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The Missing
Silverware

K
I

t was warm in the stone-flagged kitchen, with the fire
roaring in the deep fireplace. Plum puddings wrapped
in muslin hung from the ceiling rafters, along with a leg of
ham and a bunch of dried thyme.
Mamma stood at the kitchen table, her sleeves rolled up
to the elbows, a long white apron covering her grey skirts.
She was rolling dough on the scrubbed-pine table with a
wooden rolling pin. To her left, Charlotte and Emily stood
peeling and coring apples with two sharp knives, chattering and giggling, while Louisa and James made animal
shapes with the remnant dough.
‘I’ve made an iguanodon,’ James told Louisa, holding
up his pastry creature. ‘And it is going to destroy your
pussy cat. Ggggrrrr!’
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James’s dinosaur tussled with Louisa’s cat, biting its
tail off.
‘Mamma,’ shrieked Louisa, holding up her tail-less
feline. ‘James ruined my cat.’
‘James?’ reproved Mamma, but her face was soft,
without the harried frown she often seemed to wear
these days.
‘Here, Louisa,’ said James hurriedly. ‘See, the tail is
fine. We’ll just squish it back onto the body and it’s fixed.’
In a moment the cat had a fine tail, fatter than before.
Louisa grinned and attacked the dinosaur in retaliation.
Emily laughed to see the playful battle.
Charlotte took another apple from the bowl to chop.
She felt a sense of peace that even the bickering of her
siblings could not destroy.
‘Make sure you slice the apples nice and finely,’
Mamma suggested, scattering knobs of butter over the
dough. She rolled this into the dough of flour and water
over and over again. Then she glazed the dough with
whisked egg white, before adding more butter and rolling
again.
When all the butter had been thoroughly mixed in,
Mamma rolled the dough out into a thin pastry and laid
it over the buttered pie dish to form a base. Charlotte
and Emily then placed the sliced apple over the bottom,
sprinkled with sugar, lemon juice and water. Finally,
Mamma sealed the pie with a pastry lid, scoring two vents
to let out the steam.
Bridget came in from the main house, her freckled face
furrowed with concern. ‘Ma’am, have ye moved the silver
serving dishes from the butler’s pantry?’ she asked. ‘I just
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went to clean the silverware as ye asked and several things
seem to be missing. I put them all away after Sunday
dinner, but they are no’ there now.’
Mamma paused, her hands sticky with dough. She
wiped a tendril of hair away from her cheek, leaving a
smear of pastry.
‘No,’ replied Mamma, frowning. ‘Are you certain you
put them away in the right place?’
Bridget wrung her hands in her apron, close to tears.
Charlotte and Emily paused in their work. It was a serious
matter when items went missing with no explanation.
Their stepfather had been known to send convict servants
to the lockup in Berrima for much lesser offences.
‘I swear to ye, ma’am, I wiped them all and put them
away safe in the butler’s pantry, then locked it as ye told
me,’ Bridget insisted. ‘I take great care wit’ the silver.’
Mamma sighed and pushed away the pie. ‘I know you
do – thank you, Bridget. Would you mind looking in
the drawing room sideboard for me, if you please?’ asked
Mamma. ‘Perhaps . . . perhaps someone placed them there
by mistake?’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ replied Bridget, hurrying away, head
bowed.
Mamma washed her hands in the stone sink and went
to the locked store cupboard in the corner. Using the
keys hanging from her belt, she unlocked the door and
reached right up the back, pulling out a small tin caddy
wedged behind a sack of currants. Mamma opened it with
trembling hands. The caddy was empty.
‘All gone,’ she whispered, leaning against the door, her
forehead on her hands. ‘It’s all gone. He’s taken it.’
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Charlotte felt a familiar knot return to her stomach.
‘Mamma, are you all right?’ she asked. ‘What ails you?
What is taken?’
‘My allowance – our allowance,’ Mamma whispered.
‘All our money for the quarter, there is nothing left.’
‘Who could have taken it?’ asked Emily. ‘The
shepherds? The stockmen?’
‘Perhaps it was bushrangers,’ suggested James, jumping
to his feet. ‘Do you remember, Mamma, when the bushrangers came and attacked Oldbury? There was the time
that they murdered poor Tom Smith, the groom, and the
time last year they tried to shoot Mr Barton through the
window? There is still that hole in the drawing room wall.’
Louisa, the youngest, began to cry. Mamma went pale.
‘No, James, I do not believe it was bushrangers,’
Mamma assured him gravely. ‘I think I know who it
was, but I do not want you to concern yourselves about
it. Charlotte, I would be greatly obliged if you could take
your brother and sisters to the dairy to wash themselves.
I need to help Bridget search for the silverware.’
Mamma bustled towards the door.
‘That’s why Mr Barton went to town, isn’t it?’ asked
Charlotte, a surge of anger welling in her. All the joy in
their unexpected holiday was gone.
Mamma smiled wearily. ‘Perhaps you could make sure
that young James washes behind his ears,’ she suggested.
‘I think he forgot to do that this morning.’
‘Yes, Mamma,’ replied Charlotte, ushering the three
younger siblings towards the door. The apple pie lay forgotten on the kitchen table. James grabbed an uncooked
pastry iguanodon to eat on the way out.
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The dairy lay on the northern side of the courtyard,
matching the freestanding kitchen on the southern side.
Its thick stone walls kept the milk urns cooler, and this
was where Mamma and Bridget churned the butter and
made cream and cheese. Emily helped Louisa wash the
sticky dough from her hands under the pump by the deep
stone sink.
‘There you go, my poppet,’ soothed Emily, drying
Louisa’s hands. ‘Does that feel better?’
Louisa, the youngest at five years old, nodded and
grinned a cheerful, gap-toothed smile, her earlier tears
quickly forgotten. Like Emily, she had light-brown ringlets
but grey eyes instead of hazel.
‘How does Mamma know it wasn’t bushrangers?’
demanded James as Charlotte pumped water over his hands.
‘It might be that convict John Lynch, who used to work at
Oldbury and then ran away to join the bushrangers?’
James’s face was alight with excitement. ‘It was John
Lynch who killed poor Tom Smith the groom all those
years ago,’ he continued. ‘And it was John Lynch who
swore he wished he’d shot Mr Barton when he had the
chance. I’ll wager it was John Lynch who tried to shoot
Mr Barton through the sitting room window, too, shearing
the collar of his coat and knocking him over.’
Charlotte shivered in the cool dimness of the dairy. She
pulled the pump handle up and down more vigorously,
making cold water cascade into the sink and splash up onto
James’s shirt.
‘That’s enough, James,’ reproved Charlotte, her mouth
pursed. She looked remarkably similar to her mother when
she was stern.
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‘Imagine, Charlotte, if he had succeeded?’ James said,
making a pistol shape with his wet hands and taking aim at
an imaginary foe. ‘Wouldn’t our lives be different?’
Charlotte and Emily exchanged a meaningful glance.
‘Hush, James,’ said Charlotte more forcefully, handing
him a cloth to dry his hands. ‘You must not talk like that.
What if someone heard you?’
James looked sullen and kicked his boot against the
floor. ‘Well, I do wish that pistol shot had found its mark,’
he insisted petulantly. ‘And I cannot see why you all
pretend otherwise.’
Charlotte sighed and soaped her own hands, a weight in
her stomach.
‘That shot might just have easily killed Mamma,’
Charlotte reminded him sharply. ‘She was sitting in the
drawing room too. The lead ball fell right at her feet.’
‘Thank goodness it didn’t,’ said Emily fervently,
clasping her hands together.
The children returned to the cluttered familiarity of
their schoolroom, with its crowded shelves and large table
covered in books, pencils, papers and sketches.
Their noisy chatter woke Maugie the koala, who stalked
from his crate on all fours, shaking his furry head grumpily.
Louisa picked him up and gave him a cuddle, burying her
face in his soft grey fur. James grabbed a leather ball and
began kicking it around the table, shooting goals between
the chair legs. Emily peered dreamily out the window
towards the mountain, her chin on the palm of her hand.
Charlotte carefully opened one of the double cedar
doors, which led to the elegant drawing room at the front
of the house, with its avocado-green walls and red-and-blue
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Persian carpet. The room was furnished with several overstuffed chintz armchairs set around the wide fireplace, red
cedar side tables and a grand piano topped with a large
silver candelabrum. Two of Mamma’s landscape paintings
hung on the walls in thick gilt frames.
It was in this room that the family gathered in the
evenings to read, sew and talk, while Emily or Charlotte
played the piano.
It was into this room one June evening, just over a year
ago, that someone had fired a pistol, presumably aiming
at Mr Barton. In one of the glass panes in the northern
window was a small, round hole, its edges chipped and
cracked. In the plaster wall on the far side of the room was
another hole, where the shot had struck before bouncing
back to the floor.
Someone had wanted Mr Barton dead. But who could it
have been? Charlotte thought about what James had said.
Wouldn’t our life be delightfully different without him?
Charlotte closed the door behind her and went back to
the schoolroom feeling strangely unsettled.

K
Oldbury, Spring 1839
On a lovely September afternoon, Mamma appeared in
the schoolroom with a large wicker basket over her arm.
Sunshine streamed though the easterly windows and a small
fire glowed on the hearth. Low shelves along the easterly
wall were filled with scientific curios – shells, fossils, dried
plants, stuffed beasts and seed pods. Maugie the koala, who
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had grown substantially, was asleep in the corner in his nest
made of a faded merino shawl in a timber crate.
‘Who would like to come down to the stream for a picnic
tea and some yabbying?’ Mamma asked with a warm
smile. ‘I think you all need some fresh spring sunshine to
put the roses back in your cheeks.’
‘Me, me,’ chorused the children, hurriedly packing away
their notebooks and pencils.
The girls scrambled to find gloves, shawls and bonnets.
James dug out the bucket, net and yabby lines, and raced
to the kitchen to beg Bridget for some finely cut meat to
use for bait.
Louisa searched everywhere for her favourite doll,
Lucy, to join the expedition. Samson joined in the excitement, wagging his whole body from side to side, pink
tongue lolling as he ran back and forth between the schoolroom and the door. Emily carried Maugie, his eyes slowly
blinking in the late afternoon light.
This expedition lay to the front of the house, through
the formal flower garden with its neatly clipped hedges,
and down the carriage drive towards the stream.
Snowdrops, creamy jonquils and bluebells danced on
their long green stems under the trees, filling the air
with their delicate scent. White primula and pale-blue
forget-me-nots provided a carpet of early colour under the
bare rose bushes. The buds on the white lilies were fat and
ripe, ready to burst into bloom.
The children skipped and joked, delighting in the
unexpected expedition. Louisa, brown ringlets bouncing,
ran to and fro, chattering non-stop. James kicked a ball
along, zigzagging down the path.
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Down at the rivulet, the sun glinted on the water. Ducks
waddled and quacked along the mossy banks, demanding
to be fed. Blue-and-black dragonflies and silvery midges
danced above the surface of the still water. Behind them,
Oldbury House glowed in the warmth of the late afternoon
light, looking as majestic and magical as a fairy palace.
James tucked his ball under his arm and ran ahead to
the waterhole with the rods and bucket.
‘I’ll bait all the rods,’ he offered, pushing his fringe out
of his eyes. ‘If you don’t tie the knots properly the yabbies
pull them loose.’
‘I know how to bait a yabby rod, James,’ Charlotte
reproved, throwing down the blanket. ‘Remember that
beauty I caught last time? It was massive.’
‘You can bait mine, James,’ offered Emily. ‘I’ll help
Mamma set up the picnic.’
‘Lucy wants to catch yabbies too,’ said Louisa, holding
up her doll. ‘But Lucy doesn’t like yabbies for supper.’ She
grimaced, scrunching up her grey eyes and revealing the
gap between her teeth.
‘That’s all right, my poppet,’ Emily replied, carefully
spreading the blanket out on the grass. ‘We can help Lucy
with her rod, and then we can share her yabbies.’
‘Lucy could try eating yabbies,’ suggested Mamma,
straightening Louisa’s bonnet. ‘She might find they are
delicious with my lemon, butter and parsley sauce.’
‘My favourite,’ agreed Charlotte, gathering twigs into
a pile. ‘The thought of it is making my stomach rumble.’
At the water’s edge, James became very serious, tightly
tying a strip of raw meat to the end of a length of string,
which in turn was knotted to the wooden rod. Samson sat
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beside him, eyeing the bait longingly. Louisa stood on the
bank and threw scraps of bread to the squabbling ducks.
‘Louisa,’ James objected, waving her away. ‘Do that
over there or you’ll frighten away all the yabbies.’
Charlotte and Emily gathered twigs and branches and
built a small campfire to boil the billy for tea. Mamma sat
on a wooden bench under one of the elm trees, unpacking the picnic basket beside her. This was her favourite
place to sew, or draw, or read when all the many chores
were done.
Emily helped Mamma make up slabs of freshly baked
bread smothered in creamy yellow butter, topped with
pale-pink ham and a smear of mustard.
When the billy boiled, Charlotte made cups of sweet,
milky tea for everyone, which they drank out of tin mugs,
while Mamma handed around slices of bread and ham.
James stood sentinel on the bank, watching the lines of
five makeshift rods carefully to see if one of them twitched.
‘Mmmm,’ said Charlotte, feeding a scrap of ham to
Samson. ‘Why is it that everything tastes better out in the
open air? This is the best ham I have ever tasted!’
‘Tea tastes completely different out of a tin mug,’
added Emily. ‘It has an exotic smoky flavour, as though it
has travelled thousands of miles on camelback.’
‘I wish we could live out of doors always,’ added
Louisa. ‘Then we would never have to do chores or study
or practise the piano.’
Louisa fed her doll a crusty crumb and a teensy sip
of tea.
‘Being outside is the best place to learn, poppet,’ replied
Mamma, gesturing at the creek, the paddocks and the
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graceful trees. ‘Surrounded by the beauties of nature. Out
here, you are learning without even realising it.’
One of the yabby lines dragged taut. James dropped his
bread, where it was quickly gobbled up by Samson, and
grabbed the net.
Slowly, slowly he inched the line in and gradually pulled
it up to reveal a plump crustacean clinging to the strip of
bait. In an instant, James had the net under the yabby so
that when the creature realised it was out of the water,
it dropped off and was captured safely.
‘I caught one,’ James cried. ‘We are having boiled
yabbies for supper tonight.’
‘Boiled yabby,’ corrected Charlotte, her hand on
her hip. ‘At this rate we will have barely a quarter of a
teaspoon each!’
A second string tugged. James smiled triumphantly at
Charlotte and dropped his first catch into an iron bucket of
pond water. Charlotte and Emily raced down to the waterhole to help, trying not to slip on the mossy, muddy bank.
In a moment, another rod twitched sharply, then
another.
‘Come on, Louisa,’ called Emily. ‘That one is for us
to land.’
Louisa skipped down to help hold the rod while Emily
scooped the net. The bucket soon held four plump yabbies.
‘That’s one for Mamma, one for me, one for Louisa and
one for Emily,’ James said, tying a new strip of meat onto
his string. ‘Looks like you might be going hungry tonight,
Charlotte.’
Charlotte tossed her head, flicking back her long black
hair. ‘With all this racket you are making, it’s a wonder we
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have caught any yabbies at all,’ she retorted. James poked
out his tongue.
Mamma had been sitting quietly, mending some of
James’s torn breeches and sipping on her tea. She rubbed
her forehead as though it ached.
‘My darlings, there is something I must talk to you
about,’ Mamma began, putting aside the sewing. She
slipped her hand inside her pocket and took out a small,
red-brown pebble, which she rubbed between her fingertips. ‘It is something of grave importance . . .’
Emily stopped tidying up the bread scraps and sat down
quietly, her head to one side and her hazel eyes gazing
steadily at her mother. James safely landed a fifth yabby in
the bucket while Louisa continued to feed her doll.
Charlotte felt her stomach knot. What does Mamma
want to talk to us about? Why does she look so worried? Is it
something to do with that letter?
‘I have been corresponding with the executors,’ Mamma
announced. She took a deep breath and smoothed out a
crease in her skirt.
Charlotte glanced at Emily. Louisa put her doll down.
‘The executors have decided that it is not in your interests for us to live here at Oldbury anymore,’ Mamma
announced, her eyes on the yabby lines. ‘They plan to sell
all the sheep, cattle and horses, and lease out Oldbury for
the next seven years.’
Charlotte sucked in her breath. Emily leant forward and
clasped her mother’s skirts. James frowned and put down
his net. Louisa picked up her doll and began to play again,
rearranging the petticoats and velvet pelisse.
‘Not in our interests?’ asked Charlotte, her voice rising.
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‘But this is our home! You and Papa built Oldbury when
I was a baby – we’ve always lived here.’
James stood up, the yabby lines forgotten. He ran his
hand through his thick brown hair, mussing it up on end.
‘They can’t do that,’ he said firmly. ‘Papa left Oldbury to
me. I’m the boy – it’s mine and I want to live here with
you and the girls.’
‘It must be some kind of mistake,’ suggested Emily,
her face hopeful. ‘We just need to explain that we are
happy here. We belong here.’
Mamma slipped the pebble back in her pocket and
rubbed her eyes, blinking rapidly. ‘Darlings, I know it
is difficult, but we don’t have any choice. The executors
control all the money and how it should be spent until you
come of age. They have appointed an auctioneer to sell
everything except the property itself so that they can hold
all the money in trust for when you are older. The property
has already been advertised in the newspapers.’
Emily’s eyes filled with tears. James walked over and
kicked over the remaining yabby lines, his lip pouted.
‘I don’t like the executors,’ said Louisa. ‘They are
horrid.’
‘How can they do this, Mamma?’ asked Charlotte, her
voice trembling. ‘This is our home. Papa meant for us to
live here forever. How can they sell our sheep? Our cattle?
Our horses? They can’t mean to take Ophelia and Clarie!
Where would we go?’
Mamma held out her arms to the children, her face pale
with grief. ‘I do not know,’ she confessed. ‘I do not know.
I have written and begged and pleaded, but nothing I say
will deter them. I do not know what else I can do.’
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Emily fell into Mamma’s arms, followed by Louisa and
then James.
Charlotte knelt on the rug all alone, her mind churning.
There must be something Mamma can do? Surely it is not
possible for total strangers to turn our lives upside down on
a whim? Surely the men far away in Sydney Town cannot
dictate how our lives should be lived? Why did Papa have to
die? Why did Mamma have to marry Mr Barton?
‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ accused Charlotte, glaring at Mamma.
‘It’s all his fault we have to leave Oldbury. If he didn’t steal
our money and sell our livestock, the executors would not
be doing this.’
Mamma bit her lip. ‘Charlotte, my dearest . . .’
Charlotte stood up, her body trembling with rage, and
cried, ‘They can’t make us go. I simply refuse.’
‘Charlotte –’
Charlotte turned and ran, her eyes blinded by tears.
She ran through the gardens, in the front door and upstairs
to her bedroom. She lay on the bed, her face buried in her
pillow, and became lost in thought. There must be something we can do? There must be something that will change the
executors’ decision?
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5

Mr Barton

K
T

he table in the breakfast room was set with floral
china and bone-handled silverware. A bowl of palepink cabbage roses stood in the centre. Bridget carried
in a basket of hot, steaming rolls straight from the oven,
their warm, yeasty scent making Charlotte’s mouth water.
Mamma poured out cups of milky tea from the polished
silver teapot into delicate china cups.
‘Today, Mamma, can we go searching for tree frogs
down in the swamp?’ asked James, spooning some strawberry jam onto his plate. ‘I want to catch some to keep in
the terrarium.’
‘Not today, dearest,’ Mamma replied with a fond
smile. ‘You all need to do some arithmetic, then we are
going to study the North American Esquimaux. They
are a truly fascinating people. Then I need to talk to the
superintendent about the sheep. The ewes will be starting
to lamb.’
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James pulled a disgusted face, his fringe flopping over
one eye.
‘No, Mamma – please no arithmetic,’ Charlotte
wheedled, putting down her bread roll smothered in marmalade. ‘Why don’t we do a composition, or perhaps we
could just ride up to the mountain and sketch?’
Mamma smiled again. ‘Definitely arithmetic this
morning, but possibly we can go for a wander after lunch
and sketch down by the rivulet?’
‘That would be heavenly,’ agreed Emily, the peacemaker. ‘Perhaps we could catch some frogs for James and
sketch those?’
Mamma brushed Emily’s forehead with her fingertips.
‘I think that would be an excellent compromise, dearest.’
Suddenly a loud crash came from the back of the house,
near the kitchen.
‘Mrs Barton – woman!’ yelled a loud male voice.
Mamma stiffened and went pale. ‘Quickly, children,’ she
urged, standing up with a small, forced smile. ‘Finish your
breakfast and then go to the schoolroom and start your arithmetic. I’ll come in shortly to see how you are progressing.’
Mamma hurried from the room, back straight, her full
skirts swishing.
‘It’s Mr Barton,’ Charlotte announced gloomily.
‘He’s back.’
Emily dropped her crust, no longer hungry. James
stood, clutching his butterknife smeared with strawberry
jam. Louisa’s bottom lip trembled.
‘Oh, there you are, woman,’ yelled the rough voice from
the back verandah. ‘You bother to welcome your husband
home then?’
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‘Where have you been?’ their mother asked.
‘Oh, I’ve been away on business.’ His voice sounded
slurred. ‘Not that it’s any business of yours what your
husband chooses to do.’
‘Business at the tavern by the sound of you,’ replied
Mamma, sounding bitter. ‘You have been gone for a
week. Perhaps you could tell me why the silver dinner
service has disappeared? Plus all the money I had hidden
in the tea caddy– the whole quarter’s allowance is gone.
I do not suppose you know what may have happened
to that?’
There was another loud crash, either of something
being thrown or someone falling. Charlotte felt her neck
muscles clench with anxiety.
‘Nagging, nagging – always nagging,’ shouted Mr
Barton. ‘I swear I don’t know what I did to deserve such a
shrew for a wife. Spare a man from a wicked tongue.’
Charlotte glanced at her siblings. Louisa stared at the
door with wide, frightened eyes. James picked up his
butterknife again and clutched it firmly. Emily, her eyes
swimming with tears, bit her fingernails.
‘Come on,’ Charlotte whispered, gesturing to the others.
‘Mamma wished us to start our schoolwork.’
‘I wish I could kill him,’ whispered James, jabbing his
butterknife into his bread roll. ‘He is an evil man.’
‘Shush, James,’ replied Emily in horror. ‘You don’t
mean that.’
‘I do,’ James insisted, lifting up the butterknife like
a sword. ‘I wish I was older, then I would cut out his
wicked heart.’
Charlotte pushed away her half-eaten breakfast.
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‘I know he’s difficult, but he’s our stepfather,’ Charlotte
reminded her younger siblings. ‘It would grieve Mamma if
we were to vex him.’
‘He’s a thief and a villain,’ insisted James, his voice
rising. ‘He steals from us and from Mamma, the things
that Papa worked and paid for. He gets drunk and does
nothing to help Mamma with the farms. He would be
better off dead.’
‘Hush, James,’ repeated Charlotte, glancing nervously
towards the door. ‘He’ll hear you and then we’ll all be
in trouble.’
There was a loud clang from the verandah, the sound of
some heavy metal object hitting the stone wall. Mamma
stifled a shriek.
‘Blast you and blast your impertinent brats,’ screamed
Mr Barton. ‘It’s more than a man can stand to see your
long face over the dinner table. Do you wonder that I’d
rather spend my time at the Three Legs of Man Inn?
I don’t know why I slave to feed you and those spoiled
brats. You think you are all so superior, but you are no
better than me.’
There was the sound of Mamma’s voice, low and
soothing.
‘Don’t talk to me like I’m an imbecilic child,’ roared
Mr Barton. ‘Of course I don’t need to go to bed.’
Charlotte looked around at her brother and sisters.
She tried to smile brightly. ‘Come on, Louisa,’ she urged.
‘Time to do some arithmetic! Let’s go the schoolroom.’
The children rose from the table reluctantly. Someone
stumbled in the hallway outside. The door flew open and
their stepfather staggered into the room.
59

The River Charm.indd 59

2/04/13 1:49 PM

‘Well, brats – did you leave me some breakfast?’ asked
Mr Barton.
Their mother followed closely behind, a strange false
smile on her face. ‘Come along now, children,’ she said.
‘Time to start your schoolwork. Mr Barton would like to
eat his breakfast in peace.’
Charlotte noticed an angry red streak on her mother’s
cheek that had not been there before. Charlotte and Emily
hurried away obediently. James glared at the tablecloth.
Louisa started to sob.
Mr Barton swore and clutched his forehead. ‘My poor
head! For goodness’ sake, get that wailing brat out of here,’
he demanded, swaying on his feet. ‘Before I do it myself.’
Louisa ran to Mamma and buried her face in her skirts.
Mamma kissed her head and stroked her ringlets.
‘Charlotte, my dear, be so good as to take Louisa for me,’
she suggested, her voice tight and high. ‘I’ll be there very
shortly.’
Charlotte glanced at Mamma then at her detested stepfather. ‘Come on, James. Come on, Louisa,’ she urged,
trying to take her sister’s hand. Louisa clung to Mamma’s
skirts more tightly, her sobs rising to a howl.
‘I said shut that brat up,’ shouted Mr Barton, cuffing
Mamma on the shoulder. ‘I can’t stand that blasted noise.’
Louisa screamed once more before her cries subsided
and she raised her tear-filled eyes to her mother. Mamma
compressed her lips.
‘Don’t you dare hit my mother!’ Charlotte shrieked,
leaping forward. ‘Don’t you dare touch her with your
filthy hands!’
‘No, Charlotte,’ Mamma warned, holding out her arms.
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Mr Barton whacked Charlotte with the back of his
arm, sending her flying across the room. She squealed, slid
across the floorboards and banged her head on the skirting
board. Samson bailed up Mr Barton and growled menacingly, the hackles on the back of his neck raised.
‘No!’ Mamma shouted, darting forward to kneel
beside Charlotte. ‘My dearest, are you hurt?’ Charlotte
was shocked and angry but not badly hurt. She sat up,
shaking her head and blinking back tears, and glared at
Mr Barton and Mamma. ‘Are you sure you are all right?’
her mother asked.
Mamma stroked Charlotte’s forehead, gazing into her
pupils to check for signs of concussion. Charlotte nodded
and rubbed the side of her head.
Mamma stood and faced her husband. ‘You will not
strike my children.’
‘She deserved it,’ snarled Mr Barton. ‘She needs to
learn respect for her elders.’
‘You will not lay a finger on any of my children,’
Mamma reiterated. ‘I will not tolerate it.’
Mamma was much shorter than Mr Barton, but she
looked so fierce that Mr Barton stepped backwards.
‘I will not be treated like this in my own house,’
screamed Mr Barton, spit foaming at the corner of
his lips. ‘I am the master. You are my wife and I have
total dominion here. I will not be thwarted in my own
breakfast room.’
Mamma took a deep breath and raised her chin.
‘Children, please go the schoolroom and start your work
for the day,’ she repeated calmly. ‘I will come to check on
you shortly.’
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The four children edged slowly, cautiously towards
their mother. Mr Barton glared at them, his bloodshot eyes
daring them to speak.
‘Come on, Samson,’ ordered Charlotte. ‘You had better
come with us.’
Samson stood firm, growling at Mr Barton, who lashed
out and kicked the dog in the belly. Samson whimpered
in pain.
‘Now, Samson!’ Charlotte insisted urgently, grasping
the dog by the collar. Together, the dog and the four
children slunk from the room.
Charlotte looked back at her diminutive mother
swathed in voluminous skirts. She looks so vulnerable. Can
Mamma protect us from him? Can she keep us safe? The
four children scuttled into the schoolroom and sat at the
long table. James picked up a pencil and hurled it across
the room. Samson curled up by the fire, his tail wrapped
around his body and his eyes alert for trouble. Charlotte
handed out the arithmetic exercises, her hands trembling
and her head throbbing.
They could hear the heavy tread of their stepfather
as he mounted the stairs and headed to his bedchamber.
There was the sound of a key grinding in a lock, followed
soon afterwards by muffled snoring that seemed to shake
the stone foundations of the house.
‘I hate him,’ Emily cried. ‘Why did Papa have to die?
Why did Mamma have to marry such a good-for-nothing
spendthrift?’
‘I don’t know,’ Charlotte replied, her shoulders
slumped. ‘I truly don’t know.’
Mamma came in a few minutes later, her eyes rimmed
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red, with a cold compress and some lavender water. She
hugged Charlotte close and kissed the top of her head.
Charlotte stiffened initially then relaxed against her
mother, breathing in her soft scent.
‘I am so sorry, Charlotte,’ whispered Mamma. ‘I am so,
so sorry.’
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6

The Sheep Wash

K
October, 1839

D

andy Jack arrived at the kitchen door, his blue shirt
wet and muddy. He took his hat off and smiled at
Bridget, who was scrubbing a pot at the stone sink, soap
suds up to her elbows.
‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ he said to Mamma, slicking his
hair back with one hand. ‘Mister Ash sent me up to fetch
the food for the men. We’re all hungry and parched.’
‘Thank you, Jack,’ replied Mamma, beckoning him
into the kitchen. ‘It is all here ready for you. You may
carry the basket with the beef, if you please? Bridget, can
you manage the puddings?’
Three large joints of meat had been roasted, wrapped in
cloth and deposited in a basket, along with a cutting board
and some long, sharp carving knives. A smaller basket held
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two massive plum puddings that had been steaming in
their bowls for hours.
Bridget nodded, wiping her hands on a cloth and hefting
the basket onto her hip. ‘Yes, o’ course, ma’am.’
‘Is Mr Barton coming down to inspect the washing,
ma’am?’ asked Dandy Jack, flashing a grin at Bridget. ‘It’s
nearly midday.’
More than 2000 sheep had been mustered in from all
over the main estate and their sheep stations in the surrounding area. Washing the wool prior to the annual
shearing was vital to ensure the best possible price for the
clip. The washing and the subsequent shearing were two
of the biggest events on the Oldbury farming calendar.
‘No,’ Mamma replied, tucking a pot of mustard in with
the beef. ‘Regrettably, Mr Barton is indisposed today.
I went down early this morning to check on the progress
and will come again now that the food is ready. Is everything going smoothly?’
‘Hard, backbreaking work, as usual,’ complained
Dandy Jack. ‘I’ll be glad when it’s finished.’
Mamma frowned and rubbed her forehead. ‘Well,
better hard work than starving,’ she replied. ‘Emily, would
you fetch the bread from the pantry, if you please?’
The girls carried flat cane baskets filled with loaves of
bread, slabs of butter and knives. Louisa was entrusted
with the canvas bag containing the tin mugs for tea and a
small sack of sugar.
They could hear the deafening sounds of the washing
long before they could see it. Hundreds of sheep bleated
plaintively to their lambs. Men yelled and called instructions. Water sloshed and splashed. Dogs barked.
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The men had set up temporary pens that were filled
with unwashed sheep, their heavy fleeces matted with
muck. The creek at this point had steep, rocky sides.
A rough dam of boulders and soil had been constructed to
capture the winter rains, forming a wide waterhole warmed
by the spring sunshine.
Mamma directed the girls to set the baskets down in
the shade with Bridget to mind them, then she led them to
the half-full pen to inspect the sheep.
James was helping Charley tend to a campfire with a
huge kettle suspended over the coals. When he saw them,
James ran over. His clothes were soaked to the skin, his
hair was sticking out from under his hat, and his face was
flushed. He had been down helping the men since dawn.
It was the first year he was old enough to join in.
‘Mamma, come and see the sheep,’ called James. ‘We
have washed hundreds and hundreds of them, and John
was knocked over by a big ram who escaped before he was
washed, and we had to chase after him. The dogs were so
clever and brought the ram back, meek as a lamb. And
Mr Ash said I did a fine job.’
‘Hello, James,’ called Mamma, ruffling his damp hair.
‘It sounds like you are having a wonderful time. Have you
minded everything Mr Ash has told you?’
‘It has been so much fun,’ James said. ‘I’ve been helping
herd the sheep down into the water and running errands
and washing some of the smaller ewes.’
Mr Ash, the superintendent, came over to greet Mamma,
raising his cabbage tree hat. ‘Master James has been a good
young stock hand this morning, ma’am,’ he assured her
with a grin. ‘We’ll make a good farmer out of him yet.’
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‘I hope he will be, just like his father,’ confessed
Mamma with a fond glance at her son.
‘May I wash our pet lambs too, please, Mamma?’ asked
Louisa, looking up with excitement. ‘They look so pretty,
all fresh and white.’
‘It’s a little rough down in the sheep wash today,
Miss Louisa,’ explained Mr Ash. ‘But perhaps you can
wash the lambs in the yards tomorrow. I’ll get one of the
men to carry up some buckets of water for you.’
‘I can use our lavender soap and they’ll smell beautiful,’
Louisa decided, bouncing from one foot to another.
‘Charlotte and I will help you, poppet,’ said Emily with
a smile. ‘Then we can walk them around the orchard on
leads made of ribbon while their coats dry.’
Mr Ash grinned at the image. ‘I’m glad we don’t have
to give the whole flock that kind of special treatment,’ he
joked. ‘It would take us months to get the job done.’
‘How is the washing proceeding?’ asked Mamma, her
brow creased.
The two leant on the rails of the stock pen, checking
the milling ewes and rams. Charlotte and James climbed
up on the rail, their legs hanging down inside the pen.
A shepherd was using a long timber crook and his dog to
separate out individual beasts and send them down the
race towards the water.
‘When this pen is empty, we will have washed four
hundred sheep,’ said Mr Ash. ‘We should finish another
three hundred this afternoon, so it should take us three
days to do them all.’
Mamma nodded, gazing out over the crowded pens.
‘How does the wool look so far?’ she asked, feeling the
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dirty fleece of an unwashed ewe pressed against the
railing.
‘It looks excellent,’ replied Mr Ash. ‘We should get a
good yield.’
‘Well, let’s pray the wool prices improve,’ said Mamma
with a frown. ‘The prices in Sydney so far this year have
been dreadful. Our agent says if they do not improve soon
it will not be worth shipping the wool to England.’
‘It’s much worse out west where the drought is really
bad,’ said Mr Ash. ‘At least we’ve had rain. Things must
improve soon.’
Mamma bit her lip and pushed away from the railing.
‘How are the men?’ Mamma asked briskly. ‘Are they
managing tolerably?’
‘They are tired and hungry, so I hope you have loads of
food for us!’
‘Enough to feed an entire army, I assure you,’ Mamma
replied.
‘I’m starving,’ chipped in James, looking at the baskets
with hungry eyes.
‘It’s not time for the meal break yet, dearest,’ Mamma
reproved. James looked crestfallen. ‘But here is a little
morsel to keep you going.’ She tore off a crust of bread and
handed it to James, who gobbled it down. ‘There is beef
and mustard and plum pudding to go with that when the
job is done.’
‘We’ll just finish this pen of sheep and then we’ll break
for dinner,’ said Mr Ash. ‘There’s a nice shady spot under
that tree where you’ll get a good view without being in
the way.’
‘Thank you, Mr Ash,’ said Mamma.
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‘Come, on Master James,’ said Mr Ash. ‘Time to get
back to work.’
James ran back to join Charley at the fire.
The girls spread a blanket under the shade of one of
the trees and watched the action in the waterhole below.
One by one the sheep were urged down a timber race
towards the creek. Once in the water, all the air in the
fleece made the sheep float.
The men stood thigh-deep in water in a line across the
waterhole, swinging each sheep from hand to hand and
vigorously rubbing their woolly coats to wash away the
dirt and muck. On the other side of the creek, two burly
shepherds pulled the drenched sheep from the water
and squeezed the excess water from the fleece with their
hands.
It was hot, exhausting work as the unwilling sheep
struggled and the sodden coats made them even heavier.
Once the sheep had been rubbed down, they were reunited
with their lambs on the other side and released into the
grassy paddock to dry in the sunshine.
The girls watched until the pen was empty and the last
sheep was released. Then they helped Mamma and Bridget
serve the midday meal for the men, carrying around the
baskets of bread and platters of roast beef.
Charlotte overheard Dandy Jack talking to one of
the convict stock hands sitting on a rock overlooking the
waterhole.
‘Another two days of this, a week to dry them off, then
shearing starts next week,’ complained Dandy Jack. ‘I’ll be
glad when the whole lot is sold off.’
‘We’ll just be consigned to someone else when the
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stock is gone,’ replied the other. ‘I hope the lawyers find
someone decent to lease the property and they keep us on.’
‘I heard the sheep were passed in at the auction in
Sydney last week,’ retorted Dandy Jack. ‘No one bid on
the sheep or the leasehold on the property. They didn’t
think the stock could be much good with Barton in charge.’
Charlotte stiffened, her heart lifting with excitement.
The sheep haven’t been sold. Perhaps if no one buys the sheep,
they can stay here and we can stay too.
‘Humph,’ snorted the stock hand. ‘As if he’s in charge.
He hasn’t come out to see the stock in months. He’s only
interested in hunting and drinking.’
‘It’s better when he stays away,’ said Dandy Jack.
‘He’s a harsh man.’
The two stockmen started puffing on their pipes, and
Charlotte returned to join her family under the tree.

K
On Saturday afternoon it was supply day. Shepherds and
stockmen, farm labourers and sawyers had ridden to the
homestead from the huts on the estate and the far-flung
outstations to collect their rations and gossip for the week.
Some of the men had ridden a full day for their week’s
supply of flour, sugar, tea, salt beef and tobacco.
The estate employed dozens of people – both convicts
and free labourers – to herd the large flocks of sheep, cattle
and horses, and to tend and harvest the crops of wheat,
barley, oats, turnips, hay and peas. In addition, there were
sawyers, carpenters, stonemasons, blacksmiths and bricklayers, whose jobs were to cut timber, clear paddocks,
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build fences, mend tools and construct outbuildings.
Many of these men lived isolated lives in huts and camps
out in the bush, while others lived in the workers’ huts
along the creek.
Mr Ash had unlocked the storehouse – one of the outbuildings behind the main house – and was supervising
the weighing of flour, sugar and tea into smaller calico
sacks with the help of Charley. The crowded, dim room
was stacked to the rafters with casks, kegs, sacks, crates
and barrels brought down from Sydney by dray. Motes of
dust danced in the shaft of sunlight that streamed through
the open doorway.
The storehouse had a counter with weights and
measures like a shop. In addition to the basic food rations
they received from the estate, the men were also able
to purchase other foodstuffs with their wages, such as
currants, sardines, pickles and jam.
Charlotte had been sent to fetch a bag of tea for the
kitchen pantry, but she dawdled about the chore, enjoying
the escape from the baking in the kitchen. She waited
outside in the warm spring sunshine, petting one of the
orphan wallabies and lazily letting the sights and sounds
wash over her. Dandy Jack and O’Brien the sawyer
were standing just inside the door, chatting and smoking
their pipes.
‘Did you hear another shepherd’s been murdered by
the blacks down south at Hume River?’ said Dandy Jack.
‘Speared.’
‘Poor blighter,’ replied the sawyer, stroking his thick,
bushy beard. ‘The natives move quiet as ghosts. He never
had a chance.’
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‘They say they found the blacks and wiped out the
whole camp,’ Dandy Jack continued. ‘Men, women and
children.’
‘That’s what they should do here – wipe out the whole
danged lot of them.’
‘Missus wouldn’t stand for that,’ retorted Dandy Jack.
‘She’s given strict orders that none of the natives are to
be touched.’
The sawyer spat in the dust. ‘All right for her, safe in
the big house,’ he complained. ‘What about us living out
in the bush? The natives keep spearing the bullocks.’
‘If it’s not the natives spearing the stock, then it’s the
bushrangers shooting them, or the neighbours moonlighting – it’s all the same to me.’
John the dairyman came and joined the group, calling
out greetings. ‘Did you hear another dray was held up by
bushrangers last night just up the road?’ he asked. ‘It was
the dray owned by Mr Moses with supplies for his store on
its way down from Sydney.’
Charlotte stopped patting the wallaby and pressed
against the wall, listening intently.
‘A tempting target then,’ said Dandy Jack, chewing on
the stem of his pipe.
‘The driver set up camp last night where the creek
crosses the Southern Road,’ explained John the dairyman,
pointing upstream. ‘A group of seven men with black crepe
hiding their faces rode up and threatened the passengers
with fowling-pieces.’
‘Oh, the cheek of them,’ said O’Brien the sawyer.
‘Was anyone hurt?’
‘The bullock driver was asleep under the dray,’ John
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explained. ‘But there was an emigrant called Sanders
travelling with his wife and child on their way to start work
at Mr Moses’s store.
‘Sanders tried to hold off the robbers, but his pistol
appears to have been faulty and misfired. Mrs Sanders
threw herself in front of her husband, begging the bushrangers not to harm any of them. The leader of the ruffians
had her dragged away and shot Sanders in the belly.’
‘Did he live?’ asked Dandy Jack, blowing a puff of
smoke in the air.
‘Yeah, but he’s not expected to survive long,’ replied
the dairyman. ‘The bullocky didn’t go for help till this
morning.’
‘We’ll have the place crawling with constables,’
said O’Brien.
‘The bushrangers’ll take to the hills,’ said Dandy Jack
with confidence. ‘They’ll never find them in that scrub –
they never do. I’ve heard they have a hide-out in the caves
that is as protected as a fortress.’
A group of workers left the store, carrying bags of dry
goods to be loaded onto their pack horses tethered in the
shade. Charlotte bent and patted the wallaby again, her
mind whirling. Another bushranger attack so close. Do they
have no morals at all?
‘Come on, Dandy,’ called Mr Ash from inside the store.
‘We haven’t got all day. Take your rations and be off
with you.’
Dandy Jack whispered something to his companions,
who all guffawed.
‘Nice jacket, Dandy,’ said Mr Ash. ‘Is it new?’
‘Aw, no,’ said Dandy Jack. ‘Just felt like a change
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today. My old one was torn and I haven’t been bothered
to mend it yet.’
Charlotte didn’t really feel like going inside the store,
but if she didn’t Mamma would be cross that she had
taken so long and returned without the tea. She took a
deep breath and entered the dim store. She breathed in the
throat-tickling scent of tobacco smoke, tea and dust.
‘Good afternoon, Mr Ash,’ greeted Charlotte. ‘Mamma
sent me to fetch some tea, please.’
‘Of course, Miss Charlotte,’ replied Mr Ash. ‘Charley
can fetch it for you at once.’ Charley grinned at Charlotte.
He scooped tea leaves out of a large sack, into a calico bag
which he placed on the counter.
Charlotte took the bag, her mind buzzing with gossip.
Where could the bushrangers be?
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7

The Chief Constable

K
T

he constables arrived the following day just as the
family was sitting down to dinner. On Sundays,
Mamma ordered a special meal that was eaten with great
ceremony around the long dining room table, which was
covered with a starched, white damask tablecloth.
The spacious, formal dining room was at the front of the
house, overlooking the garden. A fire roared in the fireplace
to ward off the chill spring air. A collection of Mamma’s
landscape paintings hung on the rich-green walls. She had
painted some of them in England, but most were of the
surrounding countryside in soft, silvery greens and ochres.
Mr Barton sat at the head of the table, nursing a tumbler
of brandy. Charlotte and James sat on either side of him,
dressed in their Sunday best, while Louisa and Emily sat
on either side of Mamma at the other end.
Mamma was standing, carving the roast beef, while the
children passed around the side dishes of roast potatoes,
75

The River Charm.indd 75

2/04/13 1:49 PM

peas and beans, baked onions and the gravy boat. The
silver gravy boat had disappeared, so they had to make
do with the china one from the kitchen. Likewise, the
massive silver soup tureen was missing from the cedar
sideboard.
Bridget entered the dining room and bobbed a curtsy,
looking flushed and flurried.
‘Mr Chalkley, the chief constable, would like to see you
in the office, sir,’ explained Bridget to Mr Barton.
‘Danged if I’ll see him,’ swore Mr Barton. ‘It’s the
middle of dinner. Tell him to go away and come back
next week.’
Bridget glanced at Mamma. Mamma put down the
carving knife and straightened her lace cap. ‘I will see
him, Bridget,’ she said, frowning. ‘You may start dinner
without me.’
Mr Barton drained his tumbler of brandy and banged
it down on the table. ‘No, you won’t see him,’ he shouted.
‘He didn’t ask to see you. He asked to see me – I’m the
master of the house.’
Charlotte froze in the middle of passing the potatoes to
Emily. Her stomach clenched with nerves.
‘It will not take a moment,’ replied Mamma soothingly.
‘He may have some news of those missing cattle. Mr Ash
thinks that they may have been moonlighted by one of the
local farmers.’
Bridget stood stationary by the open door, not sure
whether to obey the master or the mistress.
‘You won’t,’ insisted Mr Barton, pouring himself
another tumbler of brandy. ‘You’ll serve my dinner. The
bleeding constable can go hang himself.’
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The chief constable appeared in the doorway, hat
in hand.
‘My apologies for intruding, ma’am,’ said the policeman, inclining his head. ‘I’m sorry to arrive at the dinner
hour, but I need to speak with Mr Barton about a certain
matter. Could we perhaps retire to the office?’
Mr Barton glowered at the constable then at his wife.
‘No need – we can talk here while I eat,’ he decided, his
voice more civil.
‘Would you like to join us, Mr Chalkley?’ invited
Mamma. ‘May I pour you a glass of wine?’
‘Get the man a brandy,’ Mr Barton demanded.
‘Thank you, ma’am,’ replied the constable. ‘A brandy
would be appreciated.’
‘Bridget, could you fetch Mr Chalkley a glass, if you
please?’
Bridget hurried to obey, relieved to have the decision
made. Mr Chalkley sat down between Charlotte and
Emily. Mamma continued carving the roast beef, and
everyone helped themselves to meat, gravy and vegetables.
Mamma said grace and everyone began to eat.
‘Now what is it you want to tell me?” asked Mr Barton,
picking up his knife and fork.
Mr Chalkley glanced around at the children, who
were quietly eating, their eyes on their plates. Mealtime
was uncharacteristically quiet when their stepfather
was present. He firmly believed that children should be
seen and not heard – but preferably not seen, either.
Any childish chatter was likely to be met with a roar and
a slap.
‘Well?’ said Mr Barton.
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‘It is about the robbery of the dray from Sydney on
Friday night on the main road,’ began Mr Chalkley.
‘The victim, Mr Sanders, died yesterday but was able to
dictate a complete account of the attack.’
Charlotte leant forward, a crowd of questions on her
tongue begging to be asked.
‘The poor, unfortunate man,’ replied Mamma, putting
down her cutlery. ‘May his soul rest in peace.’
‘What’s that to do with me?’ asked Mr Barton.
‘I’ve never heard of him.’
Mr Chalkley turned to Mr Barton. ‘No, but yesterday
we discovered a young man by the name of Knight, who
says he is employed by you. We apprehended him on his
way back to Oldbury, laden with goods that correspond
with items stolen from the dray.’
‘Oh, I don’t know anything about that,’ said Mr Barton.
‘Today another two of your convict labourers were
apprehended by Mr Loveby the innkeeper for attempting
to sell stolen goods at The Three Legs of Man,’ continued
Mr Chalkley. ‘A number of the goods seem to have been
stolen from the dray, yet they also offered several items
from this house that they said you had instructed them
to sell.’
Mr Barton flashed a guilty look at Mamma, shrugged
nonchalantly, then speared a potato and thrust it in his
mouth.
‘They’re now being escorted to the Berrima lockup,’
advised Mr Chalkley. ‘The goods have been impounded
as evidence.’
‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Mamma, her hand to her throat.
Charlotte kneaded her hands together under the table.
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‘After questioning them, it seems that most of the
robbers were employed on Oldbury Estate. We have just
apprehended two more of your convicts – Jack Ellis and
William Barnes.’
‘Dandy Jack?’ whispered Charlotte.
‘I always thought that Dandy Jack was a rogue,’ said
Mr Barton, pouring himself another brandy.
‘These Oldbury men shot an innocent man?’ asked
Mamma.
‘Yes, murdered him quite callously in front of his wife
and child,’ said Mr Chalkley. ‘Apparently the bullock
driver, who pretended to be asleep during the attack, was
actually an accomplice. He refused to ride for medical help
until he had finished his breakfast that morning. We’ve
arrested him too.’
Louisa slid out of her chair and crept to her mother’s
side, twisting a curl around her finger. Mamma cuddled
her close.
‘That poor woman,’ Mamma said. ‘I wish she and her
child had come here for help – perhaps we could have
saved her husband.’
‘I don’t believe it would have helped, ma’am,’ replied
the constable. ‘He was shot in the abdomen – a slow and
painful way to die.’
‘Where are they now?’ asked Mamma. ‘Can we be of
assistance to the unfortunate woman and her child?’
‘Thank you, ma’am, however they are taking the mail
coach back to Sydney tomorrow,’ replied Mr Chalkley.
Mr Barton suddenly shoved his chair back. ‘I know
who’s behind it all,’ he announced, eyes blazing. ‘It’s that
murdering convict bushranger John Lynch. I know he’s
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escaped and is hiding out there in the bush, just waiting
to take a shot at me. It’s John Lynch who put them
up to it.’
Mr Chalkley stared at Mr Barton then glanced at
Mamma.
‘Next he’ll be coming for me, and you constables will
do nothing about it,’ Mr Barton shouted. ‘You sit here at
my table eating my food, drinking my brandy and letting
that murderous Lynch skulk about my farm, waiting to
kill me!’
Mamma stood up and straightened her skirts, attempting to smile reassuringly at everyone. ‘Children, perhaps
it’s time . . .?’
‘Why aren’t you searching for Lynch?’ interrupted
Mr Barton, waving his arms.
‘I believe the convict Lynch has been transferred to
a road gang down south,’ began Mr Chalkley, wiping
his moustache with the damask napkin. ‘There is no
evidence –’
‘Evidence be danged!’ shouted Mr Barton. ‘I tell you
he’s out there.’
Mamma beckoned urgently to the children, signalling
them to leave the room.
‘Excuse me, sir,’ whispered Charlotte as she pushed
back her chair and hurried to the door, along with Emily,
James and Louisa.
A thunderous smash filled the air. The children spun
around.
The crystal decanter lay in shattered pieces on the
carpet and amber liquid dripped down the pale-green wallpaper. One of Mamma’s watercolour paintings had fallen
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to the floor and lay face down in a puddle of liquor, its gilt
frame snapped.
It seemed Mr Barton had just thrown a half-full brandy
decanter at the chief constable’s head. Fortunately, he’d
missed. Mamma’s eyes widened in shock. Mr Chalkley
jumped to his feet, his hand on his pistol.
‘Oh, Mr Chalkley, I do apologise profusely,’ cried
Mamma breathlessly. ‘Emily, take Louisa upstairs and
read her a story. James, run and get Bridget to clean up
that mess. Charlotte, can you get Mr Ash as fast as you
can – I may need his help.’
The children ran to do as their mother ordered.
Charlotte’s mind reeled with all that she had seen and
heard: the murderous bushrangers were actually Oldbury
servants she saw every day; Mr Barton had thrown
a crystal decanter at the chief constable; Mr Barton
thought a murderer was hiding on Oldbury waiting to
kill him.
Charlotte found Mr Ash at his cottage and explained the
situation. By the time she returned, Bridget had mopped
up the broken glass, the ruined painting had been thrown
out with the rubbish and Mr Barton was resting in the
drawing room in an armchair in front of the fire, his booted
feet up on an ottoman.
Emily was reading to James and Louisa upstairs, so
Charlotte helped Bridget clear away the ruined meal,
which was now cold and congealed on the plates. Samson
looked delighted as Charlotte fed him some of the scraps.
Afterwards, as Charlotte was creeping along the passage
to go upstairs to her room, she heard a muffled sound
coming from the study. It was the sound of deep, desperate
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grief. She cautiously opened the door. Mamma was collapsed on the floor, her face buried in the wide circle of
her grey skirts. Her back and shoulders shuddered as distraught sobs escaped her.
‘Mamma?’ whispered Charlotte. ‘Mamma – are you all
right? Does something ail you?’
Mamma sat up and wiped her face on a sodden handkerchief. ‘No, my dearest. Do not concern yourself,’ she
insisted, sniffing. She twisted the handkerchief between
her fingers.
Charlotte dropped to her knees and hugged her mother’s
narrow shoulders. ‘Mamma?’
Her mother dropped a letter onto her lap. ‘The sheep
have been sold,’ she croaked. ‘It was the finest flock in the
colony. It took your father years to build it up, and now
they have been sold for a mere sixteen shillings each. The
Oldbury cattle have been sold also. The Budgong cattle
will be next – even our flour mill has been sold.’
Charlotte gulped in shock. It is happening. It is really
happening.
‘Oh, Mamma, that’s dreadful news!’ exclaimed
Charlotte, patting her mother on the back.
‘The executors wish to take legal action against
Mr Barton for the property that he sold that belongs to you
four children,’ continued Mamma. ‘Mr Barton has apparently made arrangements to send a large quantity of our
finest furniture to Sydney to be sold at auction. He has
said the most unspeakable things about me to anyone who
will listen.’
Mamma began to sob again, scrunching the handkerchief in her palm. ‘Oh, Charlotte, I do not know what to
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do,’ she cried. ‘Nothing I say will sway him. I think he has
gone completely insane.’
Mamma stood up and began pacing back and forth
across the floor, leaving the letter on the floor. Charlotte
glanced down at it. Among the florid handwriting she read:

Nothing that he may do will surprise me after what he
has said of yourself – I consider him ready to deprive you
and the children of their last morsel . . .
She wrenched her eyes away.
‘I have no money,’ Mamma continued, frowning
fiercely. ‘This is our home. It was built for me by your papa
as a wedding present. I cannot bear the thought of strangers living here.’ Charlotte shook her head vehemently.
‘If only your stepfather would stop interfering, I could
run the farm and make an income for us. He thwarts me
at every turn, countermanding my orders and alienating
the workers.’
‘But I don’t understand,’ said Charlotte. ‘Why can’t
you just tell the executors what to do? Oldbury is ours.
Mr Barton and the executors have no right to it!’
Mamma pulled Charlotte to her feet and gazed steadily
into her eyes. ‘Charlotte, they have every right,’ she said
bitterly. ‘I have written to my lawyers. I have tried everything. But as a woman I have no rights. My husband owns
all my property – not me. Mr Barton is my husband.
He can do what he likes and I can do nothing.’
A shiver of revulsion ran up Charlotte’s spine. I hate
him. I wish he would go away and leave us alone. I wish
John Lynch would shoot him.
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Mamma straightened her back and hugged Charlotte.
‘I am sorry, my dearest. I should not have troubled you
with all this. I do not want you to worry. There must be
something I can do.’
Mamma slipped her hand into her pocket and ran her
fingers over the pebble hidden there.
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8

Stealing the Furniture

K
Oldbury, Summer 1839

O

n Tuesday Mamma rode into Berrima early to see
Mr Chalkley about retrieving the items that the
convicts had been trying to sell and to warn the businesses in town that they were not to buy any property that
Mr Barton should try to sell them.
As she came downstairs, Charlotte was surprised to
see Mr Barton dressed and emerging from the breakfast
room, a cup of coffee in one hand. He usually slept most of
the morning.
‘Good morning, Charlotte,’ said Mr Barton jovially.
‘Has your mother left already?’
‘Yes, sir. She left a few minutes ago to ride to Berrima,’
replied Charlotte.
Mr Barton smiled at Charlotte. ‘Good girl, and when do
you think she’ll be back?’ he asked.
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Charlotte frowned. ‘She said not to expect her until
teatime this afternoon.’
‘Excellent,’ replied Mr Barton, taking a large swig of
coffee. ‘Now, I have a lot to do this morning, so I don’t
want any of you children in my way. Understood? I’m sure
you are responsible enough to take care of your siblings
while your mother is away?’
Charlotte swallowed. ‘Yes, Mr Barton. I’ll make sure
they don’t bother you.’
‘Good. I have some sweets here that you can have if
you keep them well away.’ Mr Barton handed her a paper
bag of red-and-green boiled lollies.
Charlotte took them reluctantly. She didn’t feel like
accepting sweets from her stepfather, so she hid them in
the kitchen where Louisa or James couldn’t see them.
She didn’t think they’d be so scrupulous about accepting
bribes from him.
Charlotte rounded up her siblings, their bonnets and
shawls, Samson the dog, Maugie the koala and took them
all for a walk. First they visited the cool, dim dairy to beg
more milk from John the dairyman. He obliged, giving
them an iron bucket filled with foaming, creamy milk.
Charlotte dipped her fingers in the milk for Maugie to
lick. They headed through the courtyard, past the stables,
carriage house, store and vegetable gardens. Charley
waved to them from the stable, where he was pushing a
wheelbarrow piled high with manure and straw.
The wallabies hopped along behind the children, just in
case the bucket held hay or grain. Charlotte felt troubled.
What is Mr Barton up to? There’s something he’s trying
to hide.
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Well behind the house was a large orchard of about
eight acres, planted with many different types of fruit
trees. Wide paths were mown between the trees, with
the rounded domes of beehives placed along the fence.
Five orphan lambs came running, their long tails twitching
at the sight of the bucket.
Mr Ash had given them the lambs to raise by hand
when their mothers had died. Louisa and James took
turns to let the lambs drink from the bucket, while Emily
tried to stop Louisa from being knocked over by the
exuberant orphans.
James ran up and down the grassy avenue with Samson
chasing him and barking loudly. Charlotte picked some
long grass and plaited it. Emily sat down in the grass under
an apple tree and began picking tiny daisies and weaving
them into a crown for Louisa.
‘A crown fit for a fairy princess,’ said Emily, taking off
Louisa’s bonnet and setting the crown on her head.
Louisa grinned with her gap-toothed smile and stroked
her ringlets back behind her ears. ‘I’m a fairy princess,’
she told Charlotte.
Charlotte nodded absent-mindedly.
‘Can you make me wings?’ Louisa asked Emily.
Emily frowned and looked around. ‘Perhaps back at the
house I could make some, poppet,’ she replied, weaving a
necklace out of daisies.
Louisa jumped up. ‘Well, come on, then. Let’s go back
and make some wings.’
Emily glanced at Charlotte, who pulled Louisa into
her lap and said, ‘We cannot go back to the house now,
poppet. Mr Barton would be cross.’
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‘But I want fairy wings, now,’ Louisa insisted, her lip
pouting.
‘I know,’ said Emily. ‘Why don’t we make you some
wings from the bonnets?’
Emily took Louisa’s discarded white bonnet and tied
the ribbons around one shoulder, leaving the headpiece as
a frilled white wing. Charlotte pulled off her own bonnet,
which Emily tied to the other, then draped over the other
shoulder to make the right wing.
‘Pretty wings for a princess,’ soothed Emily. ‘Now how
about a bracelet?’
Charlotte glanced back towards the house, which was
out of sight behind the outbuildings and trees. ‘Are you
hungry?’ she asked James as he raced past.
James, who was always starving, stopped and grinned
with anticipation. ‘I’m famished.’
‘Yes,’ added Louisa. ‘When is Mamma back?’
‘Later,’ said Emily. ‘When she has finished all her
business in town.’
Charlotte pulled Louisa’s chin gently so she was looking
at her. ‘I’m going to creep back to the house on a secret
mission to fetch us some food,’ she explained. ‘But it’s
really important that you stay here with Emily. Don’t
follow me, or Mr Barton will be annoyed.’
Louisa’s eyes widened. She knew what Mr Barton was
like when he was angry.
‘We can play fairies and witches,’ suggested Emily.
‘You can be the fairy princess Titania, and I’ll be the evil
witch Malevolence, who has captured and imprisoned you
in the tower.’
Charlotte smiled at Emily in thanks.
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‘I’ll come with you, Charlotte,’ offered James.
‘Thank you, James, but it might be best if you stay
here,’ Charlotte suggested.
‘We need you to be the brave knight Sir Lancelot to
vanquish Malevolence,’ Emily reminded him.
James picked up two apple tree branches that had fallen
to the ground. ‘Quick, Louisa – you climb into your tower,’
he ordered, handing Emily one of the branches. Louisa
obediently scrambled up the trunk of the apple tree, her
daisy crown slightly askew and her wings lopsided.
‘En garde, foul witch,’ James declared, raising his
weapon in salute. ‘I am here to rescue fair Princess Titania.’
Emily grinned, threw off her bonnet and adopted a
fencing pose, brandishing her branch.
‘Prepare to die an ignoble death, you insolent mortal,’
retorted Emily. ‘No man can defeat the supernatural
power of Malevolence.’
The witch and the knight began fighting, James with
his left arm tucked behind his back, Emily with her skirts
hitched up in one hand. It looked like Malevolence had
the upper hand as Sir Lancelot was beaten back under the
strength of her attack.
‘Save me, Sir Lancelot,’ squealed Louisa, her legs
dangling from the branch above. ‘You can’t let the
witch win.’
Charlotte grinned then raced downhill towards the back
of the house.
Outside the stable, Charlotte was surprised to see a
team of bullocks harnessed to a dray with John the bullock
driver standing at their heads. The dray usually took the
wool and wheat to the markets in Sydney and returned
89

The River Charm.indd 89

2/04/13 1:49 PM

with sacks of supplies to last for months. Sometimes it
transported sacks of grain and vegetables to market in
Berrima or the surrounding towns. This time, the dray
was being loaded with furniture – Oldbury furniture. The
long, red cedar table was up-ended on the dray bed and
wrapped in blankets. The dining room chairs were lashed
on top. The elegant sideboard was set in the middle of the
courtyard, beside Mamma’s favourite armchair.
A loud shouting came from the back verandah. Charlotte
started, then ducked out of sight inside the stable. She
peered through a crack in the stable wall. Through it
she could see Mr Barton coercing two farm labourers who
were struggling to remove Mamma’s large oak desk from
the office.
‘He bad man,’ came a whisper from the stall beside her.
Charlotte peered around to find Charley lying in the straw.
‘Charley, he’s stealing all our furniture!’ whispered
Charlotte.
‘Yes, missus gone to town.’
‘Can you help me, please, Charley?’ asked Charlotte.
‘I have to ride to town to find my mother. If Mr Barton
sees me he’ll be furious.’
Charley thought carefully. He also knew what a
terrible temper Mr Barton had when he was crossed. ‘Yes,
Miss Charlotte. What can we do?’
Charlotte paused. ‘Could you help me catch Ophelia
and saddle her up?’
Charley sprang to his feet. ‘We need grain,’ he suggested, taking down a halter and lead.
Charlotte filled a bucket with some grain and the two
slipped out the back. It took precious minutes to coax
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Ophelia into being caught and still more time to saddle her
up. Charley pulled the girth firmly.
Charlotte peered through the spy-hole in the stable wall.
The cedar sideboard, desk and armchair had been lashed
to the dray and draped with blankets. The two men were
now struggling through the back door under the weight of
the sofa from the drawing room.
‘Thank you so much, Charley,’ said Charlotte. ‘I am
very grateful. If anyone asks, tell them I went for a ride
up to Gingenbullen. Could you please tell my sisters
and brother not to go near the house for anything, and
perhaps take them some food. Tell Bridget I asked you to
fetch some.’
Charley nodded and flashed a wide smile, bright white
in his dark face.
‘Don’t worry, Miss Charlotte,’ said Charley. ‘I look
after them.’
Charlotte led Ophelia to the fence and used a rail to help
her mount into the side-saddle. Charlotte paused beside
the stable, watching the proceedings anxiously.
It’s important that he doesn’t know that I know, thought
Charlotte. I’ll creep away silently, then ride like the wind to
Berrima to find Mamma.
The men went back inside to fetch more furniture. The
bullocks twitched and fretted, swishing away flies with
their tails. The sun beat down on the laden dray. Charlotte
urged Ophelia forward into a walk. The horse pranced and
cavorted nervously, sensing Charlotte’s anxiety. Charlotte
skirted around the house, avoiding the formal gardens
in front that could be seen from the drawing and dining
room windows.
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She splashed across the rivulet, the water rising to her
horse’s knees, and forced her way through a hedge and
onto the carriageway. Once there, she risked a slow trot,
heading north-west, hoping the hoof beats could not be
heard back at the house.
Around the bend the dirt track stretched before her,
bordered by thick hedgerows. Charlotte kicked her heel into
Ophelia’s sides and the mare broke into a canter. Charlotte
leant forward, urging her to gallop faster. The driveway
to Oldbury curved then straightened, flanked by a formal
avenue of elms and poplars. Ophelia stretched her neck,
enjoying the gallop, her hooves kicking up clods of red earth.
At the end, Charlotte turned right onto the main South
Road. She had never ridden this way by herself before.
This part of the road, just a couple of miles from Berrima
village, was a common haunt of highwaymen and bushrangers. To the left was Mereworth Estate, owned by
her father’s brother, Uncle John Atkinson. Mereworth
was now home to the Three Legs of Man Inn, which
was frequented by the local labourers, Berrima soldiers
and infamous bushrangers – and, of course, Mr Barton.
It had more than once been implicated in a local murder or
robbery, just like Oldbury itself.
A labourer on Mereworth called out to her, but
Charlotte ignored him and galloped on. When Ophelia
tired, Charlotte let her slow into a trot, then after a few
minutes kicked her back into a steady canter. Within
half an hour Charlotte was cantering across the sandstone
bridge and down the rutted main road of dusty Berrima.
She slowed Ophelia into a trot as they entered the rectangle of the village green, which was surrounded by inns
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and houses built of sandstone and red brick. Outside the
Victoria Inn, Charlotte recognised a brickmaker named
James Welling. He usually worked at Oldbury but Mr
Barton had set him to work building a couple of cottages
on land that he had recently purchased in Berrima.
‘Mr Welling, have you seen my mother?’ asked
Charlotte. ‘I need to find her as a matter of urgency.’
The brickmaker shook his head. ‘No, but you might
try the store near the Surveyor General Inn. She often has
business there,’ he suggested, gesturing further north with
his hand.
Charlotte called out her thanks as she cantered up the
street. Near the store, Charlotte recognised her mother’s
bay mare, with its distinctive white blaze, tied to the
hitching post. Charlotte tethered Ophelia beside her and
ran inside the store. It was crowded with ladies poring
over ribbon and feathers, men testing harnesses and small
children jostling over the sweets display.
‘Excuse me, Mrs Mason, have you seen my mother
by any chance?’ asked Charlotte of a woman whom she
recognised.
Mrs Mason peered down her nose at Charlotte. ‘Your
mother?’ said Mrs Mason, looking as though she had
accidently sucked on a slice of lemon. ‘I believe I saw
Mrs Barton walking to the courthouse.’
Mrs Mason looked Charlotte up and down with a disapproving glare before continuing. ‘You should know
better than to ride into town with no hat or bonnet on
your head, with your hair hanging down your back like a
complete hoyden.’ She sniffed. ‘There is never a reason
why a lady should be in an unseemly haste. You are not all
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alone? I am surprised your mother let you leave the house
like that. But then, perhaps she does not realise how young
ladies are expected to conduct themselves. My daughters
would never –’
‘Thank you, ma’am,’ replied Charlotte, backing away.
‘I’m sorry but I need to go. My mother is expecting me
urgently.’
‘Well,’ complained Mrs Mason. ‘Such rudeness. But
what would you expect with a mother like that?’
Charlotte turned and ran out of the store towards the
courthouse a few doors up. Mamma was there, wearing her
best clothes for town: grey gloves, cream silk shawl and a
dark-blue bonnet.
‘Mamma, Mamma,’ Charlotte called desperately.
‘I need you to come home.’
‘Dearest, what’s wrong?’ demanded Mamma, her
voice rising in panic. ‘Has something happened to Louisa
or James? Is Emily all right? Don’t tell me one of
them has been thrown from a horse? And why have you
ridden for me? Why didn’t you send Mr Ash or one of
the men?’
‘Don’t fret,’ Charlotte said. ‘Everyone is fine, Mamma.
It’s the furniture. Mr Barton is emptying the house of all
the finest furniture and packing it on a dray.’
Mamma’s hand flew to her mouth; then she frowned
fiercely. ‘That man will be the death of me. I was just on
my way to visit Mr Chalkley about the impounded goods.
Perhaps he will be able to help us.’
Fortunately it only took a few minutes to find the chief
constable in his office at the gaolhouse. After Mamma had
explained the situation, he agreed to escort them back to
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Oldbury, together with two of his constables. They all rode
at a gallop, and at every bend Charlotte expected to see
the bullock dray, dragging away their belongings.
The five horses eventually thundered up the carriageway and around the back of the house, where the two
labourers and the bullock driver were lashing down a
canvas tarpaulin over the furniture. Mr Barton came out
the back door brandishing a loaded pistol. A moment later,
Emily, James and Louisa charged down from the orchard
to see what the commotion was.
Mr Barton stared at Mamma, then at Charlotte, and a
look of fury washed across his face. Then he took in the
three mounted constables with their own pistols drawn.
‘Good morning, Mrs Barton, my dear,’ said Mr Barton,
replacing his own weapon in his belt. ‘How are you this
morning? Good morning, officers.’
‘What are you doing?’ demanded Mamma, sitting
ramrod straight in the saddle, pointing with her riding
crop. ‘Why is all the furniture packed on a dray?’
Mr Barton flashed a glance at the constables. ‘Don’t
you remember, my dear?’ asked Mr Barton. ‘We discussed
this. I am having the furniture removed to Sydney . . . for
storage.’
‘We did not discuss this and I do not wish our furniture
removed to Sydney for storage,’ Mamma contradicted.
Mr Barton scowled.
‘You are not planning on selling this load of furniture,
I hope, Mr Barton?’ asked Mr Chalkley. ‘The furniture is
part of the estate of the late James Atkinson, and therefore
was bequeathed to his four children. If you were to sell the
furniture, that would be a felony.’
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Mr Barton glared at Mamma and Charlotte again, still
mounted on their horses. Mr Chalkley indicated to his two
constables to dismount.
‘No,’ Mr Barton replied. ‘I beg your pardon. It must
have slipped my mind to mention it to my wife. But as the
estate is soon to be let, we will not be requiring this quantity
of furniture. We will move into one of my new cottages in
Berrima, where our needs will be much simpler.’
Mamma frowned. Charlotte’s heart sank. The thought
of living in a little cottage in the village with Mr Barton
was intolerable.
‘I wish we could help you, ma’am,’ said Mr Chalkley.
‘But if the furniture is just being moved, we can’t
stop him.’
Mamma paused before dismounting. She was tiny
compared to the tall, brawny bullock driver and the
other men. ‘Thank you, Mr Chalkley,’ replied Mamma.
‘I appreciate your kindness, but my husband is correct.
If we are to move from our home, we will not require such
a quantity of grand furniture.’
Mr Barton smirked with satisfaction. Charlotte’s eyes
filled with bitter tears. How can Mamma give in like this?
How can she let Mr Barton triumph?
Mamma turned to one of the labourers. ‘Samuel, I will
need you to ride for Sydney at once with a message for my
lawyers,’ she ordered sternly. ‘I will write them a letter
directing them to organise storage for the furniture in a
suitable warehouse until further notice from myself. Once
you have delivered the letter and received your instructions, you are to ride back to Brickfield Hill and await the
dray so you can direct them to the warehouse.’
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Mr Barton started forward, his face red with fury. ‘Now
just a moment . . .’
Mamma ignored him, turning to the bullock driver and
the other labourer. ‘John, you are to take this load as swiftly
as possible to meet Samuel at Brickfield Hill and ensure
it is stored safely in the designated warehouse. Paddy will
accompany you as a guard.’
The three men glanced at Mr Barton for confirmation.
‘That’s unnecessary, my dear,’ interrupted Mr Barton,
his face sweating. ‘I’ll go to Sydney and organise the
furniture.’
‘Thank you, that is very kind, Mr Barton,’ Mamma
said sweetly. ‘However, my lawyers would be more than
happy to ensure that my children’s inheritance is secure.
I would not wish to put you to any trouble.’
Mr Chalkley grinned to himself at the exchange.
‘Perhaps we could be of assistance, ma’am?’ suggested
Mr Chalkley to Mamma. ‘My two constables would be
happy to escort the dray as far as Nattai to see it safely on
its way.’
‘Thank you, Mr Chalkley. That would be most kind
of you. I would hate anything untoward to happen to the
dray on the journey.’
Mr Chalkley turned to the labourers. ‘I must remind
you that if anything were to happen to the belongings of the
Atkinson children, it would also be a felony, and I would
have to pursue the culprits with the full extent of the law.’
The labourers shuffled and squirmed, glancing between
Mr Barton, Mamma and Mr Chalkley.
‘Yes, sir,’ replied John the bullock driver. ‘We
understand.’
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Mamma smiled. ‘Samuel, would you be so good as to
unsaddle our horses and saddle up a fresh one for yourself
while I compose a letter to the laywers?’
‘Yes ma’am,’ agreed Samuel, taking both horses by
the reins.
Mamma turned to the two bullockies and gave them
their final instructions. ‘Farewell and take care.’
John and Paddy turned the big team of bullocks in the
confined space with some difficulty and set off on the road
to Berrima with much whip-cracking and yelling, accompanied by the three constables.
Charlotte followed Mamma inside, where she scribbled
off a note to the lawyers on the kitchen table and saw to it
that the message was safely on its way with Samuel.
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9

Decision

K
C

harlotte, Emily, James and Louisa wandered around
the echoing rooms of the forlorn house. Louisa began
to sob. Emily and Charlotte did their best to comfort her,
but their eyes were brimming too. James kicked a stool
that had been knocked over.
The dining and breakfast rooms were empty; only
Mamma’s paintings were left on the wall. The drawing
room held nothing but Mr Barton’s favourite armchair and
a small side table with a decanter of rum. The schoolroom
was untouched but the study was ransacked – the desk
and chair gone, papers all over the floor, many of Papa’s
books taken.
The children heard Mr Barton coming up from the cellar,
carrying a small flagon of rum. He yelled at Bridget to bring
him a glass and retreated to the drawing room. The children,
each one lost in his or her thoughts, hid in the schoolroom – the only downstairs room that seemed normal.
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Soon they heard Mamma and Bridget next door in the
study, tidying up the shambles.
‘Let’s play a game,’ suggested Emily, trying to cheer
them up. ‘We could play knuckles?’ James looked at Emily
witheringly. ‘Or toy soldiers?’
Not even this could tempt James to play. Louisa
cuddled up next to Emily, thumb in mouth, twirling a
ringlet around one finger.
Charlotte strode up and down the room, thinking.
What is going to happen? Are we really going to leave our
beautiful home and move into a little cottage in Berrima with
Mr Barton? How could we bear it!
Through the closed double doors, Charlotte heard
a crash and loud swearing from the drawing room next
door, then the sound of Mr Barton staggering out into the
entrance hall. A glass smashed on the floor.
Loud shouting came from the study. Bridget screamed.
There was another loud crash.
Charlotte ran into the passage, followed by the other
children and Samson, who was barking loudly. The study
door was flung open. Bridget cowered against the bookshelves, her hands over her head.
Mamma was sprawled on the floor, her face smeared with
crimson from her bleeding nose. Mr Barton stood over her
screaming, his eyes bloodshot and spit flying from his mouth.
‘You think you can make a fool of me, you insolent
woman?’ he bellowed. ‘I won’t be made a fool by you or
that pack of brats!’
He struck Mamma again, sending her reeling. Charlotte
flew across the room like a dart and sprang on her stepfather’s back, her arms around his neck.
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‘Leave her alone,’ yelled Charlotte, her rage bubbling
over. ‘Don’t hurt her, you monster.’
Mr Barton swung around, throwing Charlotte off like
a discarded cloak. Charlotte thudded into the bookcases,
knocking the wind from her.
Mamma leapt to her feet, her face alight with horror.
Mr Barton pulled Charlotte to her feet and shook her
like a limp rag doll. ‘Don’t speak to me like that, girlie,’ he
hissed. ‘I’ll do whatever I wish to your mother. And I’ll do
whatever I wish to you. I’m the master of this house, and
don’t you forget it!’
‘Put her down,’ ordered Mamma.
‘You’re not my master,’ retorted Charlotte, her face
flushing with anger. ‘You’re just a pathetic bully.’
Mr Barton’s eyes bulged and he grabbed Charlotte by
the throat and slammed her against the wall. Charlotte
kicked and struggled, but her strength was no match for
him. He dangled her by the throat, her feet no longer
touching the floor.
‘It was you who fetched your mother and the constables,’ he spat. ‘I told you to keep your nose out of my
business.’
Charlotte choked for air, tears filling her eyes. I can’t
breathe. I can’t breathe.
‘Put her down!’ screamed Mamma, beating at his arms.
‘Put her down – you’re strangling her!’
Emily sobbed, Louisa whimpered. Mr Barton squeezed
tighter, his bloodshot eyes gleaming with a fanatical light.
Charlotte felt her throat burning, her head swimming.
Her body felt limp and cold.
Mamma pulled at his arms beseechingly. James ran
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and kicked Mr Barton’s shins. Samson darted inside and
lunged, his teeth sinking into Mr Barton’s calves.
Mr Barton yelled and kicked Samson and James
across the room. Mamma let go and ran towards her desk.
Charlotte felt the blood pounding in her ears and the world
slipping away. She thought she was fainting. She thought
she was dying.
There was a loud click.
‘Put my daughter down or I will shoot you,’ said
Mamma, her voice low and steady.
All the children turned to look. Mamma had a pistol
trained squarely at Mr Barton’s chest.
‘You wouldn’t dare,’ chuckled Mr Barton, shaking
Charlotte. Charlotte could smell his sour, stale breath hot
on her face.
‘Put her down,’ said Mamma.
Mr Barton stared at Mamma, smiling uncertainly.
‘You joke, madam.’
‘I do not jest with my children’s lives. Release her now
or I will pull the trigger.’
Mamma tightened her finger on the trigger, the muzzle
still pointed directly at Mr Barton’s torso. Mr Barton
slumped, slackening the pressure on Charlotte’s
throat. Charlotte sucked in air deeply as she slid down
the wall.
‘I was only disciplining her,’ whined Mr Barton. ‘She is
wilful and unruly, like her mother. She needs to be taught
to be docile and obedient. She needs to be taught that I am
the master of this house.’
‘You are not the master of this house,’ spat Mamma.
‘You are a raving lunatic. This house was built by my
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beloved husband and left in trust for his children. It is their
house. You do nothing but swig rum, laze around and steal
our very bread. You do not deserve their respect – or any
man’s. You are a good-for-nothing wastrel.’
Samson stood firm, growling. Charlotte staggered to her
feet, ready to fly at her stepfather again. Mamma stopped
her with a sharp gesture.
‘Charlotte, will you please take the children and Samson
safely up to your room and lock the door,’ instructed
Mamma, still staring down the sights of her weapon.
‘Do not open it unless I tell you to.’
Charlotte nodded and grasped the dog by his leather
collar. Samson refused to be led away, his eyes darting
between Mamma and Mr Barton.
‘Bridget, would you be so good as to fetch a pitcher of
water and some food, and place them in Mr Barton’s bedchamber, if you please?’ asked Mamma. Bridget nodded
and hurried from the room.
‘Come now, Samson,’ Charlotte insisted urgently.
Together the dog and four children slunk from the
room. Charlotte looked back at her diminutive mother,
swathed in her flowing skirts, holding off that madman
on her own.
I think he meant to kill me, thought Charlotte, touching
her bruised throat. I think he nearly strangled me. She looked
back at her mother with fear. Will she be all right? Will he
harm her again?
Her throat constricted in fear. Mamma stood firm, her
back straight, her aim steady.
‘I think I might just take myself to bed,’ moaned
Mr Barton from behind them. ‘I’m feeling a little weary.’
103

The River Charm.indd 103

2/04/13 1:49 PM

He staggered from the room – his cheeks flushed and
veined, his nose glowing – and headed down the cellar
stairs. He returned a few minutes later with another flagon
of rum under one arm. Mamma followed him, the gun
aimed at his back.
Charlotte urged all the children up the stairs. On the
upper level were eight bedrooms off the central hallway –
three large bedrooms at the front of the house and five
smaller ones with sloping ceilings across the back. The
front bedrooms were occupied by Mr Barton, then James
in the middle room and Mamma on the southern corner
with Louisa. Charlotte and Emily shared one of the smaller
bedrooms at the back.
After a few minutes, Mamma knocked on the door.
‘Let me in please, Charlotte,’ she whispered.
Mamma came in, putting the pistol down on the
dresser. The four children were huddled on Charlotte’s
bed, seeking comfort from each other’s closeness.
‘I am so sorry, my dearests,’ she said, hugging each one
in turn. ‘Are you injured, Charlotte?’
Charlotte felt her throat. It was sore, but not as sore as
her heart.
Mamma kissed her in the centre of her forehead.
‘Do not worry, dearest,’ she murmured. ‘I will make sure
he never hurts you again.’
How can Mamma make that promise? How can she stop
him from ruining our lives?
Mamma took a deep breath. ‘Now, my loves, we have
some work to do,’ she announced. The four children
stared at her in surprise. ‘I want you to pack a bag of
clothes and your most important treasures. You will not
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be able to take very much. Charlotte and Emily, I need
you to help the younger ones as Bridget will have much to
do to help me.’
Charlotte and Emily glanced at each other with
worried faces.
‘When you have packed your clothes,’ Mamma continued, ‘I want you to pack a box with sketchbooks,
pencils, paints and brushes. You will also need your schoolwork and your favourite books.’
‘Why are we packing, Mamma?’ asked Charlotte,
feeling sick in the stomach.
Mamma looked over her shoulder towards the door,
biting her thumbnail. ‘We are leaving Oldbury.’ Her
face furrowed with grief. ‘We are going somewhere
far away, where we will be safe.’
‘We can’t leave Oldbury,’ insisted James, jumping to
his feet.
Louisa scowled. ‘I don’t want to go.’ Mamma scooped
her up in her lap and held her close.
Where could we possibly be safe? Charlotte wondered,
pinching folds of her white skirt between her fingers.
‘My dears, we must leave,’ Mamma assured them.
‘We have to escape from Mr Barton and go to the only
place I can think of where he will not follow us.’
‘Where would that be?’ asked Emily calmly.
Mamma smiled at the children. ‘Budgong,’ she said.
‘We are going to the outstation at Budgong.’
Charlotte caught her breath. Budgong was a cattle run
that their father had established in the middle of the almost
impenetrable wilderness on the coast near the Shoalhaven
River. It was many miles from the nearest settlement.
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There was nothing there but two stockmen’s slab huts and
some cattle yards.
‘Budgong?’ asked Emily, wrinkling her nose.
‘How do you know Mr Barton won’t find us?’ asked
James. ‘He might follow us with a gun and make us
come back.’
Mamma sighed. ‘Mr Barton will not follow us to
Budgong because he is too afraid.’
‘Afraid?’ asked Emily, looking pale. ‘Why would he be
afraid of going to Budgong?’
Mamma took Emily’s hand and stroked it. ‘Do not
fret, my dearest. We do not need to be anxious. You
know I ride to Budgong to check on the cattle every three
months and have always returned safely.’ Emily nodded,
her hazel eyes wide. ‘You see, Mr Barton is scared that
the bushranger John Lynch will find him and murder him
if he rides out in the wild country. That is why he has
never gone there to check on the cattle, and why I must
go instead.’
The four children looked at each other.
‘Well, I am certainly not afraid,’ declared James, putting
his hand on Mamma’s shoulder.
‘Neither am I,’ said Emily, raising her chin.
Louisa continued sucking her thumb and twirling a
ringlet around her finger.
‘It will be an adventure,’ added Charlotte. ‘Won’t it,
poppet?’
Mamma smiled reassuringly. ‘I knew you would be
brave, my dearests,’ she said. ‘Now we need to pack
quickly and quietly. I would prefer it if your stepfather did
not realise what we were planning. We will need to take
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many of our household goods as there is absolutely nothing
there but the stockmen’s huts.’
Charlotte nodded her understanding. ‘When do we go,
Mamma?’
‘At first light tomorrow,’ she replied, standing decisively. ‘It will take us most of the afternoon to prepare
everything.’
So soon? Charlotte thought. ‘What about Mr Barton?
He will surely try to stop us from leaving.’
Mamma nodded. ‘He is sleeping, so I locked his
bedroom door. I will leave the key with John the dairyman
and he can let him out tomorrow after we have left.
Hopefully he will sleep half the day away – by then we
will be long gone.’
Mamma gave each of the children a carpetbag and a
couple of canvas sacks that they could fill with clothes and
treasures. Emily had to coax and cajole Louisa to be practical since she insisted on filling her bag with dolls.
Charlotte lay all her clothes out on her bed to decide
what to take, folding neat piles of linen drawers, lace-edged
petticoats, fine chemises, cotton and woollen dresses,
white stockings, merino shawls, gloves, coloured pinafores,
nightcaps and nightgowns, bonnets and shoes, which she
then carefully packed in her carpetbag. The bag filled far
too quickly and many of her clothes had to go back in
the drawers.
Next door, James had thrown all of his clothes on the
floor and was surrounded by a pile of white shirts, brown
trousers, cravats and blue jackets all jumbled together.
Charlotte sighed and helped him fold and sort them.
Down in the kitchen, Bridget was packing up hampers
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of crockery, cutlery and cooking implements. Mamma
tackled books, papers and food supplies. When the children
went to bed after a picnic supper, Charlotte’s ears strained
in the darkness listening for any telltale sounds. Much
later, when Charlotte finally fell asleep, Mamma had still
not come upstairs to bed.
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harlotte, dearest,’ whispered Mamma, shaking her
gently on the shoulder. ‘Charlotte, wake up.’
Mamma stood over her bed, black hair hanging down
her back and a shawl thrown over her white nightgown.
Mamma’s face looked pale and drawn in the flickering
light of the candle. Charlotte glanced over to the other
bed where Emily was still asleep, her nightcap tied tightly
under her chin.
‘I am sorry to wake you,’ apologised Mamma. ‘But we
must get ready to go. I need you and Emily to dress and
help me. We can leave Louisa and James asleep until the
very last moment.’
Charlotte yawned and nodded reluctantly, not wanting
to leave her warm bed.
Mamma woke Emily quietly and lit a candle for them
to dress by.
Charlotte shivered in the cold early morning air as she
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climbed out of bed and grabbed her shawl. The floorboards
felt icy under her bare feet. The rest of the house was dark
and quiet, except for the long, rumbling snores that came
from Mr Barton’s room at the opposite end of the hall.
The girls splashed their faces in the washbasin and
dressed hurriedly in chemises, petticoats, dark riding
habits, stockings and boots.
Together, Mamma and the girls carried down the trunks
to the rear courtyard. Charley and Mr Ash had saddled up
a number of horses, including Ophelia and Clarie, and they
were tethered outside the stable, stamping their hooves
and jingling their bits. Charlotte worried that the noise
might wake Mr Barton. Fortunately, his bedroom faced
the front of the house. Charlotte shivered and wrapped her
woollen shawl more tightly around her shoulders.
Mr Ash, Charley and Bill the bullocky were now loading
the trunks onto three red Devon bullocks by the light of
several lanterns. The track to Budgong was too narrow
and precipitous to drive a vehicle. The bullocks would be
driven on foot by Bill and one of the convicts.
Mamma flitted to and fro anxiously in the darkness,
glancing back to the house, giving the men directions and
checking that all was packed to her satisfaction. The men
loaded sacks of flour, potatoes, sugar and tea from the
storehouse. The first two bullocks had already been loaded
up with tents, bedding, Mamma’s medical chest and foodstuffs. Bridget carried a wicker hamper of provisions from
the kitchen.
Charley had captured a number of chickens, which
were now imprisoned in a wicker hamper, squawking
with disgust. The bullock at the rear bellowed mournfully.
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Samson ran among the bullocks and men, barking with
excitement.
It was impossible that Mr Barton had not heard the
commotion.
‘Run and fetch Maugie, if you please, Emily,’ asked
Mamma. ‘I have a pannier here for him. He’ll be snug in a
nest of old clothes.’
Emily ran to obey, her brown ringlets tangled and
tousled.
‘Charlotte, my dear, would you be so good as to wake
Louisa and James and help them dress?’ asked Mamma.
‘We must get away as soon as possible. It is nearly dawn.’
The horizon to the east was streaked with a glimmer
of crimson. The men fumbled with buckles and straps on
the packsaddles in the dim light. A cock crowed.
Charlotte ran upstairs, her heart thumping. The house
seemed bare and cold and her footsteps echoed on the
timber floorboards. In the middle bedroom, she woke
James first, urging him to be quick and quiet. Then
she went to Mamma’s room next door. Louisa was fast
asleep in Mamma’s wide four-poster bed, tangled in the
damp sheets, her thumb in her mouth.
Charlotte leant over her youngest sister and breathed in
the warm, milky scent of her skin.
‘Louisa,’ whispered Charlotte. ‘Poppet? It is time to
wake up.’ Louisa rolled over and burrowed deeper into the
blankets, her back to Charlotte. ‘Come on, poppet. We are
going on a wonderful adventure today. You get to ride your
pony all day long. Won’t that be lovely?’
Louisa moaned and her eyelids fluttered open. Charlotte
lifted her gently out of the sheets and sat her on the side of
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the bed. Using a wet cloth, she quickly sponged her face
and hands, then dressed her sister like a limp doll. Louisa
was too sleepy to either help or complain.
Picking Louisa up, Charlotte piggybacked her into
James’s room. James was up and dressed, wearing his
fawn trousers, white shirt, a blue jacket and boots – his
hair standing on end. He was standing by the fireplace,
penknife in hand.
‘What are you doing, James?’ Charlotte demanded.
James started and guiltily hid the knife behind his back.
He had carved some letters on the mantelpiece.
‘I’m carving my name,’ he confessed, shamefaced.
‘Just in case we never come back. I wanted to leave
my name as a record that we belong here and Oldbury
belongs to us.’
Charlotte nodded, a lump in her throat. ‘Then you had
better finish it,’ she suggested. ‘I’ll wait for you.’
When Charlotte, James and Louisa came downstairs,
the men were loading Maugie’s basket on top of a bullock,
opposite Mamma’s portable writing desk and a large
hamper of earthenware crockery. Maugie roared with
indignation.
It was this roar that finally roused Mr Barton. He began
banging on the locked door, yelling and swearing at the top
of his voice.
‘We must make haste,’ Mamma urged the men.
A loud crash came from upstairs. The children glanced
back towards the house in fear.
‘Hurry up,’ whispered Charlotte, jiggling up and down.
At last, the final parcel was strapped onto the rear
bullock’s packsaddle. Bill the bullocky swung his
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long-handled whip over his head, cracking it sharply over
the bullocks’ backs.
‘Walk on, boys,’ called Bill. The three bullocks started
forward slowly in unison, directed by Bill’s verbal instructions and whip cracks.
‘We will be right behind you, Bill,’ said Mamma.
‘Right you are, ma’am,’ he replied, lifting his cabbage
tree hat.
As the bullocks moved out of the yard, the two men
walking along their left side, Mamma hurried the children
and Bridget towards the horses.
Another loud crash came from the house. This one
sounded closer.
Louisa had just been lifted onto her grey pony and
James mounted on his gelding when Mr Barton staggered
onto the verandah, carrying a pistol.
‘I outwitted you, woman,’ jeered Mr Barton. ‘I smashed
the door off its hinges.’
Mr Ash started forward but Mamma gestured to him to
stay back. She grasped Samson by the collar, holding him
by her side.
‘Mount your horses, girls,’ whispered Mamma, holding
Ophelia and Clarie by the reins with her other hand.
Charlotte and Emily scrambled up into their side-saddles
as quickly as they could, their eyes trained on their stepfather
and his gun. Mr Ash helped Bridget into her saddle with
more difficulty, as she was not used to riding on horseback.
‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ bellowed Mr Barton,
waving the pistol in the air.
‘We are leaving, George,’ explained Mamma gently.
‘You have succeeded in driving us from our home.’
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‘You can’t leave,’ he shouted. ‘You can’t leave me
here alone.’
In answer, Mamma lifted her skirt in one gloved
hand, stepped on the mounting block and swung into
the saddle.
‘We are going away to a place where you cannot harm
my children ever again,’ said Mamma, pulling the reins.
Mr Ash and Charley mounted their own horses.
Mr Barton raised the pistol and took aim at Mamma,
squeezing the trigger – nothing sounded but an empty
click. He tried again. Mamma ignored him and twitched
her horse’s neck with her riding crop. The cavalcade of
horses and riders moved forward.
Mr Barton sank to his knees and sobbed. ‘I’m sorry.
Don’t go. Don’t leave me alone, I beg you.’
‘Farewell, George,’ replied Mamma. ‘I pray you find
peace away from here.’
Mr Barton leapt to his feet and threw the unloaded
pistol after them.
‘I’ll show you,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll burn the place down.
I’ll ruin your reputation so that no decent person will ever
speak to you. I’ll make sure you and your brats never get a
penny from this place ever again.’
Louisa whimpered. James wheeled his pony to charge
back at his stepfather.
‘Keep riding, dearest,’ Mamma insisted. ‘We cannot do
anything more for him.’
‘Mamma, how did you know that Mr Barton couldn’t
shoot you?’ asked James, his brow furrowed as he nudged
his pony towards the others.
Mamma smiled at him reassuringly. ‘Of course he could
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not – I hid the lead shot and dampened the powder of all
the guns myself.’
The horses turned right onto the carriageway and
trotted away to the east, away from the home where the
children had lived their entire lives. Charlotte felt a huge
lump in her throat that made it difficult to breathe. Her
eyes swam with tears so the road ahead was a blur of green
and ochre.
She was determined not to look back. She was determined not to cry.
The road, still deep in shadows, twisted and rose up the
hill. Samson followed behind, his pink tongue lolling as he
panted, running to keep up.
To Charlotte’s right was the tall, prickly hawthorn
hedge, which blocked the view towards the estate. Then
came a small break in the vegetation, offering a glimpse
back to Oldbury. Charlotte couldn’t resist. Through it she
could see the house of golden stone, its windows dark and
empty, surrounded by trees. Beyond that she could see
the graceful elm, with the empty bench seat where they
loved to sit and read and sketch. Further still she could
see the waterhole, where she imagined the dragonflies
dancing above the shadowy water with shimmering wings.
And then, a moment later, Ophelia passed the gap and it
was gone.
Charlotte glanced at Emily to see that her sister’s face,
like her own, was slick with tears. They rode on in silence,
except for the drumming of the horses’ hooves and the
jingling of the tin mugs and pannikins tied to the saddles.
The road crested the hill and beyond that, as far as
they could see, lay a dense, green forest bathed in the
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rosy glow of the rising sun. A narrow, twisting track led to
the horizon.
It’s a beautiful day, thought Charlotte. A beautiful day
for an adventure.
After about three miles they reached Sutton Forest,
a village consisting of a small schoolhouse, several barkand-slab huts, a store and three inns, all huddled around
a wooden chapel. Just outside the village, they overtook
the two servants and the trio of bullocks, plodding steadily
along with all their possessions.
Mamma directed Mr Ash, Charley and Bridget to wait
for them at the Talbot Inn while she took the children
into the cemetery, fringed with weeping willows. Mamma
led them to a sandstone tablet that marked a burial vault,
carved with the name of James Atkinson.
‘I wanted to come and say goodbye to your dear papa,’
said Mamma, her voice shaky. ‘He was a good man – kind
and just.’
Charlotte breathed in. Her mother rarely spoke of
their father.
Charlotte’s memories of him were hazy – a man with
soft brown hair and a gentle voice, who would swing her
up in the air and make her laugh. Her father, strong and
safe, holding her in his arms on the front of his saddle, way
up high on his thoroughbred stallion. Her father gently
handing her Samson as a wriggling, chubby puppy and
telling her that Samson would protect her with his life.
She cherished these memories because she knew the other
children could barely remember him at all.
‘He was taken from us far too early,’ Mamma continued. ‘Louisa was just a babe of two months. He died of
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a lingering illness after drinking impure water on top of
Razorback Mountain on his way back from a trip to
Sydney. He loved you all very much.’
‘Did he know me?’ asked Louisa, pouting.
‘I carried you into his bedroom, and you began to cry,’
said Mamma. ‘He saw you for just a moment, but then
I had to take you away. The crying was too much for him
in his delirious state.’
Mamma closed her eyes then pulled out the golden
oval locket that she always wore. She opened it to reveal a
plaited curl of hair, twisted from six strands of hair – two
black and four brown.
‘Rest in peace, my love,’ she murmured, touching the
thin wisp of hair, then snapping the locket closed.
Over against the fence, at the edge of the bushland,
some native wildflowers grew. Charlotte ran over and
picked a bunch of creamy flannel flowers and gently laid
them on the grave.
‘We’ll be back, Papa,’ whispered Charlotte.
At the Talbot Inn, they said a reluctant farewell to
Bridget, who was travelling to Sydney to seek another job.
Mamma had no money left to pay her. They paused for
a few minutes while Mamma wrote a hasty letter to the
executors to explain that the family had left Oldbury and
Mr Barton and were fleeing to Budgong. She begged for
the quarterly allowance to be sent to them there.
Charlotte kept glancing back down the road, expecting to see Mr Barton chasing after them at any moment.
It was a great relief to ride out again.
Once they left Sutton Forest, Mamma began to tell
them stories to pass the time, pointing out native plants
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and animals and teaching them the Latin, Aboriginal and
common names for many of the plants and wildflowers
they passed. The dusty, rutted road continued north-east
towards Bong Bong. Along the way they passed several
bullock-drawn drays plying north to Sydney and south to
Goulburn, and the odd neighbour on horseback.
‘This land belongs to Charles Throsby,’ Mamma commented, gesturing with her riding crop at the surrounding
vale. ‘He was a great friend of your father’s. His sister
Mary was my cabin companion when I came out to the
colony aboard the Cumberland.
‘Charles Throsby’s uncle explored all this country
about twenty years ago and recommended it be opened for
settlement. His property, Throsby Park, was the first farm
established south of Camden. Shortly afterwards, your
father was granted the land that he named Oldbury, after
his birthplace in Kent.’
Charlotte remembered visiting the grand homestead
at Throsby Park when she was younger, before her father
died, for picnics and race days and family parties. They
were long, sunny days filled with laughter, music and good
food – much like the parties, ploughing competitions and
dinners they used to have at Oldbury. But that was all a
long time ago.
Now, whenever they saw the Throsbys at church or in
the village, Mr Throsby would tip his hat and make polite
conversation. Mrs Throsby would nod and smile sympathetically, but she wouldn’t say much at all. It was just
the same with Papa’s brother, Uncle John Atkinson, and
his wife, Aunt Jane, who lived at the property next door,
Mereworth. They had four sons and three daughters, and
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when they were younger the cousins were always playing
together, but now they rarely saw the Atkinsons, and Aunt
Jane was decidedly distant with Mamma.
Soon afterwards, they caught up with the trio of
bullocks again and rode along in front. The procession took
a narrower side road, heading east past the odd sawyer’s
or shepherd’s hut, and then another track winding southwards, which was narrower still. Gradually all signs of
civilisation disappeared.
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