the other side of the ship. ‘I’ve already measured the deck. It’s just nineteen steps across, when the sailors don’t get in the way. I’m Jemima,’ said the girl, twirling one of her curls. ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Letty,’ she answered. ‘My sister’s Lavinia and I have to find her straight away.’


  ‘We’ll ask the Doctor then.’ Jemima pointed to the back of the ship, where a wooden balcony rose above the deck. ‘See the bald man with the long moustache?’


  Letty saw a man with a pen and paper in his hands, next to another in a top hat.


  ‘The Doctor’s nearly as important as the Captain,’ said Jemima.


  Jemima was so confident – Letty gladly followed her up the wooden ladder.


  ‘Good afternoon, Doctor,’ Jemima said.


  The men turned around.


  The gentleman in the top hat glared at them.


  ‘Have I seen you already?’ The Doctor frowned at Letty.


  Letty shook her head.


  ‘Name?’ he wanted to know.


  ‘I’m Letty Beddows,’ she answered.


  He looked down his list. ‘Miss L. Beddows, female, unmarried emigrant,’ he read. ‘Done.’


  ‘But sir, I —’ she began.


  The Doctor waved her away with his pen. ‘Only cabin passengers are allowed on the poop.’ He turned his back.


  Letty wanted to tell him she was the wrong Miss Beddows. But he didn’t want to listen.


  Jemima stuck her tongue out at the men’s backs. ‘Poop to them too!’ she whispered to Letty.


  ‘Let’s go,’ Letty whispered back. She didn’t want to be on the poop deck if she wasn’t supposed to be there. She wanted to be off the ship completely. She had to find Lavinia before the ship left the jetty.


  ‘There she is!’ From the ladder, Letty spotted her sister coming up from the hold, looking around her.


  ‘Lavinia!’ yelled Jemima, in a voice as loud as a boy’s.


  Lavinia picked up her skirts and swept across the deck. She stood in front of Letty with her hands on her hips. ‘We looked all over the shore and the jetty for you,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘I was minding your chest. You didn’t come back.’ Letty saw Jemima take a look at Lavinia and slip away. Letty guessed why – Lavinia in a temper was like an iron hot from the fire, hissing steam and not to be messed with.


  ‘Where is it now?’ demanded Lavinia.


  ‘In the hatch,’ Letty answered, with pride.


  ‘That’s just as well! But why didn’t you wait on the dock?’


  Why didn’t you come back? thought Letty. ‘I told you,’ she said in a small voice, ‘Papa said to stay with the chest.’


  ‘Oh, never mind!’ Lavinia gave Letty a short, hard hug. ‘You’ll have to get off right now and find Papa by yourself.’


  ‘But, Lavinia, the gangplank’s gone.’


  ‘No!’ Lavinia stared at her. She grabbed Letty by the wrist and called out to the Doctor.


  ‘Excuse me!’


  The Doctor looked down from the poop deck.


  ‘Help us, please,’ Lavinia said. ‘My sister shouldn’t be on board.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ he said.


  ‘My sister here,’ Lavinia said, ‘has to be let off the ship.’


  ‘Isn’t she on the passenger list?’


  ‘No, I am,’ answered Lavinia.


  The Doctor frowned again. Lavinia and Letty followed him to the ship’s front end, where he interrupted a sailor shouting orders.


  ‘First Mate, this child must disembark.’


  ‘Cable stowed then, Jones?’ First Mate roared at the freckled boy Letty had spoken to before.


  The boy was dripping with green slime and mud now. Letty thought he looked like a mermaid gone wrong. The ship was a very strange place, where she didn’t belong, and Letty desperately wanted to be away from it.


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘There’s your answer,’ the Mate bellowed at the Doctor. ‘Ship’s anchors are stowed; towlines are fastened. The tide won’t stop for nobody and neither will I!’


  The Doctor turned to Lavinia.


  ‘Your sister must remain on board, Miss Beddows.’ The Doctor’s moustache twitched as he looked down his nose. ‘It’s a great nuisance.’


  A nuisance? thought Letty. Is that what she was?


  ‘Ready the mainsail!’ First Mate yelled. A dozen sailors swarmed up a crisscross net of ropes, stretching like a spider web from the big mast in the middle. The ship’s crew were undoing the knots that held the biggest sail in place. The sail began to flap like the wings of a monster seagull. The ship creaked and shuddered. It really was about to take off.


  ‘I can’t believe it,’ Lavinia said. They looked helplessly at the wedge of water between the ship and the jetty. Lavinia twisted her shawl between her fingers. ‘Look, Letty! It’s Papa! Wave for all you’re worth!’


  Papa was clutching his watch chain, looking very small amongst all the people on the jetty.


  ‘Papa!’ Letty screamed. Lavinia fluttered her best red handkerchief madly.


  Papa’s hand went up. He’d seen them.


  He’ll come after me in a boat, thought Letty. He must. ‘I’m here, Papa! Help me get off!’


  The Duchess eased away from the dock. The wedge of water between the girls and their father widened. The passengers cheered.


  Papa turned around and pushed into the crowd.


  ‘Papa!’ Letty called, as if it could bring them back together. She saw him talking fast to a dock worker on the jetty. He was waving his arms around, but he didn’t turn and look at her. She kept calling until she could no longer see him.
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  The Duchess cruised down the river. Letty watched Jemima skip from one side of the boat to the other as Gravesend disappeared into the distance. Jemima waved at her, but Letty didn’t join in.


  A while later, they reached a wide bay. Waves rolled in from the sea beyond. The ship began to lurch, and Letty was afraid.


  ‘When will Papa catch up to us?’ she asked Lavinia.


  Lavinia flounced her skirts in annoyance. ‘What do you expect him to do, Letty? Fly? He can’t reach us, even if he hired a rowboat. A big ship can’t stop for one little girl.’


  ‘He’s not coming?’


  Lavinia shook her head.


  She was caught on the ship. Her home was gone. She had left her Papa and her step-family. The realisation hit her like a wave. Letty was too miserable to speak. How had it happened? She asked herself. She had done what she was told. She was only trying to please people and be good. But somehow she had made an awful mistake. She was a nuisance, the Doctor had said. The sharp pain of being unwanted struck her. Letty felt desolate.


  The ship rolled on the rough water.


  ‘This is very uncomfortable,’ said Lavinia. ‘And you have really put my plans out. I’m going inside.’


  Letty trailed after Lavinia. ‘Inside’ was not the neat cabins below the poop deck, she found. Those were for the Captain, the Doctor and a few rich ‘cabin passengers’. Instead, the girls climbed down a ladder into the ship’s hold, where the hope chest had been stowed earlier.


  It was dark and smoky below decks. Letty began to feel sick. She and Lavinia walked past row after row of rough bunks. The bunks had only a dirty curtain for privacy. Letty could see they were filled with crying babies and grumpy mothers. The single women’s berths were at the very end, past a timber wall.


  ‘Hello, Beddows!’ Jemima’s head poked around a curtain. ‘I’m glad you’re in this mess too!’


  ‘Are you?’ said Lavinia, in a voice that meant she did not wish to discuss anything with Jemima.


  ‘It will be fun,’ said Jemima brightly. ‘Messes share the cooking and the washing and all sorts of things.’


  ‘Oh!’ Letty said. On board ship, ‘mess’ obviously meant something else.


  ‘We’re going to give dinner a miss,’ said Lavinia.


  Letty did not feel like eating either. She helped Lavinia undo her corset, then took off her own dress and climbed under the blanket with her sister. She and Lavinia had to share a bunk because Letty’s fare had not been paid. The blanket was scratchy and the straw mattress was lumpy.


  ‘Lie still, wriggle-worm,’ Lavinia grumbled. ‘Just when I thought I’d get a bed to myself …’ The girls had always shared a bed at home. Letty wished she was there now, in their bedroom above the noisy street.


  Letty felt the in-and-out of Lavinia’s breath, and the up-and-down of the sea.


  After a while, Lavinia turned over.


  ‘Do you realise, Letty, we’ve done it now?’ She put an arm over Letty and squeezed her. ‘We’re going to a new land and a new life,’ she whispered.


  But Letty didn’t want either. She buried her face in Lavinia’s nightshirt.


  ‘That’s enough tears, Letty.’ Lavinia pushed her gently away. ‘We’re already awash in salt water. And I’ve only got one nightshirt. Here.’


  In the darkness, Lavinia pressed a piece of cloth into Letty’s hand. It was light and soft as kindness – Lavinia’s best lace handkerchief, already damp.


  At least Letty had not lost Lavinia, she thought. Even if her big sister had not meant her to come. ‘I love you, Lavinia,’ she said.


  ‘Mmm,’ replied her sister, as the sea rocked them off to sleep.
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  THE next few days were awful. As soon as the Duchess sailed out of the bay, the open sea tossed the ship around like little Charlie shaking his rattle. Most of the women and children were ill. Letty didn’t know about the men. They were at the other end of the hold.


  ‘This place makes me sick just to smell it,’ Lavinia moaned on the fifth day. ‘Let’s get up.’


  Letty felt as if the sea had churned out all her feelings. Her arms and legs were weak. She’d had nothing in her stomach but black tea since Gravesend. She climbed the ladder shakily. But each gulp of the salt air above made her stronger. She was glad to escape the murky hold.


  The two of them rested on a box, in the sunlight. Lavinia wrapped her shawl around them both. Letty was surprised to see that there were plenty of sailors on deck. They looked busy and not at all sick. The boy who had helped with the hope chest was scrubbing the deck. He had cleaned off all his slime, Letty noticed. He looked less alarming now.


  ‘Mind you-er feet, if you will, ladies.’ The words rolled off his tongue in a funny way, like singing.


  Lavinia moved her boots. Letty stood on the box.


  ‘Look, Lavinia!’ she said.


  As far as Letty could see, there was nothing but a grey stretch of waves and sky. The ship, which had seemed so big, now seemed much too small. Letty felt very insignificant. ‘The land’s all gone,’ she said to Lavinia. ‘Every bit!’


  The boy smiled as he scrubbed. ‘Aye-aye!’


  ‘So – where are we?’ Lavinia asked him.


  ‘Movin’ at a tidy speed, we are,’ said the boy. ‘We’re already through the channel and into the Atlantic.’


  ‘Are we nearly at Sydney?’ Letty asked. Surely they must be, since England was so far behind. Maybe in Sydney the ship would let people off and turn around, she thought hopefully. And she could go back home.


  The boy stopped scrubbing and gave her a serious look. ‘No, miss. We’re still closer to the old South Wales than the new one. By a lot.’ Letty knew, from other passengers, that New South Wales was another name for Sydney.


  ‘Another three months at sea, most probably,’ the boy went on. ‘For you, at least. Then off to China for the Duchess, Captain says. Good day, Miss.’ The boy moved away to scrub another patch of deck.


  Letty did not want to believe it. Three whole months on the ship? Everyone had somewhere to go and something to do. Everyone except her.


  A deep shiver ran up and down Letty.


  ‘Sit down or you’ll die of cold,’ said Lavinia.


  Letty sat.


  ‘Lavinia,’ she said, ‘how can you bear it?’


  Lavinia shrugged. ‘Once we get our sea legs we won’t feel queasy and faint anymore.’


  ‘I don’t mean that,’ said Letty. ‘I mean leaving them all. England. And Papa. And everyone.’ She had a different sort of queasiness. In her heart, not her stomach.


  ‘Oh, that!’ Lavinia gave a little toss of her head. She pursed her lips. ‘Papa doesn’t want me, Letty. I’m too much of a handful. He’d rather have a good girl, who does what she’s told. Like you, or Stepmama. Someone he doesn’t have to think about.’


  This did not make Letty feel better.


  ‘That’s why he let me go,’ Lavinia continued. ‘Of course, he didn’t mean you to come too, but he won’t worry too much. The littlies will cry, though.’


  Letty felt like crying with them.


  ‘We’ll write to them, when we get to Australia,’ Lavinia said. She took a letter from the front of her dress. ‘See this? It’s an offer of work, for me. From a friend of a relative of Papa’s. Or a relative of a friend. It doesn’t matter which.’ She tucked the letter away again. ‘We’ll be all right, Letty.’


  Lavinia would be all right, Letty was sure. Lavinia could make scraps of cloth into lovely clothes. She could turn hard hours of scrubbing into a joke. But would she leave Letty behind, or lose her, as she had on the day the ship left?


  Lavinia whisked her shawl away. ‘I’m going to find out about food. You stay here.’


  Letty hunched her knees up under her skirt and wrapped her arms around them. She missed little Charlie and the girls. Letty was too big for hugs and hot milk, Papa often said. But Letty knew that she was not too big to want them.
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  Jemima’s head poked over the hatch. She came and plonked herself down beside Letty. ‘I’ve been just so sick,’ she said.


  ‘Are you better now?’ Letty asked.


  ‘A bit. I can’t bear that toilet in the hold. Oo-pooh!’ Then Jemima changed the subject, her eyes sparkling. ‘Your sister’s dress is very pretty,’ she said.


  ‘She sewed it herself,’ said Letty.


  ‘Yours is nice too.’ Jemima fondled the ribbon rosettes, like little flowers, sewn around Letty’s skirt. ‘Our dresses are the same colour.’


  They were too, both cornflower blue. Both worn around the edges. It was Letty’s only winter dress. She had added on new ribbons specially to see off Lavinia.


  ‘And we’re in the same mess group. You know what?’ Jemima moved closer to Letty, until their shoulders were touching. ‘We can be best friends on the ship. We can eat together and wear the same clothes and play together. And everyone will say “Aren’t they sweet?” ’


  Letty smiled back. It was a nice, warm thought. She wanted to be Jemima’s friend and be like her – confident and pretty, and noticed. Lavinia had always been Letty’s best friend when they were little. But now Lavinia was older, she thought more about Australia than Letty, and Letty felt young and silly beside her.


  ‘I’ll do your hair in curls,’ said Jemima. ‘And you can give me some of your ribbons. Come with me!’


  Jemima climbed down the ladder into the hold, with Letty behind her. She went to her mother’s bunk and drew the curtain across. ‘Under here,’ she whispered, lifting up the straw mattress. Jemima’s mother had a bag of tin cutlery and plates like Lavinia’s. From it Jemima pulled out a short, sharp knife.


  ‘Here, sit down.’


  Letty sat on the bunk.


  Jemima smoothed Letty’s dress into a semicircle around her. Then she pinched a rosette in her fingers, so she could see the thread underneath it. ‘I’ll only take every second one,’ she said. ‘That’s fair, isn’t it?’


  ‘I’m not sure,’ said Letty. ‘Lavinia might not like it.’


  ‘It’s your dress, not hers,’ said Jemima. ‘And I’m your friend. I’ve never had ribbons this nice.’ She sighed.


  Letty did not want to hurt Jemima’s feelings. Or turn away the new friendship that she offered. Letty wanted a best friend. Of course they could share.


  So Jemima trimmed off half the rosettes.


  ‘Have you got a needle and thread?’ Jemima asked.


  Letty was too shy to explain she had nothing of her own but her dress. ‘Lavinia does,’ she told Jemima.


  ‘Then they’re yours too, aren’t they?’ Jemima helped herself to the needle and spool of thread from the bag on Lavinia’s bunk. Letty thought that her sister might be cross, but she didn’t want to lose Jemima’s approval either. She hoped Lavinia wouldn’t notice.


  When they’d finished sewing, the ring of flowers on Jemima’s skirt wasn’t quite straight and Letty’s dress was not quite so pretty. But the girls were a pair.


  Lavinia noticed straight away. She frowned at the little holes left by cutting off the ribbons.


  ‘You’ll have to fix those,’ she said.


  But when Letty told her that she had to get the needle back from Jemima first, Lavinia got really mad. ‘What you do with your things is your lookout,’ she said. ‘But don’t touch mine!’ And she stormed off to retrieve them from Jemima’s mother.


  By now Lavinia knew Jemima’s mother, and all the grown girls on the ship. The women spent hours talking about Australia while Letty and Jemima played and went to classes on deck run by a schoolteacher passenger. Letty and Jemima made faces at each other behind the schoolteacher’s back. When classes were over, Jemima organised hopscotch. Before bed, they curled Jemima’s hair up with rags. They couldn’t do Letty’s yet, Jemima said, because it was still too short.


  After Sunday prayers, they sang songs to impress the adult passengers. And Jemima taught Letty a clapping rhyme about sailing.


  
    
      ‘A sailor went to sea, sea, sea


      To see what he could see, see, see;


      But all that he could see, see, see,


      Was the bottom of the deep blue sea, sea, sea.’

    

  


  Once the freckly sailor boy heard them as he climbed down from where he had been working, very high in the rigging, and smiled. ‘You’er singing about me, now?’


  Jemima looked at his bare feet and gingery hair.


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re not even English. Let’s play somewhere else, Letty.’


  Letty was not sure why they had to go somewhere else. She didn’t mind the sailor. But Jemima pinched her and whispered in her ear, ‘I’ll show you a hiding place.’


  Jemima led her up the front of the ship. ‘Here!’ Jemima lifted the corner of a large canvas. Behind it was a rowboat on its side, and a dark space just big enough for the two of them. Jemima looked over her shoulder. She giggled. ‘Freckle-head’s coming. Let’s get in.’


  The two girls crouched in the curve of the boat. Letty saw the boy’s bare feet approaching. His long toes curled against the boards of the deck.


  ‘Ugh!’ said Jemima, and flicked the canvas to cover the opening. ‘This can be our secret spot. Just ours.’ Jemima’s voice tingled in the darkness. ‘I’ve shown you this. Now you share a secret, Letty.’


  ‘I don’t have any secrets,’ Letty answered, although she did. She hadn’t told Jemima how she’d got on the ship. She didn’t want to.


  ‘You must,’ Jemima insisted. ‘Who do you like on this ship?’


  ‘Lavinia.’


  ‘Not her – she’s your sister.Who else?’


  Not the First Mate, or the Doctor, or Jemima’s loud mother. ‘You,’ said Letty.


  Jemima moved closer to Letty. ‘I’ll be your best friend always,’ she promised.


  From then on, Jemima made it a game that they couldn’t talk to ‘Freckle-head’. Instead they had to run away when he was on deck. Running and hiding was fun. But the boy sometimes looked sad, Letty thought, even though it was just a game. He still reminded her of her big brother who’d gone off to work a few years back. That made her sad too, and made her think of Papa. Lavinia had said he wouldn’t worry about Letty. But that only made Letty feel sadder, and smaller. She was nothing but a lost dot on the huge, cold sea. Being Jemima’s friend, squashed together in their special spot, helped her feel found again.
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  THE further they sailed, the warmer the weather became. It seemed to Letty that the sea had changed. The water was not grey and choppy anymore. Letty liked to go to the focsle at the front of the ship. She leaned out and watched the jewel-box of ocean colours – deep purple, emerald, sapphire and flashes of silver.


  Letty thought she might be changing too. She was not so frightened now, and didn’t feel queasy. She knew to be on time for dinner on Tuesdays and Thursdays, when their mess got fresh bread. She knew not to go on the poop deck or talk to the Doctor. If Letty thought of Papa, she felt an ache in her heart as wide as the sea. But she was with Lavinia, and she had Jemima as her friend.


  ‘Beautiful, aren’t it?’ the boy sailor commented when she was sea-dreaming one day. ‘But as moody as First Mate,’ he said.


  Letty smiled. Like my sister, she thought.


  ‘Letty!’ On the deck below, Jemima stamped her foot. Letty’s sea-dreams faded as Jemima signalled for her to come. Letty waved at the young sailor and hopped down to the deck.


  ‘Don’t you know what’s happening?’ Jemima said. ‘Today the Captain has ordered passengers’ luggage to be brought from the hold. So we can take out our summer clothes.’


  The passengers assembled around the deck. Lavinia’s hope chest was first out, because it had been nearly last in. The brass knobs were looking dull and greenish, but it was all in one piece. Lavinia gave a little hop when she saw it.


  ‘There it is, Letty!’ Lavinia lifted a ribbon from around her neck, out of the ruffley folds above her bodice. A key hung from the end of the ribbon.


  ‘So that’s where you keep the key,’ Letty said.


  ‘Shhh!’ warned Lavinia. ‘You can’t be too careful when you have to look after yourself.’


  Letty knelt in front of the chest and traced her fingers over the brass patterns. Lavinia fitted the key and opened the lid. Letty breathed in the chest’s strong smell of lavender.


  ‘Everything’s there,’ Lavinia said with satisfaction. ‘Here’s my summer calico.’ She lifted a cotton dress carefully by the shoulders. She smoothed it over one arm. ‘I can change petticoats too. The ones I’ve got on are stiff as boards – it’s so long since they’ve been washed.’


  ‘What about me?’ Letty asked.


  ‘You’ll have to wear your undershift, Letty. Now I’m going down to our bunk to get changed. You stay here and mind the chest. We know how well you can do that.’ Lavinia looped the ribbon with the key around Letty’s neck. Then she wafted off in a cloud of lavender.


  ‘Is that your chest?’ asked Jemima. ‘Isn’t it a stunner?’


  Letty nodded. She told Jemima how it had once belonged to a lord or lady.


  Jemima looked impressed. ‘Show me the inside,’ she said.


  Jemima and Letty lifted the heavy lid together. Jemima looked at Lavinia’s linen and breathed the chest’s smell.


  ‘Your things aren’t bad, are they?’ she said.


  Letty did not say they were actually Lavinia’s.


  ‘You know,’ said Jemima, ‘I could use one of these pillowslips. The ship ones are made from horrible old sacks.’


  ‘Mmm,’ agreed Letty.


  ‘So you could give this to me,’ said Jemima.


  Letty froze inside. She shouldn’t do that. They weren’t hers. But she couldn’t get the words out either. She didn’t like to say no.


  ‘Letty,’ said Jemima, as if Letty was being a bit thick, ‘if you want to be friends, you have to share. Or don’t you want to be best friends anymore?’


  ‘Oh,’ said Letty. Of course she did.


  Jemima gave her a look: sharp-eyed, head on the side, like a seagull about to take food. She folded the pillowcase up into a tight square, and tucked it under her arm. Then she looked at Letty again to see if Letty would stop her. Letty felt guilty about letting the linen go, but just as bad about refusing her best friend. So she said nothing. Jemima skipped off towards the hold, curls bouncing.


  Lavinia came back humming, almost dancing. The admiring eyes of the sailors and the gentleman passengers followed her.


  ‘It’s so good to feel pretty again,’ she said to Letty.


  Letty didn’t answer.


  ‘Cheer up! We’ll embroider some flowers on the front of your shift. I’ll sew a band to bring in the waist too, so it doesn’t look like underwear.’


  Lavinia dumped her woollen winter dress and her used petticoats on top of the linen in the chest. She locked it, without checking its contents again.


  Letty breathed a sigh of relief. She hoped that one missing pillowcase wouldn’t matter. It was the price of Jemima’s friendship.
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  Letty and Lavinia started work the next day on turning Letty’s shift into a dress. Jemima and her mother came over to have a look.


  ‘You’re good with a needle,’ said Jemima’s mother. ‘Every household in Sydney will want a servant like you. When we get to Sydney, I’ll introduce you to our connections. My hubby’s already in the colony. He knows people there.’


  ‘That’s kind of you,’ said Lavinia.


  ‘Now, Jemima,’ said her mother, ‘what do you have to say to the Beddows?’


  ‘Thank you for the pillowcase,’ said Jemima sweetly, with a little curtsey.


  Lavinia looked surprised.


  ‘The one our dear Letty gave her,’ explained Jemima’s mother.


  Letty hung her head. She dreaded what was coming.


  ‘I see,’ said Lavinia. She swept the embroidery threads and the shift from Letty’s lap. ‘Excuse us! The light is bad for sewing all of a sudden. Letty!’


  ‘I told you not to touch my things!’ Lavinia said, once they were in the hold. ‘They’re all I have.’ She threw Letty’s shift down on the mess bench. ‘I’m so angry, I won’t sew your shift. And you can’t use even one of my coloured threads.


  ‘Why do you listen to that little minx Jemima?’ she went on. ‘Why do you do whatever people tell you? Haven’t you got any sense of your own? You weren’t even supposed to be here. I’ve had it with you!’ Lavinia marched off, in a great rustle of clean cotton.


  Letty lay down on the bunk and sobbed into the mattress. She knew she’d done the wrong thing by her sister, but Lavinia’s anger was scorching.


  A while later, Jemima sat down on the bunk beside Letty. ‘Are you crying?’ she asked.


  Letty sniffed.


  ‘Aren’t you supposed to be here? Is that what your sister said? What did she mean?’


  It hurt Letty to talk about how she left England. She wished Lavinia had kept her secret. ‘It was a mix-up,’ she said. ‘I got on board by mistake.’


  ‘Didn’t you pay?’


  Letty shook her head.


  ‘Ooo! No wonder the Doctor doesn’t like you much,’ Jemima said thoughtfully. ‘And now your sister doesn’t want you either.’


  Letty choked back more tears.


  ‘I’m going to tell Mama,’ Jemima said cheerfully.


  Letty did not feel that was what a best friend should say. But Jemima had already gone on deck.
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  LAVINIA said nothing more about the pillowcase, but she didn’t touch Letty’s shift either. Letty had to keep wearing her thick, itchy, winter dress.


  The ship got nowhere. The Duchess was stuck in the part of the ocean called ‘the Doldrums’ for a long time. The wind dropped off completely. The sea went flat as glass. Letty thought it was like living in a painting, where everything was still.


  The stores of flour got low, and the Captain decided that instead of bread, the hold passengers would have to eat ship’s biscuit.


  ‘This biscuit is as hard and thick as the Bible,’ said Jemima, and refused to eat it. Her mother got her cabin bread, from the Captain’s table. Letty wasn’t sure how. Lavinia said curtly that Jemima’s family knew someone rich in Sydney who knew the Doctor.


  Letty and Lavinia soaked their biscuits in tea to soften them up. Lavinia pushed their tin plate towards Letty.


  ‘You eat first,’ she said. ‘I don’t feel like it.’


  Letty tried. The outside of the biscuit was slimy like glue. But inside it was still a rock. Chewing was hard work. She gave up halfway through.


  ‘Eat it,’ ordered Lavinia, ‘or you’ll starve.’


  But Lavinia lay down on the bunk and refused to eat her own share. Letty was supposed to eat that too. Instead, when Lavinia wasn’t looking, Letty tipped it into the toilet bucket.


  Next morning, Lavinia had an argument with the First Mate.


  ‘All out!’ he shouted down the hatch. ‘Bedding on deck! Time to scrub out the hold.’


  Lavinia said she was tired. ‘How are we supposed to work in this heat? With that food to eat? It won’t hurt if I stay here just this once,’ Lavinia protested.


  ‘Them’s Doctor’s orders,’ growled First Mate. He dropped his chin to his chest like a bull lowering its horns for a fight. ‘We’ve got sick passengers and sick crew. It’s down here that diseases breed. We’re cleaning out.’


  For once, Lavinia gave up. She made Letty carry their bedding, and dragged her feet unwillingly onto the deck.


  ‘I am going to die in this tropical heat, Letty,’ she complained.


  That was unfair, Letty thought. After all, it was Letty who still wore winter clothes, and Letty who had lugged the mattress. But she didn’t argue. She just reminded Lavinia that it was their turn to cook lunch.


  ‘I’m so tired! I can’t stay on my feet,’ Lavinia said. ‘You do it.’ So Letty took the mess pot to the bosun’s locker, where the food stores were kept. ‘Freckle-head’ was there, helping the bosun open a new cask of meat.


  ‘Come for meat, little girl?’ The bosun gave a gap-toothed grin.


  ‘Yes, please,’ said Letty hopefully. Yesterday’s biscuit hadn’t really filled her up.


  The boy worked around the barrel rim with a lever. The bosun held the barrel steady. There was an unpleasant, rotting smell – Letty didn’t like to say anything in case it was the bosun himself, or the boy. Nobody could keep clean on the ship. Everyone but the cabin passengers had to wash in sea water.


  The bosun wrinkled his nose.


  ‘Nearly done,’ said the boy.


  He gave the lever one more jerk and the barrel lid came free. Letty gagged as the bosun lifted the lid off. The stench didn’t come from the sailors. It came from the food.


  ‘What’s that?’ asked Letty.


  ‘Salt mutton,’ said the bosun. ‘Well-travelled salt mutton. See these here bungs?’ The bosun pointed out three round plugs of wood, driven into the barrel lid. ‘Every time this barrel reaches a dock, it’s inspected. Then it’s sealed up again with one of these. So this meat’s already been out to Australia and back again. Just like Jones here.’


  The bosun plunged his hand into the barrel and pulled out a black lump. ‘That’ll do for your mess,’ he said, dropping it into Letty’s pot. Letty looked at it in disgust.


  ‘Wash it in sea water and boil it,’ lisped the bosun. ‘She’ll be right.’


  But she wasn’t right. The slippery meat washed out of the bucket and nearly slithered overboard. Letty had to stand on it with her boot to stop it being lost. Even after she rinsed it three times it still ponged.


  She took it to the galley, where the ship’s stove was. She hung around the cooking pot for two hours, while it boiled. Then she wrapped her dress around the pot’s iron handle to carry it to the mess.


  Jemima’s mother took off the lid. She made a face at the sour smell that came out.


  ‘Ooh – poo,’ said Jemima. ‘I’m not hungry.’


  Jemima’s mother slopped the stew into their plates. ‘Next time you do the cooking,’ she said to Lavinia. ‘Letty can’t. That’s clear.’


  Letty felt she had failed. She choked on her first mouthful of meat.


  ‘Sorry,’ said Lavinia. She stood up, swaying with the ship. ‘I’m going to bed.’


  The next morning Lavinia wasn’t right either. Her face was pink, as if she’d been in the sun too long. ‘I’m so hot,’ she murmured.


  Jemima blamed the meat. But Lavinia hadn’t had a single mouthful.


  Lavinia didn’t even lift her head from the pillow when First Mate yelled down the hatch at them.


  Letty pulled the curtain across because Lavinia wasn’t dressed yet.


  ‘Not you again!’ he said when he came to their berth. ‘You’re trouble.’


  When Papa said that, Lavinia’s eyes would flash and they’d be in for a row. But this morning Lavinia lay on the bunk with her eyes closed.


  Letty faced the First Mate. ‘We’ll be up in a minute, sir,’ she said.


  But Lavinia really could not move, even after First Mate had gone. Instead, Letty picked up Jemima’s mattress, which her friend had left behind. If the Mate was watching, it would look as if Letty and Lavinia were doing what they were supposed to.


  After she’d piled the mattresses on the focsle, Letty volunteered to scrub their mess. She snuck down to see Lavinia first. Letty felt a whisper of panic – her sister was so still. Letty touched her cheek. It was burning. Once, years ago, Letty’s mother had also been sick – very sick. Letty had forgotten, for a long time. But she remembered now.


  ‘Lavinia, quick! Get up before anyone comes.’


  ‘Don’t talk to me,’ her sister answered. ‘My head’s splitting.’


  Letty tipped her bucket of sea water on the floor. As she sloshed the broom across the timbers, she wondered what to do. Even after she’d cleaned their mess, Lavinia hadn’t moved. Letty, however, had made a decision.


  She went in search of the Doctor, on the poop deck.


  ‘Excuse me, sir,’ she said when she found him.


  The Doctor frowned, as Letty had expected him to. Letty was afraid of the Doctor’s coldness. But a greater fear was pushing her. She didn’t give up.


  ‘My sister is sick.’


  A gentleman passenger standing nearby rolled his eyes. ‘A weak lot, women,’ he said.


  The Doctor sniffed. His moustache twitched.


  ‘She’s not seasick,’ said Letty, with a glance at the flat ocean. ‘And it’s not the food. But she’s too sick to move.’


  ‘All right,’ sighed the Doctor. ‘I’ll have a look.’


  The Doctor rarely came into the hold. Letty kept looking back to make sure he was really following.


  Lavinia was asleep. She started when the Doctor touched her head.


  ‘Feverish,’ he said. The Doctor opened the porthole wide, letting in more light. ‘I want you to have a look at her torso,’ he instructed.


  Letty didn’t know what he meant. ‘Her chest and waist,’ said the Doctor impatiently. ‘Under her nightgown.’


  The Doctor turned his back. Letty looked. Lavinia didn’t resist.


  ‘Does she have red spots?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Letty. The word felt heavy as a stone.


  ‘I’ll get her taken to the hospital,’ the Doctor said. ‘She has ship fever.’
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  A PAIR of sailors scooped up Lavinia on her mattress. They carried her to a different part of the hold, which was called the hospital, although it had the same plain bunks. Lavinia neither complained nor thanked the sailors. She only moaned. Letty felt like a spare tail, drooping behind them. The sailors put Lavinia down, crossed themselves, and left.


  Three or four patients lay on the other bunks. The Doctor wasn’t there. A father was wiping his little boy’s forehead with a wet cloth.


  ‘Does he have ship fever too?’ Letty asked.


  The man nodded. ‘So the Doctor says. He doesn’t do anything, mind you,’ the man continued unhappily. ‘The medicine is only for cabin passengers. We can’t afford to pay for it. Is that your sister?’


  Letty nodded.


  ‘Where are your mother and father?’


  ‘Not here,’ she said.


  ‘You’d best look after her yourself, then.’


  The man was right. The Doctor did not show his face again that day. Letty fetched her sister’s good handkerchief, dipped it in water and tried to cool Lavinia off, like the man was doing for his son. When the ship’s bell rang for dinner, Letty went to their berth.


  Jemima’s mother had made dinner – it was just as foul when she cooked the meat, Letty noticed.


  ‘Where have you been all day?’ Jemima wanted to know.


  ‘The hospital. Lavinia’s sick,’ Letty explained.


  Jemima’s mother stared at Letty. ‘Then you get out of here too,’ she said. ‘Now! We don’t want you carrying diseases back to us.’


  Jemima’s mother was tall. She held the wooden spoon threateningly in one hand and Letty was afraid of her. She picked up her plate.


  ‘Take your sister’s clothes too,’ ordered Jemima’s mother, ‘or I’ll throw them overboard.’


  Jemima said nothing. Letty did not blame her. What could you say when your mother was being so mean?


  It was hard to walk with Lavinia’s long skirts tripping her up. Letty spilled the dinner. There was hardly any left when she reached the hospital.


  Lavinia did not want it anyway. She curled up on the bunk. ‘Take it away. My stomach hurts …’ she moaned.


  ‘Give her tea,’ the boy’s father suggested. ‘They can’t take this rot the Captain calls food.’


  Letty couldn’t go back to the mess, so she had to beg a cupful of tea from the cook.


  Over the next few days, the little boy’s father shared what he could from his mess with Letty. In return, Letty helped watch over his son.


  For a whole week, Lavinia drank only tea.


  ‘Get some food into her,’ advised the Doctor, when he finally came down to see them. ‘Or she’ll have no strength to fight the fever.’


  Letty did her best. She saved her own small portion of ship’s biscuit, soaked in tea. Lavinia was too tired to hold it, so Letty fed bits to her on a spoon. After a few mouthfuls, Lavinia had had enough.


  ‘Thank you, Letty,’ she murmured.


  Five minutes later, Lavinia doubled up in pain. ‘Bucket!’ she groaned.


  But Letty was too slow and Lavinia was sick all over herself.


  ‘Oh, Lavinia!’ said Letty. ‘I’m so sorry.’ It was frightening to see her proud sister so weak. Lavinia always hated dirt and mess, and now she couldn’t even control her own body.


  ‘Never mind,’ Lavinia whispered. ‘Help me change.’


  Letty peeled her sister’s nightgown carefully over her head. Then she helped her into the long shift that she normally wore under her corset. Lavinia closed her eyes again.


  ‘I’ll be back soon,’ Letty told her.


  She bundled up the wet gown and handkerchief, and took them on deck. The other passengers had gone below for the night. The crew were trimming the sails that hung limp in the twilight. Letty went straight for the rails. She heaved the dirty nightshirt overboard. It made a soft splash. Letty watched the water fold over the bundle. It sank slowly.


  The boy sailor came out of the crew’s cabin under the focsle. He yawned and leaned on the rail beside her. Letty noticed that his arms and legs were like blocks of wood – solid and squared off at the joints. She wondered whether it was hard to balance when he climbed so high up the masts.


  ‘Evening, Miss,’ he said.


  Letty thought how good it was to have someone speak to her in a pleasant, passing-the-time sort of way. She hadn’t realised how lonely she’d been, without Jemima or Lavinia to talk with.


  ‘Good evening,’ said Letty. But then she got stuck. She remembered the games she and Jemima had played against the boy and how Jemima had called him ‘Freckle-head’. She couldn’t go any further. He didn’t say anything either. He was probably expecting her to run off.


  ‘Can I ask your name?’ Letty said eventually.


  ‘Seaman Jones, Miss.’


  ‘No, I meant what your family call you. Like I’m Letitia,’ Letty explained. ‘Letty for short.’


  ‘Aye – Letty.’ Her name sounded dainty, the way he said it. ‘Abner, I am.’


  ‘Abner,’ said Letty seriously. ‘I’m sorry for not talking to you before. I think your voice is very nice. Even if it’s not English. It goes up and down like the sea.’


  Abner smiled. ‘Wales, I’m from.’


  ‘How did you come here?’ The moment Letty asked this question, she regretted it. If he asked her the same thing, she couldn’t reply. She didn’t want to be rude, but she didn’t want to talk about the big mess-up either.


  Abner looked happy enough to tell her. ‘When I was near fourteen, my mam said I had to work or she couldn’t feed me. Our valley got a new coal mine, but I couldn’t stand workin’ there. Black as night, underground. So I done run off to sea.’ He swept an arm over the water, tinted rose by the sunset.


  The ship’s bell rang.


  ‘Start of my shift, that is,’ said Abner. ‘Four hours on, four hours off.’


  ‘Do you like working as a sailor?’ Letty asked.


  Abner thought. ‘Not all of it. The anchor cables – ach.’ He pulled a face. ‘But settin’ the sails, I like. They’re all different. This one we’re under, the mizzen course, it’s a bit like me. Tall, odd-shaped, but useful.’


  Letty smiled.


  ‘And you,’ Abner continued to her surprise, ‘would be the royal. Right up the top – small and pretty.’


  ‘Oh!’ Letty was startled. People always thought Lavinia or Jemima were pretty, but never her. Her heart gave a little flutter of pleasure.


  ‘Seaman Jones, look sharp!’ yelled First Mate. ‘Cat’s paw coming from north-west!’


  Letty looked where the Mate was pointing. A riffle of wind was moving over the water towards the ship.


  ‘Night, Miss Letty,’ Abner called as he headed up the rigging.


  The cool breeze followed Letty down the hatch, back to Lavinia. Letty thought about Abner, and the royal sail, and the thoughts were like fresh air.
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  JEMIMA and her mother were both in the hospital. They sat on the bunk nearest Lavinia. Jemima’s head rested on her mother’s shoulder. At last they’ve come to see how we are, Letty thought. ‘Jemima!’ she said happily.


  Jemima turned her head slowly. All her bounciness was gone. She looked as little and frightened as Letty often felt. They hadn’t come to visit. They were sick too.


  ‘Help her, Letty,’ said Jemima’s mother hoarsely. ‘Please!’


  Letty didn’t think Jemima’s mother should give her instructions anymore. But she could not harden her heart against Jemima. So now she had three patients to wash and to give tea.


  That night, the Duchess finally found the trade winds. The ship seemed to shake itself, and then took off south. Letty thought it was like a bird skimming over the waves. The sea air above decks was lovely and cool, but Lavinia’s fever burned as hot as ever.


  By the morning, Lavinia couldn’t move – not even to go to the toilet when her insides turned to water. Letty stripped the filthy shift off her sister and put it under the bunk. She heaved Lavinia to one side and turned the mattress over. The hospital smelled even worse than usual. But Letty was too embarrassed to take the clothes on deck until the day was over and it was completely dark.


  The hatch was left open in fine weather, but female passengers weren’t supposed to be above deck so late. Letty crept up the ladder. Under a lamp in the focsle, sailors were playing cards. Abner was on watch at the prow. Letty walked softly to where the buckets were stowed. She wished she could throw this shift away, but it was the only one Lavinia had left. She had to find a way to wash it.


  Letty lowered the big wooden bucket on its rope, over the ship’s rails. The tarry rope stuck in her hands. The bucket clunked against the ship’s side. Letty hoped nobody heard. The bucket plopped into the water. Letty imagined how good it would be to lower herself in too, and wash all the heat and dirt and worry away. But of course she couldn’t do that – she’d drown.


  Letty grasped the rope and heaved. But the Duchess was moving too fast and the bucket felt as though it weighed a ton. Her arm was almost yanked out of its socket. The rope burned her palm. She held on, thinking: If I lose this bucket, I will be in big trouble from First Mate and maybe even the Doctor.


  Letty reached for the rope with both hands. She got one hand over the other. The bucket is an arm-length closer, she told herself— pull again.


  A gust of wind blew across the deck. The sails filled and the ship surged suddenly. The drag on the bucket was too strong for her. Letty felt her feet leave the deck. Her ribs slammed into the rail and knocked the breath out of her. She let go of the rope with one hand. But somehow it was caught around her and pulling her overboard. In a panic, she grabbed at the rail, but the wood was wet and slippery and she couldn’t hold on. She could feel the sea spray in her face. Below her was the terrifying black water. In a second she would be over the side …


  ‘Whoa there!’ Abner grabbed her arm and waist. With a bruising yank he pulled her back.


  ‘Miss Letty, are you all right?’


  Letty gasped for breath. Her ribs hurt like someone had hit her. Her knees gave way. She sat on the deck, shaking all over.


  Abner squatted beside her. ‘Breathe easy now, you poor dab. What were you up to?’


  ‘I was trying to get a bucket of water,’ Letty said in a small voice. She felt she must look very silly and weak to Abner. Lavinia’s dirty clothes were lying a short distance away, half-hidden in the dark.


  Abner looked thoughtfully at her. ‘Aye-aye,’ he said eventually. ‘You must be needin’ it pretty bad. Let me do it now.’ Abner hauled the bucket up, hand over hand.


  ‘Some things,’ he said with a final pull, ‘a person needs help with. Don’t you be afraid to ask. Better to ask than suffer in silence.’


  The bucket sloshed water over their feet. Thankfulness overflowed in Letty. Abner had not said she’d done the wrong thing, even though she’d nearly lost the bucket and fallen overboard herself. He was right, she thought, suddenly bold. She would ask. Although he was not a girl, or a passenger, or even English, she would ask him something big.


  ‘Abner,’ she said, ‘without you I would have drowned just now. I have nothing to give you in return, but – will you be my friend?’


  Abner looked her in the eyes. ‘I’m thinkin’ that’s a serious question,’ he said.


  Letty nodded. She hadn’t asked anyone to be her friend before. But she liked him, and she meant it.


  ‘I accept.’ Abner offered her his hand. She shook it.


  ‘I’ll be going back to my watch, then, Letty – else First Mate’ll be none too friendly with us both.’


  Letty laughed. When he was gone, she got on with her washing. Her hands were still shaky. Partly it was the shock of nearly drowning, and partly it was pure surprise at her own daring.
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  For all Letty’s care, neither Jemima nor her mother were any better.The little boy improved and left the hospital. But Lavinia got worse. The Doctor said her heartbeat had slowed. He said the fever usually took a month to break, but she might not last that long. She was very thin. Letty wished she could do something, anything, to make her sister better, but she did not know what.


  In the middle of one night, Lavinia began to twitch and call out. ‘Papa!’ she babbled. ‘No, Papa!’


  ‘Lavinia, it’s me,’ Letty turned her sister’s head to face her.


  ‘Help!’ said Lavinia. ‘Papa!’ Lavinia tossed her head desperately. Her beautiful curls were a tangled mess. Lavinia would not let Letty brush them because even that hurt her too much.


  ‘It’s me, Letty. Please, Lavinia,’ Letty pleaded.


  Lavinia stared wildly past her. She didn’t know her sister. Lavinia was beyond Letty’s reach, in a wilderness between life and death. Letty felt her heart sink in fear and helplessness. Suddenly she couldn’t bear to stay there anymore. It was all too much.


  Letty stumbled across the dark hold to the square of starlight falling through the hatch. As she climbed, she gasped and sobbed like a drowning person. Once up on deck she curled up in a corner of the focsle. A sailor came off the rigging and walked past, but Letty hid her face in her knees.


  ‘There’s a little girl outside, sobbin’ like we’re about to sail off the world’s edge,’ she heard the bosun tell his mates.


  ‘Which one?’ asked Abner’s voice.


  ‘Dunno,’ said the bosun, and shut the crew’s door.


  Lavinia is going to die, said a voice in Letty’s head. I will be all alone.


  ‘Letty?’


  She looked up. Abner’s square figure crouched in front of her.


  ‘It is you,’ he said. He sat down beside her. ‘How about you share you-er sorrows, then?’


  ‘My sister is sick,’ Letty said bleakly. ‘Jemima is too. They have fever. Lavinia’s had it for weeks. She can’t eat ship biscuit and I don’t have any money to pay for medicine. My sister was so beautiful and so strong. Now I think she’ll die.’


  ‘Ah. That’s a lot of heavy weather to sail through,’ said Abner.


  ‘She doesn’t even know me. I’m no use to her. I’m not even meant to be here,’ Letty confessed. ‘I’m going to Australia by mistake.’


  ‘Everyone is meant to be here, I’d say,’ Abner replied.


  ‘Really?’ said Letty doubtfully. ‘I’ve tried so hard to do the right thing, but it’s all gone wrong. I wanted to look after Lavinia, but I can’t. Now she’ll be gone and I’ll be nobody, all alone. Who will care for me?’ Letty couldn’t speak anymore, only cry.


  Abner was silent for a long time, until Letty wiped her face.


  ‘See those stars?’ he said to her. The night sky was an unclouded galaxy of tiny diamonds.


  ‘They’re beautiful, but they don’t help,’ Letty said. She thought she should go below, but she didn’t want to, in case Lavinia had … She couldn’t finish her thought. It was too awful.


  ‘I heard some words, one Sunday,’ Abner said quietly. ‘ “He tells the number of stars, He calls them all by name.” And I said to myself, if the Lord God can tell them apart, He knows me too. And you, Letty.’


  Abner was odd-shaped in his thoughts as well as his bones, thought Letty. She had always thought God must be a bit like the Doctor – too important to care who she was. But Abner saw things differently. She was glad he was there. She felt known and liked and cared about. His confidence gave her courage. Letty felt a little bit of the sky’s wide stillness trickle into her.


  With it came another idea, this time of Letty’s own. There was one more thing Letty could try for Lavinia. One bold and risky thing. It might get her into trouble later, but she would face that when it happened.


  ‘I’m going now, Abner,’ she told him.


  ‘Right-o,’ he said, and gave her a hand up.
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  WHEN Letty returned to the hospital, everyone was deep in sleep. Letty picked up the stub of candle in its holder. Gently, she pulled out the ribbon strung around Lavinia’s neck. Lavinia’s fingers fluttered. But she did not wake up. Letty lifted the key over her sister’s face and eased the ribbon free of her knotted hair.


  Letty shielded the candle flame with one hand and crept towards the luggage section of the hold. The entrance was boarded over, to prevent stealing. Letty told herself she was not stealing. She tried to pull one of the boards off with her fingers. They were firmly nailed. Letty’s fingernail split. She noticed there was a space beneath the lowest boards. She lay flat on the grimy floor. She pushed the candle in ahead of her, then poked her head through the hole.


  Letty yelped – rats were scurrying in all directions. They scattered at the sound of her voice. Letty swallowed her disgust, then wiggled her shoulders through, and her hips. Her dress caught on a splinter. The cloth ripped a little. Whatever was left of the rosettes would be ruined by now. Letty hadn’t thought about them since Lavinia got sick. They weren’t important anymore.


  Then she spotted Lavinia’s hope chest, right at the front of the luggage stacks. The candlelight shone softly off the brass patterns. A big fat rat perched on the lid.


  Letty stood up and stamped her foot. ‘Go away, horrible thing!’ The rat leapt off into the darkness.


  Letty took the key off her neck, her hands trembling, and opened the chest. Lavinia’s winter dress was there in a heap on the top. Letty held the ruffles against her face. She remembered how those skirts had billowed around Lavinia when she jumped off the coach in Gravesend. Underneath them was the linen, so crisp and new. She remembered how annoyed Papa had been when Lavinia spent all her money on them – how expensive they had been.


  Letty put the dress aside. She lifted out all the clean linen and wrapped the heavy pile in her own petticoat. Then she returned the dress to the chest and locked it.


  As the lock clicked shut, Letty heard muffled voices somewhere down the hold.


  She blew out the candle. Someone must have heard me cry out, she thought.


  ‘I heard a noise down here,’ said a voice. ‘There’re thieves about.’


  Someone else grunted, and began tapping the boards across the entrance.


  Letty hardly breathed. She could hear rats rustling in the corners. She imagined they were running around her legs.


  ‘Still done up tight,’ said the second man. ‘Must’ve been the rats.’


  ‘Squeaky devils,’ agreed the first voice.


  After the men left, Letty made herself count to one hundred, twice. Then she felt her way to the hole, crammed the linen through and slithered out after it.


  Back in the hospital, she kissed Lavinia’s hot forehead and hung the key back around her sister’s neck. If Lavinia got better, she was going to be angry. But Letty wanted her better – tossing curls, swishing skirts, sharp words and all. If Letty didn’t do this, she was sure the fever would kill Lavinia.


  Letty clutched the bundle of precious linen to her chest. She waited for first light.
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  When the cabin passengers took the morning air up on the poop deck, Letty approached the Doctor. She was always nervous of him. Passengers from the hold weren’t worth much of his attention, it seemed. But today, instead of avoiding him, she would make sure he saw Lavinia was worth his care.


  ‘May I talk to you, please, sir?’


  ‘Your sister?’ he said, frowning.


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  The Doctor chewed on his moustache. ‘Has she …?’


  ‘She’s the same, sir. She’s very weak. She needs medicine and something to eat. Ship’s biscuit and salt meat make her sicker.’


  ‘I haven’t got enough medicine for the whole ship,’ said the Doctor. ‘There’s no cure for typhoid anyway. I only have nourishing tonic. It’s very expensive and you can’t afford it, little girl.’


  ‘How much is it?’ Letty asked.


  ‘One pound per bottle.’ The Doctor turned away.


  ‘Wait!’ said Letty. She unwrapped the old petticoat from around the linen. ‘These were worth more than that in England. They’re new. You can have them, to pay for the medicine and some fresh bread.’


  The Doctor took the sheets, pillowcases and handkerchiefs. He felt them between his fingers.


  Please, please, please, thought Letty.


  The doctor pursed his lips. ‘Very well.’ He told her to wait outside the cabin berths.
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  Later, Letty returned to the hospital, cradling a thick glass bottle of brown liquid and two fragrant rolls. Jemima’s eyes fixed on her as soon as she entered.


  ‘Lavinia!’ Letty shook her gently. ‘I have medicine.’


  Lavinia blinked.


  ‘And smell these!’ Letty cupped a roll in her hand and held it under Lavinia’s nose.


  Lavinia took a deep breath.


  ‘They’re for you,’ Letty said encouragingly.


  Letty gave her sister one spoonful of brown medicine, exactly as the Doctor had instructed. She made herself wait an hour, for Lavinia’s stomach to settle down. All the while she sat watching Lavinia, she felt the eyes of the other patients watching the bread rolls. When the ship’s bell rang again, Letty pulled off a little piece of roll and put it in Lavinia’s mouth.


  ‘Mmm,’ said Lavinia.


  Letty fed her half the roll, morsel by morsel, over the morning.


  ‘Letty,’ Jemima’s mother called to her in a croaky voice. Letty went over with a cup of tea.


  ‘Thanks, dear girl,’ said Jemima’s mother, after one sip. ‘Spare a little bread for my Jemima, won’t you?’


  Letty’s hands tightened around the cup. The bread had been bought with Lavinia’s things. Lavinia would not want to share it with Jemima. But Letty knew that she could spare some. So she broke the other roll in half. She handed one piece to Jemima’s mother and took the other piece to Jemima.


  Jemima’s hand was hot and dry.


  ‘You are so lucky not to be sick, Letty,’ she whispered.


  Letty hadn’t thought of it that way. But Jemima was right.


  ‘This bread is the best,’ said Jemima. ‘You’re my real friend.’


  ‘If you need anything when we get to Australia,’ her mother added, ‘you just ask.’


  Letty smiled at Jemima and bit into the last half-roll. It was soft and delicious. Letty knew she had got something right this time, all on her own.
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  For three days, Letty couldn’t tell whether the food and medicine made any difference to her sister. Jemima and her mother were looking better, but they had not been so ill as Lavinia. Letty’s head began to spin from tiredness. Early on the fourth morning the seas were wild. When Letty struggled up the ladder to get tea, she was met with waves washing across the deck and down the hatch. Abner yelled to her to get below.


  Letty sloshed through ankle-deep water, back to the hospital. The ship was swaying too much for her to pour medicine. Letty pulled off her soaked boots and curled up on the dark corner bunk opposite Lavinia. She thought she’d just have a little rest. She began to dream she was a glass bottle, bobbing on a sea of brown medicine …


  Plink … plink … A dripping sound woke her up. Letty looked around.


  Water was leaking through the boards above, onto Lavinia’s bed.


  Lavinia’s bunk was empty. The drops fell on bare wood.


  Letty was stunned. She knew what that meant. When a passenger died, they were wrapped in their bedding and lowered into the ocean. Lavinia was gone.


  Why did I fall asleep? Letty thought desperately. I wasn’t even there to hold her hand. If only I’d taken better care of her … Letty felt useless, lifeless, and lost.


  Then she waded out to the flooded hold, straight into First Mate.


  ‘Where is my sister?’ Letty sobbed. ‘Is she in the sea already? Don’t do it, please! I have to see her.’ Letty clung to his shirt as the ship rolled.


  ‘Damn passengers!’ First Mate growled. ‘She’s that way, where it’s drier. Doctor’s orders.’ The Mate pointed to a curtained bunk.


  Letty pushed the curtain aside and threw herself on Lavinia.


  ‘Ugh, you’re sodden,’ Lavinia said. She lifted one hand and pinched Letty’s cheek affectionately.


  Lavinia was alive! And at last, her fever had broken. The Doctor’s stuff had done it. Letty’s heart surged with joy.


  The Duchess surged too, over the southern seas, hurrying them all towards Australia.
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  LAND to starboard!’ Abner shouted from the top of the main mast.


  ‘All hands on deck!’ yelled First Mate.


  All the passengers came up too, as the Duchess entered Sydney Harbour.


  Lavinia was still pale and thin, but she was on her feet. Letty thought she looked more beautiful than ever, like the delicate ladies in watercolour pictures. She put an arm around Letty’s waist as the ship swung round and they got their first good look at Sydney Harbour.


  It wasn’t just one little beach. It was huge. They passed a series of coves, and inlets disappearing into the unknown lands of New South Wales.


  Abner had said it was winter here now. He must be wrong, Letty thought. Sydney was not grey like Gravesend. Above creamy orange cliffs, the shores were covered with trees. The forests were an ancient silver-green, not at all like the dark trees of English winter.


  ‘Look!’ Jemima jumped up and down, pulling on Letty’s arm. ‘Houses!’


  On top of a headland, they could see a line of big, white buildings.


  ‘Don’t they look grand,’ said Jemima’s mother, approvingly.


  The men began to cheer and throw their hats in the air. Some of the hats fell overboard.


  ‘Pity to bring your hat this far, only to lose it,’ Lavinia said.


  Letty laughed. Then she remembered the linen Lavinia had lost, though Lavinia didn’t know that yet. Letty pushed the thought back into a corner of her mind, a corner like the luggage section of the hold, where she did not want to go.


  ‘Furl the main, mizzen and foresails! Ready the anchor!’


  Sailors raced aloft. Letty saw Abner tying up the mainsail.


  With almost no sails out, the ship began to slow. She drew level with the big, white buildings. Now Letty could see into another cove, filled with boats of all sizes. A sprawl of buildings dotted the shore. Most of them were not so grand. To Letty they looked as if a toddler had been playing with them, dropping the buildings out of its pocket and sprinkling them over the hills.


  ‘That’s Sydney?’ said Jemima’s mother. ‘It’s not very big.’


  It was not a great, smoky city like the one Letty had come from, that was true. But the sunlight winking on the water made it seem friendly.


  ‘I think it’s pretty,’ she said.


  ‘Cast anchor!’ First Mate ordered the crew.


  ‘Heave-ho!’ Teams of sailors pushed the ship’s big anchors overboard. They hit the water with a huge splash. The anchor chains rattled out furiously. With a jerk, the anchors struck the bottom and held the Duchess fast.


  A cheer went up from all the passengers. Letty hugged Lavinia. They’d made it! They’d sailed all the way across the world!
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  As soon as the Duchess came to rest in the harbour, rowboats headed for the ship like a stream of ants.


  ‘Passengers may not disembark,’ announced the Doctor.


  ‘But I so want a bath,’ groaned Lavinia.


  ‘I’d like a pot of ale,’ said Jemima’s mother.


  Jemima giggled. ‘I want pancakes with jam and cream. And I want to see my father.’


  ‘Passengers must wait for the ship to be inspected by the proper authorities,’ the Doctor explained. ‘Baggage will be brought out after that.’


  The rowboats were full of Sydney people. They had vegetables, baked goods and mounds of mouth-watering things for sale. The Duchess’s sailors let down rope ladders so the locals could climb aboard.


  ‘Fresh meat, Miss, fresh meat!’ the rowboat sellers declared. ‘Nothing out of a barrel.’


  Letty looked at Lavinia.


  ‘Why not?’ said Lavinia. ‘Let’s spend our last shillings. We don’t need to save. I’ve got work to go to. We’ve starved long enough.’


  Lavinia emptied her purse and bought a round, golden pork pie. She and Letty took turns in biting it from either side.


  ‘Hey, Miss, you got lodgings?’ A man was asking all the female passengers. ‘Come and stay at the Whalers Hotel. It’s the most comfortable place in town.’


  ‘Don’t go with him,’ Jemima’s mother muttered darkly.


  The man tipped his hat at Lavinia. ‘Need lodgings? Cheap rates, nice rooms. Employment?’


  ‘We’ve got somewhere to go, thank you,’ answered Lavinia.


  ‘Suit yourself,’ he said cheerily.


  ‘Where are you going?’ asked Jemima’s mother.


  Lavinia took out the letter and unfolded it.


  ‘Parramatta,’ she said. ‘Mr Robert Hutch, Esquire.’


  ‘How much is he offering you?’ Jemima’s mother wanted to know.


  ‘Ten pounds a year, plus food and lodging, for general household duties.’


  ‘Sounds all right,’ said Jemima’s mother.


  ‘Parramatta’s up the river,’ said the Hotel man, who’d been listening in. ‘It’ll take your Mr Hutch another day or two to get here. Why don’t you come ashore for a bit of fun?’


  ‘No, thank you,’ said Lavinia firmly. Letty was relieved.


  So Letty and Lavinia stayed on the Duchess for another two days, waiting for Lavinia’s employer. Other passengers, including Jemima and her mother, were waiting for relatives.


  The Doctor approached Lavinia. ‘Miss Beddows, this ship isn’t a hotel,’ he told her. ‘Passengers are allowed three days after the ship reaches harbour. I’ve made enough allowances in your case already. I believe your time is up.’


  ‘I’d rather not inconvenience you, I’m sure,’ said Lavinia. ‘We have our own arrangements.’


  The Doctor walked stiffly away.


  ‘What happens if Mr Hutch doesn’t come?’ Letty wondered. What would she and Lavinia do in a strange place, ten thousand miles from home, with no money and no belongings?


  ‘Then we go find him!’ Lavinia snapped.


  Another rowboat pulled alongside the ship. There were only two passengers in it, a sunburnt man and a stout woman in a too-frilly green dress.


  Letty and Jemima giggled at the woman struggling to get up the ladder in a great fuss of frills and petticoats.


  As the woman huffed and puffed over the rails, the sunburnt man below leaned out to see around her.


  ‘Suzanne!’ he cried. ‘Don’t ya recognise me?’


  ‘Jim!’ shrieked Jemima’s mother.


  ‘It’s my father!’ Jemima raced to the ladder.


  Letty felt a sudden pang. Her father would not turn up looking for her. Letty realised how much she had been through by herself, since leaving Papa. She had done more daring things than she had ever thought possible. But she still missed him.


  Lavinia was biting her lip. ‘No Mr Hutch then,’ she said.


  The stout lady bustled up to the Doctor. ‘Sir,’ said the woman, very loudly, ‘I must see your passengers. I want one L. Beddows.’


  Lavinia started.


  ‘Miss L. Beddows?’ said the Doctor. ‘There they are.’


  ‘Hmmph!’ the woman stood in front of Lavinia with both hands on her hips. At least she tried to, but she wasn’t used to the ship’s movement and she had to grab the rigging.


  ‘I’m Mrs R. Hutch,’ she announced.


  Lavinia curtsied. ‘Pleased to meet you, Madam.’


  ‘You are much too pretty,’ said Mrs Hutch.


  Lavinia tossed her hair.


  ‘And see how sickly white you are!’ Mrs Hutch continued.


  ‘I’ve been ill with fever,’ Lavinia explained. ‘I’m recovering. I’ll work well for you.’


  ‘No, you won’t,’ said Mrs Hutch. ‘You’re not the sort I want at all. A flirter. I should have known from your fancy name. I’m going to find myself a reliable plain Jane.’


  ‘But Mr Hutch –’


  The woman interrupted. ‘Mr Hutch will have it from me that the right Miss Beddows didn’t make it.’ With that, and a lot more fussing about the ladder, Mrs Hutch left the ship.


  Lavinia’s eyes flashed. ‘I don’t want to live in her rabbit hutch anyway,’ she said.


  The trouble was, Letty thought, they had nowhere else to live.


  ‘We’re off, dears!’ Jemima’s mother shouted. Jemima’s father straddled the rail, with Jemima in his arms. Jemima blew kisses to Letty.


  Letty blew kisses back with both hands and tried to smile.


  ‘Wait!’ called Lavinia. Twisting her shawl through her fingers, she told Jemima’s mother how their plan had fallen through. ‘Do you think you could help us?’ she asked. ‘Introduce us to someone, perhaps?’


  ‘What do you think, Jim?’ Jemima’s mother turned to her husband.


  ‘Go to the Whalers Hotel,’ said Jim. ‘There’s work for women there.’


  Lavinia looked angry.


  He shrugged. ‘We’re catching the coach in an hour. We don’t have time.’ He began to climb down the ladder with Jemima.


  Jemima’s mother gave an awkward little wave. ‘Good luck!’ She went after Jim. Jemima was too busy talking to her father to say goodbye.


  ‘So much for your friends,’ said Lavinia sourly.


  Letty felt hurt – she had helped Jemima and her mother when they were in trouble. And she had been sure that Jemima wanted a best friend as much as she did. But perhaps, Letty realised now, Jemima only wanted a best friend who’d follow along. Jemima was not the kind of friend who helped when you were lonely or frightened.


  Letty and Lavinia were alone.
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  THE bosun put Letty and Lavinia ashore late that afternoon.


  ‘Funny how you’re the last passenger to leave the ship, when you were the only one who wasn’t supposed to be there,’ said Lavinia.


  Letty didn’t think it was funny at all. And she couldn’t even find Abner to say goodbye. That made her sadder than parting with Jemima.


  The bosun slid the hope chest onto the wharf, and gave each of the girls a hand up.


  Letty thanked him. ‘Can you please tell Seaman Jones from me,’ she said, ‘that he’s a very nice friend and I’m very, very sorry to lose him?’


  The bosun chuckled. ‘With pleasure, Miss.’


  ‘A girl shouldn’t say such things to a boy!’ Lavinia hissed at Letty as the bosun rowed away. ‘The crew will laugh their heads off at him. And at you!’


  Oh no, thought Letty. She’d only meant to say goodbye well, and she’d done the wrong thing by him. It was too bad.


  Lavinia pulled her shawl close around her. ‘I don’t know what to do, Letty,’ she admitted.
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  Close up, Sydney was hilly, dusty and noisy. Letty couldn’t help noticing that there were men everywhere and hardly any women.


  ‘But I’ll find something,’ said Lavinia. ‘Sit right there,’ she pointed to the chest, ‘and don’t move.’


  Letty remembered sitting on the hope chest on that other wharf, back in England. Lavinia had better come back this time, Letty thought.


  The warmth and friendliness were slipping away from Sydney with the setting sun. A couple of boys sauntered up the wharf and stood on either side of Letty.


  ‘What ya doing?’ said one.


  Letty didn’t answer.


  ‘Cat got ya tongue?’ said the other.


  ‘Is that pirate’s treasure, in there?’ said the first. ‘Ya want to share it with us?’


  ‘No,’ said Letty. ‘There’s nothing in it. It’s not yours.’ She did not like the boys. They had quick, shifty eyes like ship rats.


  ‘Nothing’s not ours, hey?’


  ‘No, it’s not!’ Lavinia marched towards them. ‘Get out of here before my employer knocks your heads together.’


  The boys ran off sniggering.


  ‘Did you find Mr Hutch?’ Letty asked hopefully.


  ‘I made that up,’ Lavinia said. ‘I went to the Whalers Hotel, but it won’t do, Letty,’ she continued. ‘Someone did say there are free lodgings for poor girls along the shore, to the left.’


  Lavinia looked at the hope chest. ‘I don’t know how we’re going to manage this.’


  ‘I’ll take one end,’ said Letty. She grasped the brass handle. The two of them half-carried and half-dragged the chest off the wharf.


  ‘Good girl,’ puffed Lavinia. ‘We’re not leaving it behind. I’m not losing what’s inside.’


  Letty stood stock still.


  ‘Hurry up, Letty,’ Lavinia said. ‘I didn’t like the look of those fellows.’


  ‘Lavinia,’ Letty said.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Your hope chest is empty.’


  ‘What?’ Lavinia’s hand went to the ribbon and the key. It was still around her neck.


  Letty hung her head. ‘I gave all your things away to the Doctor so he would give me food and medicine. You needed them so badly.’


  ‘You did?’ Lavinia looked very pale. ‘They were valuable,’ she said bleakly.


  Letty nodded.


  ‘I see.’ Lavinia swallowed. She paused, then reached across the chest and tucked Letty’s hair in her bonnet. ‘Just as well you came then. I’d do the same for you. So let’s forget the chest and get out of here fast.’


  Letty reached for Lavinia’s hand and held it.


  ‘We can’t leave the hope chest,’ Letty said. She didn’t want to abandon their only link with home. She looked along the shore. She couldn’t see any sign of buildings close by.


  The girls dragged the chest around the point in the dusk. The faint lights of Sydney disappeared. At the end of the path there was a cave smoothed out of the headland. Letty could see the remains of a campfire and an old mattress off a ship.


  ‘Hey, ship girls!’ The two boys from the wharf sauntered from the shadows behind them. The taller one was swinging a bottle in his hand. ‘How about we look after ya luggage while ya settle in with ya employer.’


  ‘No!’ said Letty, and she sat down on the chest very fast to stop them carrying it away.


  The boy with the bottle raised it above her head. ‘Get off, or I’ll whack ya,’ he threatened. ‘We’ll have ya nice dress too,’ he said to Lavinia. ‘Unless ya want to get hurt.’


  Letty’s heart raced. All she and Lavinia could do was run. But they were in the dark, in a strange place. They had nowhere to run to.


  ‘Help!’ Letty yelled. ‘Help!’ Her voice bounced off the rocks and the cave walls.


  The boy swung the bottle at her. Letty dodged. Then something hit him on the head.


  ‘Get you-er backsides away!’ A tall figure loomed out of the darkness.


  ‘What the devil?’ said the second boy. And they ran off, cursing.


  ‘Abner!’ Letty knew that sing-song voice and square shape.


  ‘Aye-aye.’


  ‘How did you get here?’ Letty was more glad of his company than ever.


  ‘Came after you, I did. It weren’t hard to find you. Too many people had noticed a pretty slip of a girl, with her sister, and a blinkin’ big box. Hold this.’ Abner passed a sack to Letty. He went to pick up the hope chest.


  ‘You needn’t bother,’ Lavinia told him wearily. ‘There’s nothing in there.’


  ‘They-re will be now,’ said Abner. ‘That’s a goodbye present in that sack. Cleaning bilge, I was, when you left ship. Under First Mate’s orders, or I would have given it then.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Letty, ‘but Lavinia and I have got nowhere to go.’


  ‘I thought as much,’ said Abner. ‘But I can help you find something for tonight at least – been paid for the voyage, I have.’


  When they reached the lights of the town, Abner took a rest. They sat on the chest and listened to the waves shushing on the beach. Abner looked at the stars.


  ‘Open the sack,’ he suggested.


  Letty did. She pulled out a large mat, made of ship’s rope twisted in loops and fancy knots.


  ‘You like pretty things, I know,’ Abner said. ‘I made it for you. To be the doormat for you-er new home, once you get one. For all you-er friends to step across.’


  ‘Oh, Abner,’ sighed Letty. It wasn’t fine linen, but it was something to put in the hope chest. Something for the future.


  ‘You must come and step across it,’ said Lavinia. ‘You’re the only friend we’ve got.’


  ‘Aye,’ said Abner. ‘I’ll remember that invitation. When I come sailing past some day.’


  Letty was suddenly sure there would be a ‘some day’. Abner was a true friend, her own friend. Letty’s heart opened out, like the sails on the ship that had brought them to Australia.


  They had nothing – no jobs, no home, no family and no possessions of value, thought Letty. But although the hope chest was nearly empty, Lavinia and Abner were worth more than all the linen in the world.
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    I am an immigrant Australian girl too. I came on a plane from the USA, with my mum, dad and baby sister, for my dad to start a new job. We moved into a new house, in a new suburb, in the new city of Canberra.


    We owned more stuff than Letty, but not DVDs, a computer or a colour TV. Our backyard was a bare slope of orange clay, which my sister and I used for making mud pies. I also loved reading, playing dress-ups and pretending to live in the olden days. Nowadays I live in Melbourne.


    Writing Letty’s story felt a lot like those games I used to play with my sister and my schoolfriends. Writing is another way of travelling by imagination back into the past.
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    I was born and grew up in Italy, a beautiful country to visit, but also a difficult country to live in for new generations.


    In 2006, I packed up my suitcase and I left Italy with the man I love. We bet on Australia. I didn’t know much about Australia before coming – I was just looking for new opportunities, I guess.


    And I liked it right from the beginning! Australian people are resourceful, open-minded and always with a smile on their faces. I think all Australians keep in their blood a bit of the pioneer heritage, regardless of their own birthplace.


    Here I began a new life and now I’m doing what I always dreamed of: I illustrate stories. Here is the place where I’d like to live and to grow up my children, in a country that doesn’t fear the future.
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    Although Letty is a fictional character, experiences like hers were very real.


    In 1841 Australia was changing fast. New South Wales had a population of 130,000 white people and these settlers didn’t want to live in a prison society anymore. In 1840 they persuaded Britain to stop sending convicts to Sydney. Instead, the government paid British people to come out as free settlers, like Lavinia does.


    Travelling to Australia was tough in those early days. Several hundred people were crowded onto a sailing ship about 35 metres long and 10 metres wide, for many months. If a ship got stuck without wind in the part of the ocean called the Doldrums, or if it was pushed off-course by storms, the voyage might take half a year. Illnesses such as typhoid spread quickly on board and killed many people. Thirty-three children died of scarlet fever on one ship. Fresh water was scarce, so passengers had to wash their clothes in salt water and wipe their plates with old rope. Sometimes the food was so bad children starved to death.


    When emigrants got to Australia life wasn’t always better. The early ‘Jemmy Grants’, as they were called, had to look after themselves – nobody arranged a job or a home for them. The caves around Farm Cove in Sydney were used as shelter by groups of women who had nowhere to go.


    In four years, from 1838–1841, forty thousand men, women and children emigrated to New South Wales in this way. Meet Letty is the imagined story of one of them.
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  This is an advertisement printed in England in 1834. By 1841 the government had gone a step further and was paying for people to come out to Australia, as Letty’s sister does. This was called the ‘bounty scheme’.


  
    DID YOU KNOW THAT IN 1841 …


    Britain made New Zealand a colony separate from New South Wales.

    


    A Scottish surgeon pioneered hypnosis.

    


    The ballet Giselle was first performed in Paris.

    


    There was a census in the colonies of Australia.

    


    Edgar Allen Poe wrote the first modern detective story.

    


    The word ‘dinosaur’ was invented.

    


    The first Australian children’s book was published.

    


    The first steam engine was tested in America.

    


    Britain occupied Hong Kong.

    


    The French painter Renoir was born.
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  ‘I need you to go to Cribbs Lane, in the Rocks,’ Bridget said to Letty the next morning.


  Letty knew now that the Rocks was the name for the headland above the wharves. She and Lavinia had walked up through its close, jumbled buildings to get to Cumberland Street.


  ‘I want six loaves from Fry’s bakery,’ Bridget instructed. ‘They’re cheaper there, but he won’t deliver.’


  Letty didn’t like going around Sydney’s streets by herself. The thought of their first night on land made her shiver. But Letty didn’t dare refuse. Bridget made Letty a bit nervous. With big arms in sleeves as puffy as boxing gloves, Bridget handled laundry, cooking pots and young women with equal speed.


  Letty took Bridget’s sack and set off. She dodged the military men whisking past on their fast horses and made a wide circle around a pack of stray dogs. She stopped for a while on the jetty, looking for Abner’s ship, the Duchess. But there were too many ships in the harbour; they were too far away, and Letty was sad that she couldn’t even pick which one he was on.


  Letty was proud of herself when she finally found the corner of Cribbs Lane and Cumberland Street. She knew she was in the right place by the wafting smell of baking bread. The door was slightly ajar. Letty knocked.


  There was no answer. Not even when Letty took a deep breath and knocked again. Maybe the baker is out the back, thought Letty. Surely, since this was a shop, she could go in and wait for him. She pushed the door open across a broken tiled floor, and stepped in.


  The room inside was small and dim. Letty could make out a little table and a bed in the corner. The table had something bulky on it, covered by a cloth. Everything was still. She couldn’t see any bread.


  ‘Hello?’ Letty called.


  There was a sudden movement in the corner. Letty jumped. The bedclothes heaved, and someone sat up.


  Letty froze.


  It was a woman. Young, like Lavinia, maybe. But strange. She was wearing a nightshift in the middle of the day. She had heavy black shadows under her eyes. Her dark hair hung long and tangly. The woman gripped the blanket in front of her as if she were holding up a shield.


  ‘Get – out!’ she rasped.


  Letty took a step backwards, too frightened to say anything.


  ‘Get away!’ The woman’s voice was rising.


  Letty stumbled out over the threshold. She didn’t even close the heavy door behind her.


  She ran around the corner, hoping the woman wouldn’t come after her …


  
    
      
    
  


  Meet the other Australian girls and authors
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  MEET GRACE

  1808


  
    It’s 1808 and Grace is living with her uncle in London. They have no money, and Grace is always lonely and often hungry. One afternoon, Grace can’t resist taking a shiny red apple from a grocer’s cart – and then another … Before she knows it, Grace is being chased through the streets! Will she be caught and sent to prison – or worse?


    Meet Grace and join her adventure in the first of four exciting stories about a convict girl who is given a second chance.
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    Sofie Laguna, author of the Grace books, is a highly regarded and award-winning writer of books for children. Bird and Sugar Boy was an Honour Book in the 2007 CBC Book of the Year Awards, Younger Readers, and Sofie’s adult book, One Foot Wrong, was longlisted for the Miles Franklin Award in 2009.
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  Meet Poppy

  1864


  
    It’s 1864 and Poppy lives at Bird Creek Mission near Echuca. Poppy hates the Mission, especially now that her brother, Gus, has run away to pan for gold. What if Poppy escaped, too? Would she survive alone in the bush? And would she ever find Gus, whom she loves more than anything in the world?


    Meet Poppy and join her adventure in the first of four stories about a Gold Rush girl who dreams of a better life.
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    Gabrielle Wang, author of the Poppy books, is a much loved writer for young people. Gabrielle’s recent books include her bestselling Young Adult novel Little Paradise, and the very popular Ghost in My Suitcase which won the 2009 Aurealis Award for young fiction.
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  Meet Rose

  1900


  
    It’s 1900 and Rose lives with her family in a big house in Melbourne. She wants to play cricket, climb trees and be an adventurer! But Rose’s mother has other ideas. Then Rose’s favourite young aunt comes to town, and everything changes. Will Rose’s mother let Aunt Alice stay? And will Rose ever really get to do the things she loves?


    Meet Rose and join her adventure in the first of four stories about a Federation girl who’s determined to do things her way!
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    Sherryl Clark, author of the Rose books, is a prolific and popular writer for children. Sherryl’s most recent Puffin book is Motormouth, a companion volume to Six Grade Style Queen (Not!), which was shortlisted for the 2009 CBC Book of the Year Award, Younger Readers.
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  ouraustraliangirl.com.au


  Want to find out more?

  For all the latest news, behind-the-scenes information and to enter competitions, visit our website. We’d love to hear from you!


  Follow the story of your favourite Australian girls and you will see that there is a special charm on the cover of each book that tells you something about the story.


  Here they all are. You can tick them off as you read each one.
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  A girl like me in a time gone by
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