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On Opals:


I believe I admire them even more than the precious stones, for among them . . . we have only the four obvious colours, but here – why there’s not a colour on land or sea but is imprisoned in one of these heavenly stones.


Oscar Wilde





Chapter One


1898


Trella Court was said to be a contrary woman.


‘If black was white she’d say it was yellow,’ her mother, Maisie Grogan, accorded, invoking her own brand of logic. She was still smarting from last week’s episode when Trella had argued with the priest in the middle of his sermon. And not for the first time, God help us!


That was about young Mary Best, who’d got herself pregnant and sent away to the nuns in Dublin to hide her shame.


‘Her absence is a lesson to all young women of the parish,’ Father Daly had thundered, in a hellfire sermon that would have done a missionary proud, ‘to keep themselves pure in body and mind! Fallen women are doomed in the eyes of God! The stain of their sinfulness can never be erased!’


He was going great guns, hammering away at the sin of lust that had driven Mary Best and others of her ilk from the holy portals of this church.


‘Good people of Tullymore, beware the sin of Eve. Beware these women who revel in lust . . .’


Then it was that Trella had stood and Maisie had almost fainted.


The holy father stopped mid-blast. His eyes bulged and his pink cheeks flamed, and he dug under the white lace for his handkerchief to snuffle and fume.


But he didn’t order her to sit down like last time. He waited for her to speak. And of course, she did.


‘We’ve heard enough of poor little Mary Best, Father,’ Trella called. ‘No one gets themselves pregnant. It takes two. So what about that young feller over there in the second row? Have you nothing to say to him?’


Maisie was leaning over Garth, her grandson, frantically poking at her daughter to sit down. She’d actually used the word ‘pregnant’ in a church, for God’s sake! Had she gone mad altogether? Beside her, Brodie Court was grinning. He would, seeing this as nothing but a bit of entertainment! So she fixed her eyes on Michael, her son-in-law, trying to compel him to shut his wife up, but he had his eyes cast down, avoiding her. Avoiding everyone, probably not knowing what to do.


‘Do you not have even a scold for him?’ Trella was persisting. ‘For the father of the child the young girl’s about to bear? Or is it not a sin for men?’


The parishioners sat like statues, with never so much as a nudge for fear Father Daly would note their shocked delight at this sudden fracture of a pious morn.


Then at the rear of the tiny church, Sergeant Clemens lumbered to his feet and all eyes swung in his direction.


He tiptoed, as much as a man of his bulk could, down the aisle and, leaning across Michael, beckoned to Trella, who had resumed her seat, expecting a reply from the priest.


‘Will ye come with me, Trella?’ he whispered.


She blinked. ‘Where to?’


‘Outside.’


‘Why?’


‘I want a word with you.’


‘Can’t it wait?’ Michael said, irritated.


‘It cannot. You must come with me, Trella.’


‘Why? What’s wrong?’ There was alarm in her voice. ‘Is something wrong?’


You could have heard a pin drop in the church. The Sergeant shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his shoes creaking their complaint.


‘It is an offence to interrupt divine service,’ he hissed.


‘Since when?’ she retorted.


‘Since always. Now will you come with me?’


Michael Court grasped his arm. ‘What’s this I’m hearing? Are you charging my wife?’


Clemens was now experiencing more discomfort than the priest, who stood in the pulpit in saintly pose, his eyes fixed on the circular stained-glass window over the front door.


The Sergeant faltered. Michael’s tone was ominous, and further down the pew, Brodie, glaring at him, was no longer amused. The Court brothers were hard men, and even though the Sergeant knew they were often confused and irritated when Trella sounded off about something that irked her in the village, they’d balk at her arrest. Big, bearded Brodie never minded a fight, and the thought of a fight in the church was giving Clemens palpitations. He should never have agreed to this.


‘It’s Father Daly,’ he whispered urgently to Michael, the quieter of the two. ‘He’s made a complaint. He can’t have these disagreements in his church.’


‘Is he the Pope then?’ Michael asked, loyal to his wife. ‘The man is infallible, is he?’


‘I’m not about knowing these things. The complaint’s been made and I have to act.’ He appealed to Trella: ‘Now be a good girl and come along with me. There’ll be no charges. We’ll just have a little talk outside.’


‘We’ll do no such thing,’ she snapped.


He wondered what tribe of renegades had spawned this one. She was only a farm girl, married to a farmer. She’d never been further than Limerick in her life but she was a born nonconformist, full of peculiar ideas. Agin everything.


He looked at her beseechingly, still hoping she’d step out from the pew and come with him, quiet-like, but the stern face under her black bonnet told him no such luck.


‘Father has to get on with the Mass,’ he said.


‘Then let him. It’s time he did, since he has no answer for me. Let him think more of what he’s saying in future.’ She picked up her prayer book. ‘Aren’t we all sitting waiting here? If I leave now, before the bells, I’ll be missing Sunday Mass, and that in itself is a sin, Rory Clemens, as well you know.’


The Sergeant heard Michael sigh, shaking his head at anyone foolish enough to take on his wife in an argument. He saw Brodie grin and move on to his knees as the altar bells intoned. Stunned, he looked up to see that the priest had left the pulpit and was continuing with the Mass, leaving him here floundering. Making a fool of him in front of everyone.


He genuflected and crept back to his pew, conspicuous still, head down then as if praying intensely, but with anger in his heart. Let the priest deal with Trella Court, he’d have no more of it. He mulled over what it was that she’d had to say in her outburst, and thought of little Mary Best. Her father had given her a belting when he’d found out she was in the family way, but he’d not dealt out the same punishment to her boyfriend. Nor had the priest blamed the lad, come to think of it.


Although he couldn’t approve of her timing, Clemens was inclined to believe that Trella was right.


But her mother did not. Maisie was outraged, and more so the following week when she heard that Trella was demanding that the fair be held elsewhere.


She rounded on her daughter in the kitchen of their small thatched cottage. ‘Who asked you to be telling the auctioneers where to hold the fair?’


‘It’s not a fair,’ Trella said. ‘’Tis a cattle sale. I could understand it if we had a square but Tullymore village is but one narrow street, from the church at the top of the hill to the undertaker down the bottom. When they bring the cattle in, all the shops have to be shuttered and the streets are awash with cattle pee and dung! The place stinks.’


‘Then keep out of it! ’Tis none of your business. I don’t know how Michael puts up with you, always going on about something.’


‘Then there’s a lot you don’t know,’ Trella flared, storming outside.


Her mother loved to criticise her, especially in front of the men. Sometimes Trella thought it was Maisie’s way of repaying them for taking her in when Dadda had passed on, because she fawned on them the whole time, running about after them like they were paralysed and could not pick up their own boots. Like she never had for Dadda even in his failing years. And the nagging and carping that Trella had to endure from her was all part of it. By belittling her daughter, Maisie felt she was showing herself in a better light.


‘Ah, the poor woman,’ Michael had said. ‘She means well. Don’t take it to heart.’


‘But it’s my home! She behaves as if I don’t count. I fear she’s trying to drive a wedge between us, Michael.’


He took her in his arms. ‘And how could that be done? Aren’t you still the love of my life?’


That was Michael. A good man. A loving husband. But not so Brodie. For all his outward charm he could be mean and unreasonable; you never knew which way he’d jump.


It was Maisie who’d started the row in the house after that business in the church, accusing her daughter of blasphemy.


‘That’s a bit strong,’ Michael had said.


‘Why is it?’ Brodie asked. ‘What do you call getting arrested in church? I couldn’t believe my ears.’


Trella rounded on him. ‘The cheek of you! I saw you grinning. ’Twas only the Sergeant wiped the smile off your face. There was nothing funny about what I had to say.’


Michael spoke quietly. ‘Maybe it would have been better for you to wait, Trella. To see Father Daly afterwards and tell him your grievance.’


‘What good would that do? Hiding in the vestry. It was him, up there blaming the girl and not the man, I had to stop him. It wasn’t as if I’d planned to say anything. I just got a shock listening to him.’


‘You got a shock!’ Maisie cried. ‘You’re as much a hussy as Mary Best, and you want the world to know it.’


‘Don’t speak like that to me in my house!’


Maisie drew herself up. She was inches taller than her daughter. ‘So! It’s your house, is it? And me a widow living on charity, never allowed to speak. I know my place. I’d be better off in the poorhouse the way you treat me.’


‘There’s no need for that, Maisie,’ Michael said. ‘You know you’re welcome here. Trella feels keenly about things, you ought to understand that.’ He smiled. ‘Sometimes she gets a bit carried away, but her heart’s in the right place.’


‘Her heart’ll be in jail,’ Brodie snorted, ‘if she pulls the same stunt next week. The priest’s still mortified, they say, and in a fine old rage.’


‘Pity about him,’ Trella snapped. ‘Anyway we’ll all be in the poorhouse soon, the way we’re going.’


‘Where’s Garth?’ Michael asked, changing the subject.


‘He’s fishing,’ Trella told him. ‘Down at the deep hole.’


‘Then let’s me and you go for a walk and see what’s doing.’


As they walked across the fields, Michael took her hand and kissed it. ‘You worry too much, my darlin’.’


‘Because I have to do the worrying for all of us. We’ve hardly a penny to our name, Michael. The spuds are poor, the maize is showing a blight already, I don’t know how much longer we can hang on.’


‘It’s a bad year, that’s all. Times will pick up.’


‘That’s what you said last year. I want you to speak to Brodie. He leaves you to work the farm and goes off doing odd jobs, but he doesn’t bring the cash home.’


‘He only makes a few quid here and there. He’s a single man, he’s entitled to have a life outside the house. When he settles down he’ll be different.’


Will he? Trella thought. Michael meant marriage. She dreaded the day that Brodie brought a wife home to their already crowded cottage. For he’d nowhere else to go unless he married a rich girl and, not counting the Hadley-Jones family up on the hill, there weren’t too many of them about. As it was, Brodie shared with Garth, she and Michael had the other room, and Maisie slept in the kitchen, on a bed that doubled as a couch in the daytime. She could already see what would happen. Her son would be pushed out to the shed, where visitors slept.


They slid down the grassy slope to the river bank, surprising the lad.


‘Don’t make a noise,’ he told them. ‘You’ll frighten off the fish.’


‘Have you caught any yet?’ his father asked.


‘Not yet, but they’re there. I can see the varmints jumping. Maybe it’s too cloudy for them to see the bait. I wish the sun would come out.’


Michael laughed. ‘You’d have a wait, it’ll be raining soon.’


As she watched them together Trella softened. If only there could be just the three of them, life would be perfect. Garth was twelve now, and Maisie was clamouring for him to leave school and find a job. Brodie backed her, encouraging the lad to keep asking to leave, but on this point Michael was adamant and Trella greatly relieved. He would stay at school for two more years. She wished they had the money to send him on to higher education, but there was little hope of that.


She smiled, remembering the ructions at Garth’s christening, with everyone saying that ‘Garth’ was not a saint’s name and Father Daly, even to the last minute, trying to make the change.


‘What sort of a name is Garth anyway?’ her mother had asked.


‘It’s the name Trella has chosen,’ Michael said firmly. ‘She had the babe, she’s entitled to first go. I’ve given him the second name of James, so there’s your saint and I’ll hear no more of it.’


Garth, his mother thought fondly. It was deliberate. I wanted him to be different, to break out of this tiny village and be someone in his own right, not weighed down by blind prejudices. He was a stocky lad, with his father’s brooding good looks and soft brown eyes. Some said he was more like Brodie, but Trella wouldn’t have it. Brodie’s dark hair was curly and his eyes were blue, a twinkling blue when he was in a good mood but ice-blue when he was not.


Trella and Michael were proud of their son, and they loved him dearly. More so, for they’d lost three babies since he was born; the little angel boy had died at only one month and then there’d been two miscarriages.


‘You have to eat more,’ the doctor had said. ‘Feed yourself up, you’re as skinny as a rake.’


Easy for him to say, Trella thought listlessly, since the pigs are gone and we’re down to two cows for milking, and most of what the farm produces has to be sold. It can’t support five people any more and that’s the truth of it.


The rain brought with it cold winds that chilled them to the bone, and Michael came down with the bad cough again. But he would not go to bed until a steaming fever took hold and he was too weak to stand.


For days the women nursed him, until the fever broke, and with a little bit of sun glinting through the clouds, he was able to go outside and breathe the good air again.


‘I think he’s got consumption,’ Trella whispered to her mother.


‘It’s you’ve got consumption on the brain,’ Maisie retorted, ‘every time someone sniffs.’


‘They say it runs in families, and that’s how his parents died.’


‘Stop that talk. You’ll put a hex on the poor man. It’s the weather affects Michael, not your superstition. You make sure he wears the flannel in the cold and not be taking it off. Now that cold snap’s passed, he’ll be right as rain, you’ll see.’


And sure enough he was back in the fields in no time, working with Brodie to rescue the remnants of the potato crop from the mud.


With everything back to normal again, Trella took her basket and set off up the hill from the valley to deliver her preserves to the Hadley-Jones’ kitchen. She was feeling better now too, able to enjoy the brisk walk with the worry of Michael lifted from her shoulders.


She strode over the bridge and on through the town, past the church, until, puffing a little, she climbed to the crest of the hill to look back at Tullymore, with the wind whipping at her skirts. From up here the village was just a row of stone buildings crouched either side of the cobbled street, a grey incision in the rolling green countryside. The scene was neat, ordered. Hard to believe that anyone lived there at all. And harder still to know that the familiar spectre of poverty lurked within those solid walls and under the brown roofs of farmhouses that speckled the valley far below.


For these people, true to their lights, poverty was a hidden thing, kept out of sight for shame, spoken of only as ‘bad times’ as if it were a shabby cloak that could be thrown off when it pleased them.


When Trella tried to speak of it they hushed her. ‘Poverty!’ the old ’uns said. ‘You’d know poverty if you’d been alive in the great famine, with thousands starving to death in the streets, and little children dying in their mothers’ arms.’


That was the awful thing about it. They used the famine as a yardstick: these might be bad times, but they could be worse, so count your blessings. Never mind Johnny Adair, who was trying to open a co-operative store, or his new idea of paying an expert to come from Dublin to inspect and advise on the problems with the crops. Never listen to him! But out with the silver to buy a statue for the church or build a monument to some old hurling player.


And there in Tullymore there was that other danger, the furtive, sinister fight for a free Ireland, further complicated by the arguments of the Fenians and Sinn Fein. Michael walked with a limp, thanks to a bullet in his leg attained when he was only eighteen as a courier for the freedom fighters. Then it was that his mother, a strong-willed woman, had made Brodie pledge to keep out of it. These days the fight seemed to have moved on, Tullymore forgotten, but the uneasiness lingered, noted by villagers but never spoken of; when men held secret meetings and disappeared for weeks on end without comment.


Trella feared for her son. The prisons were full of patriots. She was no dreamer of dreams, she had no great vision for the future. She was simply clear-headed, seeing things as they were. Her priority was the survival of the Court family. She had no patience with talk of the ‘auld’ days, when the Courts had owned half the valley, generations ago. The glory days were well gone. Their holdings had dwindled to the one-acre farm now owned by Michael and Brodie, and God alone knew how long that would last.


‘We can get cash,’ Brodie had said. ‘I don’t know what you’re worrying about. We can raise a loan on the farm.’


‘Never!’ Michael had shouted. ‘That’s the road to ruin! I won’t be beholden to anyone. Haven’t we seen enough of mortgages in this valley? Farms sold up and families evicted.’


Trella agreed with her husband, but that left them in the same predicament, with barely enough to put food on the table.


‘Like it or not,’ she determined, ‘there’ll have to be some changes in our household.’


Angrily she pushed on over the hill towards the mansion owned by the Englishman, John Hadley-Jones, and occupied by more servants than family.


Trella admitted it had a grand view of the bay, but apart from that she found it an ugly business of a house. Everyone else saw it as a fine big place, boasting that it was designed by an architect from London, as if that made it right. ’Twas nothing but a two-storeyed square box, without even a portico to shelter a caller, and it was set in an ordered landscape of shrubs and lawns that looked as trim as if they’d been snipped with scissors. Inside, they said, were more rooms than a hotel, and all furnished grand, which Trella supposed made up for the cold grey exterior.


A man on horseback came trotting up the road, interrupting her musings, and when Trella saw who it was, in his tweedie coat and high hat, she jumped the ditch by the roadside and headed cross-country, avoiding the necessity of addressing him.


The villagers doffed their caps to Mr Hadley-Jones and called him ‘your honour’, which Trella steadfastly refused to do.


‘He’s nobody’s honour,’ she would say. ‘He’s just an ordinary man who happens to be a landlord and have a boodle of cash.’


She didn’t envy him, or his folk, their money. That was their good fortune and it had nothing to do with her. She doubted that a man like him was interested in the village talk where some said he was hard on his tenants and others claimed he was fair. Everyone had to get on with their own lives as best they could.


Nevertheless it was a pleasure to cross the courtyard and pass by the stables with all those beautiful horses nodding and pouting from their stalls.


The cook came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Ah, Trella. What have you today?’


‘Eggs. And potted eels. I thought you might take a jar or two.’


‘I’ll take the lot, eight jars, is it? They’ve got visitors and the little extras help. How much in all?’


‘Three shillings,’ Trella said hopefully, and the cook, being in a good mood today, probably too busy to haggle, paid up.


‘Here,’ she said, reaching into a nearby cupboard, ‘take this end of bacon. I’ll not be needing it.’


‘Are you sure?’ Trella asked nervously.


‘I am. They just killed a porker, I’ve plenty.’


‘Then I thank you. It will do us very well.’


Her spirits raised by this scrap of good fortune, she set off home with a definite plan in her head, and this time Michael would have to listen.


She found him bagging maize in the shed. ‘Michael, I have to talk to you.’


He stood up, stretching his back. ‘Here I am then. And aren’t you looking pretty today. What have you been up to?’


‘I sold some stuff up at the big house.’


‘Good. What did you want to talk about?’


‘Where’s Brodie?’ she asked, not wishing to be interrupted.


‘He’s gone over to Darcy’s place to help with the ploughing in exchange for spuds. We’ll get good seeds from them and have a better crop next year.’


‘If we can hang on that long. Michael, the way we’re going we’ll be living on turnips soon. We have to do something. The farm can’t support us.’


‘There you go worrying again. Things will get better, you’ll see.’


‘No, I don’t see. We have to think of Garth. There are too many of us scraping by on the farm. Someone has to go.’


He looked at her, amazed, and then he laughed. ‘If you’re thinking of sending your mother away I’ll be down at the pub when you tell her. But you couldn’t be thinking of that. Where would she go?’


‘I wasn’t thinking of Maisie. It’s Brodie I’m looking at. He’s a full-grown man now, twenty-five he is. We can’t feed him properly. For his own sake, as well as ours, he has to go. If he takes a wife we’ll be further burdened.’


Michael threw the bag of cobs aside and turned on her. ‘You’d throw out my own brother? Is this what you want? Throw him off a farm that’s as much his as mine? Were he of a mind he could say the same thing to us. What’s got into you?’


‘Hush now, don’t be cross. This is the only way. I‘m not throwing him off, I‘m just suggesting that he takes a real job somewhere, for a while, until things get better.’


‘And where would he find a job? There are none hereabouts.’


‘In Dublin. Garth and I can help in the fields while he’s away. We could give him a few shillings to tide him over and find someone to give him a bed.’


‘What if he can’t find a job?’


‘More chance there than here.’ Trella shrugged. ‘If not, he comes home again, no harm done. It’s worth thinking about. And if he has a weekly paying job he could send you a little until the next harvest. Don’t you see, Michael, it’s worth the mentioning. If he doesn’t agree, so be it. He stays and we struggle on.’


‘Enough. Let me think about it. If anyone goes, I should. It’s my side of the family taking up the most, remember. He has never complained about that.’


‘You’re not well enough, Michael, and you know it. But if you go, we go too, and that hardly makes sense. It’s now we have to decide, before things get worse.’


‘I told you I’ll think about it,’ he said angrily.


She slipped a shilling into his hand. ‘You could take him to the pub and have a talk on the quiet.’


Grudgingly he pocketed the money. Time was, years back, that the Court brothers could retire to the pub after work most days. Now they could only visit the Erin of a Saturday night when they had a few spare pence. Trella shivered, kissed him on the cheek and trudged over to the house.


This was a Friday. Not a good day for decisions. A bad omen. She hadn’t thought of that in her rush to present her plan to Michael. But it was up to him now. The idea did sound cruel but Brodie wasn’t a kid. He should have been looking for a decent job long ago. It was time he got moving.


Maisie was surprised when Michael said they were going to the pub, but she made no comment, allowing that men could do as they wished.


‘This bacon,’ she told Trella, ‘will do for their supper.’


‘No it won’t. Put it in the stew, we’ll share.’ She retreated to her bedroom on the pretence of mending the quilt, but instead sat glumly staring out at the fog that was closing in on her. She felt like an outsider, as if she were standing outside the pub, staring in at the same old faces, intent on their talk in that shadowy interior. Weary men in their shabby coats and cloth caps, discussing the same old things over their pots, puffing and pointing with their pipes. Too early for the singing.


She worried that even if Michael had seen the sense of her idea, those men, so set in their ways, would talk him out of it. Sometimes, when she passed, she’d seen them peering at her, their grim faces disapproving of the Court woman and her habit of poking her nose into village affairs when no one needed her opinion. She’d fancied that she had a large brass key that she could turn in the heavy pub door to lock them all in. Then, a hundred years hence, she’d return to unlock the door and find them unchanged, still discussing and arguing and gossiping without noticing a century had passed.


In the back of her mind, where she didn’t wish to rummage, was a small clutter of guilt that there was more to her wishing Brodie would take himself off. More than she’d dare mention to Michael. She knew she’d be glad to be rid of his noisy, boisterous presence; Brodie seemed to take up more room than the rest of them put together. And he was so damned single-minded, always having his own way, with Michael looking on, not minding, for he loved his brother and enjoyed to see him happy.


‘The sooner he leaves, the better,’ Trella muttered to herself. ‘Even if he does own half the farm. Give us some elbow room for a change.’


Brodie didn’t need a second telling to join Michael at the pub, nor did he enquire as to the source of the wherewithal to pay for the pints. A quick wash and a good combing of his thick hair and he was out the door with a tickle on the neck for Maisie Grogan as he passed.


She laughed, with more humour in her than her daughter. ‘Get on with you, you young rascal.’


Rarely did the brothers drink together. They had their own pals and they saw enough of each other at home. But this time Michael called Brodie to the rear of the bar and stood the drinks.


Brodie was instantly suspicious. This was the spot Michael usually chose to give him one of his lectures about women, or spending, or missing Benediction too often, at the risk of his immortal soul. He grinned. There were times when his brother could deliver a better sermon than the priest. Making certain it wouldn’t last too long, he gave one of the lads a wink to rescue him after a while.


He was fond of his brother. Proud of him, though he’d never say so. Michael was a fair fellow, always trying to do the best for everyone, and he was also a handy knuckle man when it came to a fight. It had been a long time since any man would take on either of the Courts, because the other one was never far away.


They’d downed two pints before Brodie twigged that this was not to be a lecture. He was being buttered up for a reason. He began to enjoy himself, even reaching for a pork pie, which Michael paid for without a blink and took only a bite himself.


On the third round, the crux of this meeting began to emerge.


‘I was thinking,’ Michael said quietly, ‘with things so bad these days, of taking a job in Dublin.’


‘What’s this you’re saying?’ Brodie was stunned. ‘You’d take your family to Dublin! Are you mad?’


‘Not my family. Just me.’


Brodie gave this some thought. ‘I could handle the farm without you, but would you leave the wife and kid? And what would she have to say about that?’ He began to laugh. ‘I can’t imagine her letting you go off to that den of iniquity, a handsome gent like you! They say Dublin’s full of pretty girls. And wanton widows.’


Michael frowned. ‘We’re up against it, Brodie. We need to draw in some cash money.’


Feeling mellow now, Brodie leaned against the counter. ‘If that’s the case, you can’t be leavin’. You a family man and all. I’ll have a go at it.’


If ever a man’s face mirrored his soul, Michael was that man, and his brother could read it well. He saw the expression of relief on Michael’s face, and realised he’d been taken for a ride.


‘Do you want me to go?’ he asked, giving away nothing.


And he listened as Michael went into a detailed explanation of their finances, which was not new, and talked hopefully of opportunities that could still be found in Dublin, on the wharves or with roadworks. ‘’Tis not that I want you to go,’ he added. ‘But one of us has to. I think maybe you’re right. It would be best for me to stay to keep an eye on the family. Young Garth takes a bit of handling. Got a mind of his own, he has.’


It was too much for Brodie. He planted his pot on the counter and confronted Michael. ‘Why don’t you tell me straight up and stop beating about the bush. You had this planned from the start. You want to cut me loose.’


‘I’m just trying to work out what’s best, Brodie.’


‘Sure you are. And it wasn’t your idea, was it? That wife of yours is behind this. She wants the farm and the only way is to get rid of me!’


‘Will you listen? The way we’re going there’ll be no farm. And I’ll thank you not to speak of my wife like that. She’s a good woman and she’s only looking ahead. It would just be for a season, Brodie, until the next harvest.’


‘I knew it! Her hand is heavy on this. The greedy bitch is dead set on shoving me out. Good woman! She’s a laughing stock and you too weak to put a stop to her . . .’


One minute Brodie was standing at the bar. The next he was on the floor, crashing among overturned tables, nursing his jaw.


‘You shouldna’ done that,’ he shouted, climbing to his feet.


‘And you shouldna’ speak ill of my wife.’


‘I’ll speak the truth of her, the conniving bitch,’ Brodie roared as he flung a punch at his brother.


The publican leapt the bar. ‘Outside,’ he yelled. ‘Outside, the pair of you! I’ll have no fighting in my house. And mind the lamps, lads! By Jesus! Mind the lamps!’


The other customers broke from their torpor to hustle the angry pair out into the yard, shifting barrels to give them room, for they were already hard at it without missing a beat.


It was a fight to be long remembered in the village. No one had seen the Court brothers fight since they’d scrapped as kids. Not each other, anyway. They were well matched, Michael with his bulk and Brodie, taller, with the arm length. Men ringed them, cheering, and bets were laid as they slugged it out for the best part of five minutes, until wearing down, faces and fists bloodied, it was suddenly over and they drew apart, still scowling and muttering threats.


‘Who won?’ disappointed villagers who had missed the fight wanted to know, but no one could say, although arguments ensued.


Brodie awoke in the morning, cold and shivering, at the back of the cowshed out on Darcy’s farm. He vaguely remembered being shouted whiskeys after the night’s entertainment, and he owned to that because he had the sort of hangover only Carmody’s cheap whiskey could provide. And his face felt like a squashed melon, thanks to the battering he’d taken from Michael. His own brother!


It wasn’t a rare thing for Brodie to have to struggle to his feet the morning after a drunken brawl, but he’d never woken lying in the mud and damp of a paddock. He remembered he had been on his way home after Carmody closed the pub, staggering across the fields, feeling no pain, until he’d realised he wasn’t wanted at the farm. Michael had told him to leave. In a rage he’d veered off towards Darcy’s place and drunk some home-brew with him until he was once again turned out into the night.


Now the pain had arrived with a wallop. He felt his mouth, relieved that there were no loose teeth. Brodie was proud of his strong white teeth, rare in these parts. But the taste of blood was still foul in his mouth, blood from his nose and his sorely cut lip. He stumbled down to the stream and slopped freezing water on his face, wincing at the assault on his head and his aching jaw.


He wondered how Michael had fared. Not much better, he hoped. But then Michael would have gone straight home to have the women clucking over him and he’d have slept soundly in his own bed, not banished to the weather like this. Not pushed out of his own home. His own farm. Bitterly he blamed Trella. She’d been the cause of this. She’d come between the brothers, setting one against the other in a manner no one was likely to forget. The great friendship of the Court lads had been shattered by that bitch for all to see. Never before had Michael connived against him, it wasn’t in his nature, but she’d made the bullets and left Michael to fire them in that insidious way of hers.


That thought roused Brodie to a rage.


And what was he to do now? Go home cap in hand? Creep in the door like a whipped dog begging for shelter? Knowing there’d be no real welcome.


Well now. They wanted him to go, so he’d bloody well go, this very day. And they’d better be looking over their shoulders from now on because there’d be no forgiving. The fight had settled it. But let them not be forgetting he still owned half that farm!


Brodie tramped across Darcy’s fields until he came to the crossroads. And there he stood. Contemplating.


Turn right and you were on into Tullymore where everyone would have heard about the fight. And the reason for it. They’d be knowing by this that Brodie Court had been cast out from his family. It’d be all the talk this morning.


Abruptly he turned left, charging down the road to Limerick without a penny in his pocket, too angry to care.


‘I’ll be back one day,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll make me bloody fortune on me own and then I’ll be back to laugh at youse. I’ll have more cash than even the Hadley-Jones skites, up there in their fine house. No one will make a fool of me again.’


He straightened his cap and turned his collar up against this grey and miserable day, and strode out, leaving Tullymore behind.


‘Didn’t you explain to him?’ Trella wailed as she washed the blood from Michael’s face and dabbed at the cut over his eye. ‘Did you not tell him how bad things are?’


‘He knows,’ Michael mumbled. ‘He just didn’t take kindly to the idea.’


‘Ah, the poor lad,’ Maisie cried. ‘You’ve gone and hurt his feelings.’


‘He’s hurt more than Michael’s feelings!’ Trella snapped. ‘This cut by his eye will need stitching. Did you tell him, Michael, that we’ll be giving him some cash to be going on with?’


‘I didn’t get a chance. Now leave me be! I’ll talk to him tomorrow when he’s cooled down.’


But Brodie didn’t come home that night, nor the next day or the day after, and then someone mentioned in the pub that he’d seen Brodie Court riding on a brewery lorry leaving Limerick, and the news was conveyed to Michael.


‘It’s a sorry thing for a man to have to leave like that,’ he lamented, ‘making me feel as if I’ve driven him off.’ He hadn’t told his wife about the real cause of the fight, and never would. She was not to blame. He had tried to break the idea to Brodie as gently as he could and he’d made a mess of it.


Michael missed Brodie, he surely did. And he worried about him going off like that with nothing of his own. No money, not even the letters Michael had planned to arm him with, letters of reference from Father Daly and Sergeant Clemens to prove that Brodie was of good character, not just some footloose gypsy.


‘When will Uncle Brodie be home again?’ Garth asked.


‘Soon,’ Michael said, hoping that was not a lie.


God, how he hated Dublin! The bitterness he felt had now been extended to include this city and everyone in it. He’d tramped the streets until his boots were worn bare but he still couldn’t find work. To Brodie, this was a personal insult, since he was a fit man and a willing worker, and he was vastly offended by all this rejection. And he was mortified to find that he was now, after all these weeks, thin as a rake, constantly hungry, and forced to live with filthy tramps in the squalor of an abandoned warehouse.


He’d made his way here by cadging rides on lorries and wagons, and, to his shame, cadging food from farmhouses, but he’d been confident that when he reached the big city he’d find work in no time.


Failure had him fearful that with no place to call his own, and his clothes threadbare, he was looking more like a dirty scarecrow every day. Not a fit person to be even asking for work, for hadn’t he seen the bosses turn up their noses at him, waving him off as if he were a felon come to rob them?


Stuck in this filthy, stinking city, he was close to despair, but he would not go home. Damned if he would!


And then chance took a hand.


Footpads were rife in Dublin. Late at night they lurked in dark alleys off the main streets, waiting for unaccompanied gentlemen to pass by, and then they jumped them, bashing them senseless before robbing them so that the victim was unable to identify his assailants.


Brodie watched their activities with interest, sparing no compassion for their prey; this town, he’d learned, was dog eat dog. Rather he was out to learn how this was done. He had to get some cash somehow and the gents who fell foul of robbers could well afford the loss of a few quid for a good cause.


He grinned meanly at his own joke. Brodie considered he was a good cause if ever there was one. He had investigated the poor boxes at Dublin’s great churches but always someone had been there before him, smashing and rifling. So he was even a dud at that.


Most of the footpads worked in pairs. And so they would, Brodie said to himself. City-bred rats with not a muscle between them. But Brodie Court won’t be needing a partner. When he strikes, the gent will stay down. And there’ll be no sharing.


All he needed was enough cash to buy some decent clothes and have a barber clean him up so that he could walk the streets presentable and begin again the search for a job.


Brodie was surprised at how easy it was. He’d chosen a lucrative spot near a row of fancy whorehouses, and after two attacks on lone gentlemen had slunk back to his hole, pleased with himself. He’d even scored a flat leather wallet which now held nine pounds and some coin.


But now he was wary. It wasn’t enough. The cash would set him up for a while but what if he still couldn’t find a job? Would the money dwindle away on bed and board and leave him back with the other derelicts who had accepted their lot? Brodie was determined not to fall into that trap. He resumed his new career as a footpad, finding two more victims and adding six pounds to his roll.


During the day he hung about waterfront pubs, grateful for their warmth and cheap meals, grudgingly shouting drinks here and there in an effort to find friends who might help him.


It was there, at last, that Brodie got his first break. He learned about emigration to America. Sailors were full of enthusiasm, spinning success stories until Brodie was dizzy with excitement. They even told which ships were the best and cheapest for emigrants bound for New York. Only a few weeks at sea and he’d be in a country a thousand times the size of Ireland where they were begging for workers.


This was the answer! He’d do it. He’d go to America. That’d be a slap in the eye to them back in Tullymore!


Now that he had a plan, Brodie decided he had to fix himself up proper. And then there was the fare to pay. A few more quid were needed; he couldn’t step ashore in America stony broke, that wouldn’t do at all.


Brodie knew that footpads were never foolish enough to pull off too many robberies from the same spot, but in his eagerness to have just one more go, he forgot. He forgot that the law would be on a sharp lookout in known danger areas for the protection of the gentry. He was too busy dreaming of his grand future.


One more go, he told himself as he took up his position in the dark alley. From this vantage point he could see over some crates by the entrance to the alley into the dimly lit street.


Shivering, on this freezing cold night, he clasped his arms about him and waited. Couples passed. Women with screechy voices. Several young fellows staggering about drunk. Too many to tackle. Wagons rolled by. Men on horseback. And then the street was quiet. Brodie realised he was a mite too early and was preparing himself for a long wait when a likely customer came out of one of the whorehouses and crossed the road. Coming this way, Brodie hoped, as the man disappeared from his line of vision.


If he turns left, I’ll have him, Brodie said to himself. It would be just a few yards’ sprint to grab this one as he passed the dark alley. Most of the footpads worked barefoot to cover the sound of their approach, but Brodie didn’t need to. His boots were so worn and soft, insulated with newspaper, that they made less noise than slippers.


Glory be! There was his man. He’d turned left. Now let him go a few more paces and I’ll grab him . . .


Suddenly, from behind the crates, two dark shadows leapt out and attacked the pedestrian. Brodie was beginning his run as it happened and he was outraged! Who were these villains grabbing his mark? His money? Blindly he charged on to enter the fray, punching at the footpads to get them out of his way. One punch sent the bigger one flying, and he turned to boot the other but only caught him in the rear as he fled. In seconds the two had disappeared.


The hapless victim was on the ground, sprawled out, defenceless. It was Brodie’s intention to finish the job but the gentleman confused him, holding up his hand:


‘Thank you, sir! Thank you. And thank God you came along! Would you kindly help me up?’


What else could he do? He took the hand and jerked the fellow to his feet. Even picked up his hat for him.


The gent leaned against the wall to steady himself. He was about forty. Well off, if the long cloak with its fur collar was any indication.


He grimaced in pain. ‘I’m afraid I’ve twisted my ankle,’ he said, gingerly testing a well-shod foot on the ground.


‘Can you walk?’ Brodie asked, thinking it was a stupid question because he didn’t care whether he could or not, but he didn’t know what else to say.


‘I shall have to. Until I can find a hansom cab to get me home. But I do feel rather odd. Those wretches gave me such a wallop on the back of my head!’ He looked at Brodie: ‘I wonder if I could impose on you a little longer? I’m willing to pay you. Could you assist me down to the corner? It’s busier out there and I could hail a cab.’


To add to Brodie’s confusion there was a flurry of whistles and two policemen converged on them, wasting no time in grabbing Brodie. They were shouting at him, placing him under arrest and at the same time enquiring after the health of the victim.


Finally the gentleman shut them up. ‘Let go of him, you fools! This man came to my rescue. I was attacked by two thieves and he drove them off!’


The policemen weren’t so sure. They seemed to think that the tap on the head had addled the victim’s brains, for their prisoner looked more like a footpad than a knight.


‘He’s a vagrant. We’ll take him in,’ they announced.


Brodie was insulted. ‘I’m no vagrant! I have money. You can’t arrest me!’


They spoke as if he weren’t there. ‘Look at him, sir. Look at the filth of him. You’re lucky we came along.’


‘By Jesus!’ Brodie shouted. ‘You’d not be looking so sharp either if you’d walked the distance I have. All the way from Tullymore, with my money saved to take me to America. I just got to Dublin this very day.’


‘Show us the money.’


Brodie took out the wallet and the police were instantly suspicious. ‘Where’d you get a purse so fine?’


‘God help us!’ Brodie cried. ‘Is there no end to this? You’re looking at a going-away present, given me by the good folk of Tullymore with the prayer that I not forget them.’


He gave them a glimpse of his money. ‘First I have to pay me fare to America. Not knowing what it will cost me, I can’t be spending on a travelling suit until I see what’s left.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Court. Mr Brodie Court. Esquire.’


‘That’s enough!’ the gentleman said sternly. ‘Mr Court came to my aid, doing your duty for you. I won’t have him harassed like this. Kindly step aside.’


Brodie was only too pleased to assist the injured man up to the corner, with the police, still suspicious, watching their progress.


When they were finally able to halt a cab, Brodie’s new friend was cautious. ‘You’d better hop in, lad, those two are keen to make an arrest, they could pounce on you again when I go.’


Brodie hung back, miserably aware of his appearance, but the gentleman didn’t seem to care. ‘Get in.’


‘But I’m no vagrant!’ Brodie had convinced himself by this that he was simply an innocent bystander. He glared back at the police. ‘I own me own farm,’ he said proudly.


‘Are you carrying papers to prove it?’


‘I am not.’


‘Then get in, quickly.’


As the cab clattered away, Brodie was self-conscious, seated on the soft leather that smelled of fresh polish. He noticed that the gentleman opened the window on his side, despite the cold.


‘Why did you leave your farm?’ he was asked.


‘It’s going bad. Too many mouths to feed, so I said to me brother . . . we both own it, you see . . . I said I’d make myself scarce. He’s got a family. I’m a single man. I wanted to give him a better chance.’


‘Very commendable, Mr Court. Where can I drop you?’


‘Anywheres. It doesn’t matter. I’ll get through the night and find the emigration place tomorrow.’


‘And you’re off to America?’


‘Yes, sir.’


The gentleman called the cabbie to stop outside a large house with tall lamps shining a welcome from the gate to the porch.


‘I was thinking, I have a job that might save you the passage money.’


‘How’s that?’ Brodie asked.


‘Here are five shillings for coming to my rescue. It will be well spent if you use it for decent board to avoid a vagrancy charge.’


Brodie knew it was a tactful way of telling him he stunk, but he pretended not to notice, to hide his shame. Never, he vowed, would he allow himself to sink this low again.


‘I’ll do that sir,’ he agreed.


‘Good. Now, about this job. I want you to come and see me in the morning before you make any arrangements to emigrate. I think I can assist you.’


He paid the cabbie and hobbled over to the gate. ‘I can cope from here. My name is Jack Delaney. I want you here at ten in the morning. No earlier. No later. That’s if you’re interested.’


‘I am that, sir, indeed I am.’


‘Very well. Off you go then. I’ll see you in the morning.’


Chastened, Brodie installed himself in the first rooming house he could find, paying extra for the use of a rusting tin bath, and in the morning he was out early, searching for a barber shop.


Clean-shaven, his hair neatly trimmed and gleaming with brilliantine, he stared into the mirror.


‘By Jesus,’ he laughed, ‘I look like someone else without me beard.’


The barber nodded sagely.


‘I always say a man wears a beard to look older or more dignified, or to cover up an ugly face. You young bucks don’t need to do that. Wear your good looks while you can.’


‘Thank you now. I’ll remember that. Now, can you tell me where I can be buying some town clothes, good and cheap?’


‘Sure I can. Round the corner to Abe Rosenstein’s Allgoods Store. He’ll look after you.’


Brodie found the store and marched in, staring about in bewilderment. It was more of a warehouse, packed to the rafters with all manner of goods. He had to push aside boxes and bundles to get himself in the door and down narrow aisles until he found the proprietor.


He was a short, dapper man with an embroidered pillbox cap on his bald head. More like something a Chinaman would wear, Brodie thought, but he made no comment.


‘I need some clothes,’ he said lamely, intimidated by the imposing variety massed about him.


‘What sort of clothes?’


‘I have to see a man about a job. The barber sent me here. Are you Mr Rosenstein?’


‘At your service, sir. Now, let me see.’ He rummaged in boxes, pulling out coats and shirts and trousers, insisting that Brodie try them there and then.


There was no arguing. Clothes were pulled on him, pulled off again, replaced, buttoned, unbuttoned, until at last Rosenstein was satisfied. He hurried Brodie to a long mirror.


‘Did you say you were applying for a job? No man ever looked better. You can’t fail.’


Brodie was astonished. And nervous. He certainly looked smart, in a striped shirt, bow tie, cord trousers and tan boots.


‘How much is all this?’


‘I won’t charge you for socks. Gentlemen always wear socks with their boots.’


‘How much?’


‘You can have the lot for five and six.’


‘What? That’s daylight robbery!’


‘Look again, sir. I’ve done you proud. And you can’t be walking out in your shirtsleeves. Put this on.’ He produced a black seaman’s jacket. It was big and warm and comfortable, with deep pockets for cold hands, and Brodie loved it. He’d never owned a coat as good as this; all he’d ever had were hand-me-downs.


‘Seven and six the lot,’ Abe said. ‘It’s going cheap, believe me. You’ll get the job. But you can’t live in what you stand up in. You come back and buy more and I’ll give you one of my best suitcases to carry so you don’t look poor and get doors banged on you.’


That struck a nerve. He’s right, Brodie thought as he took out his wallet. A man shouldn’t look poor.


A maid bade him wait at the back door of Mr Delaney’s house, and Brodie turned to admire the pleasant enclosed garden with its fountain and marble benches and neat shrubbery. He wondered if anyone sat there doing nothing, or if it was just for show.


‘Is that you, Court?’ Delaney was staring at him from the open doorway.


‘That it is, sir,’ Brodie grinned, preening himself.


‘Well, I must say you shine up well. Come on in.’


Seated in a large room with a wide desk and leather chairs and carpet soft as down, Brodie heard that Delaney was a horse breeder and trainer.


‘Do you know anything about horses?’ he asked, and Brodie nodded enthusiastically, for hadn’t he worked at Mr Hadley-Jones’ stables often enough, when they were short-handed?


‘Spent a lot of time with horses,’ he said.


‘Good. I’m shipping two of my thoroughbreds overseas, to a friend of mine. The groom who was to accompany them has fallen ill, which is very inconvenient. They’re due to sail tomorrow and unless I can replace the groom I’ll have to postpone all my arrangements. Would you be interested in travelling with them?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Let me tell you right now, if you take this on, you’re not to leave them. You feed them, water them, care for them and keep them happy as if they’re your own children. These horses are valuable, I wouldn’t want anything to happen to them.’


‘I’ll look after them.’


‘You sleep by them and you never take your eyes off them. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘To make certain, you’d be paid in halves. Ten pounds before you leave and ten pounds when the horses are delivered safe and sound to a Mr Vern Holloway. I’d need you to come out to my stables right away, so that my stable-master can give you your instructions and you can get to know the horses. There’s little enough time, I know, but the travel will be hard on two young horses. I don’t want them to go with a complete stranger. You’d have to stay at the stables tonight.’


‘You can count on me.’ Brodie hardly dared breathe. ‘But I was wondering about my fare. On the ship, sir.’


‘I’m coming to that. Your steerage fare will be paid. There’s just one difficulty. The ship is not going to America. My friend lives in Australia. Does that make any difference to you?’


Brodie was deflated. What a disappointment! He’d had his heart set on America.


‘It’s a fine country,’ Delaney said. ‘Many an emigrant leaves Ireland for those shores. You wouldn’t regret it.’


‘I don’t know anyone there,’ Brodie protested. Easier than admitting he had no idea where this country was. Somewhere in the Far East, he was thinking, racking his brains for a hint.


‘Do you have friends in America?’


‘No,’ he admitted.


‘Well then!’ Delaney was relieved. ‘Don’t forget you’ll be making friends on the ship. It’s bound for the town of Brisbane, on the east coast, a warm and lovely place. New York has a cruel winter no better than here.’


Brodie had already made up his mind. This being the only job on offer, he didn’t have any choice. And he supposed this other country would be much the same as America.


‘Would I be able to get a job there?’ he asked.


‘Yes. I’ll see to it. Mr Holloway will find you a job. On the condition, once again, that my horses are delivered in good shape. So, are you for it?’


‘What will it cost me to live on the ship?’ Brodie asked shrewdly.


‘Nought. It’s all in the fare. But I’ll have extra provisions on board for you since shipboard food can be grim.’


‘Then it looks like I’m going,’ Brodie said. ‘I’d need a little time to get me things,’ he added, determined not to look poor.


Delaney stood and handed him ten crisp notes. ‘I’m trusting you’ll be back here in one hour, and we’ll go straight to the stables.’ He shook Brodie’s hand. ‘And you can trust me, Brodie, that you can do just as well in Australia as in America.’


Brodie was sure he would, with new cash in his pocket, another ten at the end, and a job already lined up. ‘I’ll be back in a flash, sir. You’ll find no better protector for your fine horses than me. I’ll see they get there safe and sound.’


Abe met him at the door. ‘Ah, Mr Court! Don’t tell me! You got the job already.’


‘I did.’ Brodie was thrilled to have someone to talk to. ‘I’m to work as a groom, taking two fine horses on a ship all the way to Australia.’


‘Good for you.’


‘I had me heart set on going to America though; this other place is a bit of a come-down. But it was say yes or say no quick-smart, for the ship is leaving tomorrow, so I had to give him the nod.’


‘You could be better off,’ Abe said. ‘Too many folks going to America. You could have more opportunities in the newer land.’


‘I suppose so. What should I be taking? I think it’s a lot further than America.’


Once again Abe went on a rummaging spree, unearthing clothing befitting a groom, as well as a blanket, a new cap and riding boots. Then from tea chests he produced toiletries and towels, brush and comb, razor and strop, hair oil, toothpaste, dumping them on his counter as Brodie watched in alarm.


‘Do I need all this?’


‘Cheaper to buy them here. And as a groom to a rich man you can’t be making a fool of him. You have to keep yourself gussied up.’ He added bottles of tonic to ward off various ailments.


‘Don’t forget my suitcase then.’


‘Never.’ A new brown suitcase was produced and Abe packed for him, laying everything out neatly until it was full.


‘There you are, you’ll be a credit to your boss.’


Brodie had never seen such a fine array for one man, and he felt very flash as he handed over three pounds.


‘Would you do me one more favour, Mr Rosenstein?’


‘Certainly. Call me Abe.’


‘I need a pen and paper. I have to write to my family and tell them I’m off.’


‘No trouble.’


Abe took him through to his narrow office, cleared a space on his cluttered desk and gave him the writing materials. ‘Take your time.’


As he sat there, Brodie wasn’t sure what to write, or even how to spell Australia, but he’d have a go. He could tell them that he’d found a good job with a rich employer and he was off overseas. That sounded impressive. And that he was going to Brisbane, Australia. A place with a fine warm climate.


But how could he write to Michael after what had happened to him? And with her leaning over Michael’s shoulder crowing that she was right to send his brother away! They didn’t deserve a letter of any sort. Nevertheless, he couldn’t resist this chance to boast, imagining the surprise on their faces when they got his letter. By that time he’d be on the high seas.


Then he had a brilliant idea. He began writing: Dear Father Daly . . .


His letter would go to the priest, snubbing them, while he could depend on the holy father to race down the road with his news. And they could all sit around gaping!


‘Leave it with me,’ Abe said, as Brodie pasted the envelope down and addressed it to Daly at the presbytery. ‘I’ll post it for you. But listen now. They say there are prospects in Australia. Opportunities, like. It being a new place and growing. If you get on to a good thing, something I can sell here for you, remember old Abe. Maybe we can do business. Or maybe I can send you things that are short out there. Keep your eyes open, lad. You never know. And I won’t do you wrong.’


‘I’ll remember,’ Brodie said, to be polite, but he couldn’t see himself in the allgoods trade. He was a farmer.


Eager to be off now, he shook hands with Abe, picked up his suitcase with the blanket strapped to the outside, and strode out to his new life with cash in his pocket, new clothes on his back and a spring in his step. Luck was on his side at last. Fancy getting a free ride on a ship, and pay, to sit and watch a couple of nags. Money for jam.


The priest wasn’t in the best of moods. His housekeeper had just brought him his mail, two letters. And a glass of brandy to settle his nerves because the top one, it was clear to see, was from the Bishop.


Opening it gave him no solace. His Grace was adamant.


‘How in tarnation can I raise the money to rebuild the church in a community as poor as this?’ Father Daly exploded. ‘Has the man no sense at all?’


He threw the letter aside, deciding that his next move would be to ignore the directions from above, to cease replying so that his responses could not be interpreted as excuses. For that was what His Grace had written! He wanted no more excuses.


Then that was what he would get, no more excuses and no more replies. And if he sent an emissary Father Daly could find plenty of ways not to be found.


‘And what’s this?’ he asked of the second letter, addressed to him in careful handwriting.


‘Well I’ll be! ’Tis from Brodie Court himself.’


Rumour had it that Brodie and Michael had fallen out over that woman, Trella Court. A wicked woman if ever there was one. And here was proof. His smile was smug as he reread the letter. Brodie was a good lad, he’d never go off with nary a word, and he’d shown respect by turning to his priest.


Father Daly had always known that Brodie was a cut above the rest. He was disappointed that the lad had not entered the priesthood, but he’d always known he’d do well. And now here he was, having found a good job in Dublin and earned enough by dint of hard work to be travelling to Australia. Emigrating, no less. And not as a steerage passenger either but in style, with secure prospects for employment in Brisbane.


There was no message for his family, but reading between the lines, Daly knew he would be expected to pass on the news. This, he guessed, was Brodie’s way of beginning to heal the rift with Michael, who would be overjoyed to hear from his brother.


He jumped up, pocketed Brodie’s letter and buttoned his soutane, grabbing his umbrella as he pushed out into the cold drizzle of the day.


Brisbane! Father Daly had met priests from there who’d returned home for visits. They’d said it was a glorious sunny place with plenty of wealthy Catholics to keep troubles from the gate. Brodie had made a wise choice, bless him! There was no return address but that was understandable; he had no doubt that young Court would keep in touch with his parish priest.


She was in the field, working with the hoe, her skirts tucked up into her belt, bare legs showing like the hoyden she was. He gave her but a nod and passed on to young Garth, who was working back from the other direction.


‘What’s this you’re doing, lad?’ he asked.


‘Planting corn, Father.’


‘You won’t earn much with that. It’s potatoes that are in short supply.’


The boy looked at him with the same defiant eye the priest had seen many a time in his mother. ‘It’ll keep us fed though, me ma says.’


‘Why aren’t you in school?’


‘Dadda’s laid low with a bad cough and there’s work to be done.’


‘Schooling’s just as important,’ Father Daly retaliated, and left them to it.


Humility, that was what Garth needed, he mused as he made his way over to the farmhouse. Too much of the mother in him, even to a glint of red in his dark hair. Others remarked on Trella Court’s rich red hair but Father Daly preferred to call women of that colouring gingerheads, so they didn’t get carried away with pride. He decided to give a sermon on humility on Sunday. On the sin of pride. And he’d direct a few stares at young Garth since the mother was beyond redemption. The Lord would punish her in his own way.


Maisie Grogan was delighted to see him and rushed to put the kettle on. ‘Kind of you to come, Father. Michael’s poorly. It was a job making him stay in bed but you visiting will do him the world of good.’


He took off his cloak. ‘Better than that. I’ve brought good news.’


‘You have? What would that be?’


He placed a finger to his lips. ‘Ah now. Be patient. Michael’s the one to know first.’


Michael, he had to admit, looked poorly. His face was grey and thin and his hair lank against the pillow, but he raised a cheerful smile for his visitor. ‘’Tis good to see you, Father, but don’t be thinking I’m ready for the Last Rites yet.’


‘Indeed not,’ the priest laughed. ‘By the look of you I’d say you’re shamming.’


‘Ah, it’s the bloody cough, it fair wears me out. But it’s only a chill. I’ll give it a rest today and be up tomorrow.’


‘That’s the way. Keep warm. Now, my lad, I have some news for you. Enough to gladden the heart.’


‘What’s this?’ Michael wheezed.


‘I had a letter from Brodie.’


‘Is he all right?’


‘He’s in the pink!’


‘Ah, thank God. It’s been a terrible strain not hearing from him.’


‘Then listen to this.’ With a flourish Daly produced the letter and read it slowly to Michael, whose face now glowed with pleasure.


‘I knew it!’ he said. ‘I knew he’d do well if he’d just give himself a chance. So he’s off to Australia. That’s grand! Brodie’s smart. I’ll miss him, by God I will, but sure now he’s come round to see what’s best.’


‘And he’s even got a job to go to! That’s better than most, I have to say.’


‘Does he have a word for us?’


‘Not as you’d notice,’ the priest said cautiously.


Michael grinned. ‘Isn’t that just like the rascal? He writes to you knowing full well you’d be down post-haste to tell us. This way he doesn’t have to admit he cares for his family and at the same time he’s talking to us through you.’


Another bout of coughing tired him, so eventually the priest retreated, feeling a little deflated by Michael’s generous attitude towards his brother, but glad that the patient was resting happily now, cheered by news of Brodie.


He sat in the kitchen with Maisie to read her the letter, and she too was thrilled. ‘That’ll get Michael on his feet again,’ she said. ‘He was worried sick about Brodie.’


‘Yes, it will surely help. But Michael there, he doesn’t look too good.’


‘He’s strong. I’ve made him my cough mixture, it’ll fix him in no time. I get that cough meself every so often, but do you think she’d want the doctor for me? Not on your life! Now when her husband gets a chill, she wants to go haring off and bring in the doctor.’


‘Did he come?’


‘No. Michael wouldn’t have it. There’s no need, and what’s there to pay him with?’


For once Father Daly might have agreed with Trella Court, but then he supposed that Maisie Grogan had nursed many of the sick, young and old, in her day, so Michael was in good hands.


‘May God be with you,’ he said as he left, thinking he’d take a stroll back through the village for a word here and there. Several families from this district had emigrated to America but Brodie was the first to head for Australia. This would be big news in Tullymore.





Chapter Two


Vivien Holloway was not speaking to her husband. That man thought of nothing but damn horses. And his friends back up there on the Downs, with their sheep or cattle stations, were just as boring. They talked of nothing but the weather, the prices of their stock, the rise and fall of the markets, and, of course, about horses. And today, it was horses again.


Five years ago she’d been the envy of all her friends, with the handsome, wealthy Vern Holloway courting her and then proposing on New Year’s Eve at the Governor’s Ball in Brisbane. It had been a heavenly night! And Vern had been so romantic, presenting her with a magnificent diamond ring the very minute the clock struck twelve!


When he announced their engagement they were given the floor to waltz before the whole assembly, as people threw kisses and rose petals and called out to them, rejoicing in their happiness. Vivien still had the lovely shimmering green dress she’d worn that night.


‘But damn-all chance to wear it back home,’ she muttered as she sat at the dressing table, brushing her frothy blonde hair. She was stalling; her hair was already free of knots and gleaming like silk. Little darts of electricity were causing it to fly about rather than settle, but she hoped Vern would give up and go down to meet the ship without her. Surely she was entitled to some time to herself!


‘How men change,’ she sighed. Before they were married, Vern was happy to escort her wherever she wanted to go . . . the theatre, parties, balls, picnics . . . Brisbane was never dull. But now he had no time for social life, no interest at all. Vivien considered she’d been snared. Tricked.


It had been almost mandatory for girls like her, dreaming of wealth and social standing, to set their caps at the graziers or their sons, and she had made one of the best catches of the season.


Or so it seemed at the time, she mused crankily.


After all, Vern was wealthy, wildly rich, and very handsome. Distinguished was a better word, tall and straight-backed from his years in the military, and quite charming. He was fifteen years older than her, but as everyone said, that was all to the better. Young men were too unpredictable, their characters not properly formed.


Not that Vivien had quibbled. He could have been thirty years older for all she cared. Because at twenty-five, she’d worried that she’d been left on the shelf.


Then, when Vern proposed, she’d been beside herself with excitement. And glee! She was to be the Mrs Vern Holloway, mistress of Fairlea Station, forty miles west of Toowoomba. She knew he ran cattle but Fairlea was also famous as a horse stud.


When she’d heard that, Vivien had made a point of riding with Vern as often as possible, and it didn’t take him long to notice that she was an excellent rider. One of her few talents, she had to admit, but the right one where he was concerned.


Her friends had also said that marrying an older man was sensible, because he’d already sown his wild oats and she wouldn’t have to worry about him straying.


‘They can say that again,’ she muttered darkly. Vern didn’t stray. No chance of that, because from the day they’d married and gone to live at Fairlea Station their social life came to a dead stop, except when they went to visit his mother in Toowoomba. He settled down with a vengeance, putting all that behind them.


He came back from the hotel bathroom in his dressing gown, washbag in his hand. ‘Aren’t you ready yet?’


Fiddling with her hair, Vivien ignored him. They’d only been in Brisbane two days, and she’d noticed a new fashion. Women were wearing their hair massed in curls over their foreheads and swept up at the back. Her hair, being so light and curly, was ideal for that style, but it was difficult to arrange. She kept ending up with a gap on the crown. She should really call in a hairdresser, but then he’d complain. He was in a hurry.


She sighed. To think that their wedding reception had been held in this very hotel, the best in Brisbane and the most expensive, and they’d had a wonderful time. Her parents couldn’t afford such extravagance but Vern had brushed aside their concern. ‘It is my pleasure. This is Vivien’s day and we must see she has the very best.’


‘He didn’t say the very last too,’ she grumbled.


They never entertained at Fairlea. Only boring local people and horse breeders or buyers, except for their yearly race meeting, which was held on the Fairlea racetrack. And then it was more business than fun. And they rarely came to Brisbane any more.


When she’d complained, he’d been angry with her. ‘Vivien, if you’d only take more interest in the place it wouldn’t be boring. There’s more to life than parties.’


‘I enjoy parties.’


‘You enjoy flirting, my dear. That’s more to the point. You’re a married woman now, it’s time you grew up.’


‘Oh! I see. We don’t have any social life because you’re afraid other men might find me attractive.’


‘Not at all. You are attractive. You’re very pretty. I don’t mind that other men appreciate you, but I do mind when you overreact to their flatteries. And besides, we do have a social life, but because it’s not Brisbane, you won’t make any effort to enjoy yourself. You have to realise that Brisbane, really, is a rather dull place. You seem to think it’s some mecca of society just because you grew up there. We can have just as much fun in the country. You must try a little harder to mix with people, our own people.’


How many times had she heard that lecture? Even his patience and rationale bored her.


By the time he was ready to leave she was still fiddling with pins and combs. ‘You go on without me.’


He sat down in a chair by the door. ‘I can wait.’


‘Vern!’ she exploded. ‘You’re only going down to meet the ship and see if your horses have arrived. You don’t need me!’


‘Delaney has sent me two of the best thoroughbreds that I have ever been able to import. One would have thought you’d be interested.’


‘Of course I’m interested. But I don’t see why I should have to meet them too. I doubt a horse will care.’


‘Probably not, but you can’t stay here.’


‘Why not?’ As soon as Vern left, his wife had planned to dress quickly and go downstairs to the tea room, a favourite meeting place for the social set in Brisbane.


‘Because I’ve paid the bill.’ His fair moustache quivered in a small teasing smile. ‘I daresay someone else will require the rooms.’


She whirled about. ‘What did you do that for?’


‘Because we’re catching the train to Toowoomba this afternoon.’


‘We’ve only just got here!’


‘Two days isn’t only just. The ship has berthed. That’s what we came for. Now I have to get home.’


‘What if your horses aren’t on the ship?’


‘Then I shall weep all the way back to Fairlea because it will mean that some disaster has struck. Now be a good girl and pack up, and I shall wait for you downstairs. Do you need a maid to assist you?’


‘No!’ She flung her hairbrush across the room and stormed over to the wardrobe, knowing he’d won. Again.


To annoy him she chose a flamboyant outfit of coral-pink silk that would be as out of place on the Brisbane wharves as fancy dress at Sunday chapel. In truth, she’d never worn it before, although it had cost a mint. She’d bought it from a catalogue, and pretty though it was, the occasion to wear it hadn’t eventuated.


For that matter, she thought grimly as she threw clothes willy-nilly into the trunk, one could say the same thing about most of her good clothes.


She left the trunk and his suitcase half packed – the maids could do the rest – and turned to the mirror. The pink suit was nipped into the waist with a neat peplum. The low-cut lapels were faced in rose satin which gave a glow to her face, and the rose-silk skirt swung almost to her ankles in the latest fashion. For a minute there, Vivien thought it might look a bit common now that she had a better look at it, but who cared? It was gorgeous on her. She added a double row of pearls at the neckline and after trying several hats from her large square hatbox chose a wide, sheer leno, trimmed in pink and white satin. It messed up the hairstyle she’d been attempting but Vivien compensated by pulling her fair hair forward under the hat to frame her face with ringlets.


Who cared if she looked as if she were on her way to a garden party?


Vern was waiting in his tweeds and wide countryman hat as she descended the stairs into the lobby with exaggerated grace.


‘Very becoming, my dear,’ he smiled, taking her arm, and she didn’t know whether or not he was being sarcastic.


When they arrived at the wharf, travellers were still milling about in a confusion of luggage. A dreary lot, she observed disdainfully, aware that quite a few turned to stare at her.


Patrick, their trainer, was waiting for them.


‘I’ve been aboard,’ he cried, ‘and they’re fine! They’ve come through it well. Wait till you see them, sir! Mr Delaney has done us proud!’


‘Thank God for that!’ Vern said. ‘Are they bringing them off now?’


‘Any minute, with people out of the way first. The groom seems to have everything under control.’


When Brodie heard that the ship was nearing the end of this long and wearisome voyage, he almost wept.


‘Ah, bless my heart and soul,’ he said to his shipmate, Lester O’Dowd. ‘We’re delivered at long last!’


‘We were lucky,’ Lester said. ‘A good ship and fair winds.’


‘Easy for you to say. You’ve got a stomach of cast iron. I won’t be happy until I’m standing on firm ground again.’


For the first week or so he’d been horribly seasick, and even after that he’d never lost the uncomfortable queasiness that threatened to lay him low again.


The only bright spot in those miserable weeks was provided by the captain. With more care for the horses than the groom, Brodie suspected, the Captain permitted him to go up to the breezy deck inhabited by the first-class passengers whenever the foul air of the hold became too much for him.


‘We can’t have you collapsing on us, Brodie,’ he’d said.


He didn’t know that the real carer for the two expensive horses travelling in his ship was Lester.


Taking full advantage of the privilege, Brodie enjoyed talking to the first-class passengers, who were solicitous of his health and who daily enquired after the condition of the poor horses.


The fillies, Grandee Lass and Bella Rose, had become the ship’s pets, known to all as Lassie and Rosie, and their welfare was of constant interest, a break from the monotony of the voyage. Brodie cashed in on his new-found popularity by listening to the first-class passengers’ manner of speech to improve his own, since he was determined to better himself in every way he could.


He gave daily accounts of the horses – their good days and bad. Telling stories, often invented, of their idiosyncrasies as if they were two naughty children.


‘Never you fear, though,’ he told his audience proudly. ‘They’re in good hands.’


That was true. But the hands were those of Lester O’Dowd, who’d come across the horses in a filthy state, both lurching about unsteadily with their groom too seasick to care.


O’Dowd, now in his late twenties, had worked in the Curragh stables as long as he could recall, and his father before him, but he was now on his way to seek his fortune in the Queensland gold fields.


Shocked at the condition of the horses, he bullied Brodie to his feet, telling him that the seasickness was all in his mind, and forcing him to make the horses more comfortable.


Together they cleaned out the narrow stalls, washed the horses, curry-combed them to quieten them and brushed them until they gleamed again. Lester then cadged canvas from the crew and rolled it into thick bolsters which he affixed to the sides of the stalls to prevent injury. And it was Lester, rather than Brodie, who petted and babied his charges, insisting that they needed all this extra care because they often became depressed.


‘And who wouldn’t?’ he asked Brodie. ‘It’s not natural for the poor things to be stuck in boxes all this time with no chance to stretch their legs, and wondering what’s going on.’


‘It’s not natural for me either,’ Brodie groaned. Lester was a hard taskmaster and it turned Brodie’s stomach having to rake up the stinking straw every day and carry it to the stern of the ship to be hurled overboard. On rough days Brodie contemplated throwing himself into the crystal-clear wake instead, but he persevered as O’Dowd’s lackey.


Steerage was a raucous, rollicking place during the first few weeks and Brodie, suffering, wished them all to hell. But eventually his fellow passengers settled into a kind of stupor, interspersed with fights and arguments, which were inevitable in such a small space. Flirting women were sweet to him but he had more of an eye for the ladies up top, and if his stomach hadn’t been perpetually unsettled he was sure he’d have enjoyed himself much more with them. He was mortally afraid of throwing up in their presence.


But at last it was all over. Holloway’s trainer came aboard, delighted to find the horses hale and hearty, shaking Brodie’s hand over and over.


With the crew helping and the trainer hovering about, almost in a panic, Brodie led the wobbly pair down the gangway into the waiting arms of Mr Vern Holloway, where to his dismay the two horses promptly sat down like a couple of donkeys.


‘What’s the matter with them?’ Holloway demanded, glaring at Brodie as if he’d treated them ill.


‘I’m feeling much the same myself,’ he said quickly. ‘A man’s terrible giddy, standing on steady ground after the chop and sway of the ship. Give them a few minutes, sir, to believe it’s safe to stand.’


He hoped he was right. As it was, he was astonished that all vestiges of his seasickness had miraculously disappeared, and he longed to be free of the horses and their owner, so that he could dive into a pot of Guinness and a decent meal.


But still the dopey-looking nags hadn’t budged. Brodie felt like kicking them but he remembered they were accustomed to Lester’s petting.


‘Would you get a bucket of water?’ he asked Patrick, and soon he was cupping water, with his hands, to Rosie’s fat lips.


‘Come on, my darling,’ he said. ‘Nothing to be nervous about now. You’ll soon be galloping about like mad things.’


As he stroked and patted them, they climbed gingerly up, shook themselves, looked about, and whinnied, as if in relief.


‘There!’ Brodie said triumphantly. ‘I’d walk them real slow for a start, sir; they’ll be tanglefoot, I’d reckon.’


Holloway examined each horse carefully, while a beautiful woman – his wife, Brodie guessed – stood back, watching. She smiled at Brodie and his heart gave a bump. She had the face of an angel, so fair, with big blue eyes and a pretty little pink mouth. He hoped there were more like her in this strange country.


With an effort, he tore his eyes from her to gaze over at the township beyond the wharf, surprised by the newness of it all. The buildings were white, immaculate in the starched sunlight, looking as if they’d been built only last week.


He experienced a sudden flutter of nerves. The sense of space here was intimidating, as if he’d been flung into the vast and empty heavens, for there was not one wisp of a cloud in that great sky. For a minute he wondered what the hell he was doing here, a lad from a tiny closeted village where he knew every rock and burrow. Brodie Court was completely disorientated, not realising that the confines of the ship had added to his discomfort.


‘Are you all right?’ the woman asked him.


Brodie pulled himself together. He couldn’t have her thinking he was a weak fellow.


‘Oh, sure I am, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I was just getting my bearings.’


Holloway turned back to him. ‘Well, they seem to be in good condition. You’re Mr Brodie Court, I believe?’


‘That I am, sir.’


‘Well now, Brodie, I’m very grateful to you.’ He took out his wallet and handed over a crisp pound note. ‘Thank you for your good work.’


Brodie stared. ‘If you don’t mind my saying sir, Mr Delaney back there in Dublin, he promised me ten pounds if I delivered your horses in good order.’


Holloway laughed. ‘He did? That’d be Jack! He thinks money grows on trees. Well, I’d better honour his promise.’


He gave Brodie the ten pounds without hesitation.


Unaccustomed to such easy largesse, Brodie thanked him profusely.


‘I understand you’d like a job,’ Holloway said.


Brodie nodded.


‘That can be arranged. I think these poor horses have had enough of transport. They can be walked out to my property and you can come along with them if you wish. Would that suit you?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Brodie was impressed by his new employer’s good manners. ‘How do I go about it?’


‘Patrick will look after you.’


When Holloway departed with his wife, Patrick turned to Brodie. ‘We’ll let these beauties rest for a couple of days, then we’ll be on our way. We’ll ride and lead them. I suppose you wouldn’t mind a couple of days off either.’


With more cash in hand, Brodie agreed.


‘Righto,’ Patrick said. ‘Be at the Charlotte street stables at five on Saturday morning. Anyone will point you to them.’


‘What day is it today? I’ve lost count.’


‘Thursday.’ Patrick took the halters to lead the horses away.


‘Just a minute,’ Brodie called to him. ‘Where are we going? Where is this farm?’


‘It’s called Fairlea Station. On past Wirra Creek, that’s the nearest excuse for a village.’


‘How far is it?’


‘Let’s see. It’s about ninety miles to Toowoomba, and Fairlea is another forty miles on from there. The boss says you’ll be working in the stables.’


‘What does he pay?’


‘Four quid a week with bed and board. It’s a good place to work and he’s a good boss. You won’t do much better being a new chum.’


‘Jesus wept,’ Brodie muttered as Patrick marched away, proudly leading the new racehorses.


Where the hell was this place? He didn’t fancy riding more than a hundred miles to end up nursemaiding horses again. And a hundred miles! Patrick made it sound as if it were only a few villages away.


I don’t know about this, he said to himself. I didn’t come all this way to be a stablehand. I’m a farmer.


Still, he had money, and a few days to make up his mind.


Rather than have Lester hanging about to share the glory, Brodie had sent him on ahead to the Albion Hotel. Sailors had told them this was the nearest pub, just past the immigration sheds.


He remembered he had to report to the authorities before leaving the wharf, and rushed in to sign the forms that officials thrust at him, answering questions impatiently. Then he sprinted down the sandy road to the pub. Brodie had a great thirst!


Lester was already settled in a corner with their luggage – and, Brodie frowned, two blowsy women. They all seemed to be having a great time.


‘The party’s started,’ Lester called. ‘This is Pearly and that one’s Lucy. Say hello to the girls, Brodie!’


Rather than give offence, he acknowledged the women, thinking that it was a long time since they’d been girls, and pulled up a heavy wooden chair.


For a pub it was bright and airy, windows wide open lending a cooling breeze, and there was a fine smell of cooking, but the drinking time came first.


Lester dissuaded him from ordering Guinness, it being too dear in this land. ‘Have the local beer,’ he urged.


Although the beer was too cold, it was a fine drop, and in no time Brodie was relaxed and happy, not noticing that they were also paying for the women since Lester, in magnanimous mood, had instructed the barman to keep totting up their drinks ‘on our bill’. Brodie thought this was a very civilised way of paying, better than scrabbling about for coins all the time.


Eventually the kitchen aromas were too much for him. ‘I have to eat,’ he announced.


Lester agreed. ‘We’ll all eat.’


It was a meal Brodie would long remember: big steaks with eggs and mashed potatoes and gravy and a dish of fried onions, and cobs of hot bread served with slabs of yellow butter.


The women bogged in too, he noticed, beginning to worry about who was paying for them. They ate like whales!


‘Did the toff pay you?’ Lester asked.


‘No,’ Brodie lied. That was his own business.


‘And you let him get away! You said they promised you ten quid for delivering the horses.’


‘I didn’t let him get away. I’m going to work for him. I told you I had a job lined up.’


‘You’re bloody mad! You should have asked for the cash and come with me. We’ll find gold and never have to work again.’ He put his arm about Pearly. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’ he asked her. ‘There’s gold to be found in your countryside.’


‘Sure. Mountains of it. You just have to find the right mountain.’


‘I’ll find it,’ Lester assured them.


After the meal Lester disappeared outside, where he met one of the sailors from their ship.


‘Did you watch him, Johnny?’ he asked.


‘Ah yes.’


‘And did any money change hands?’


‘Yes. The squatter gent gave him a tenner.’


‘The mean bastard! I did Brodie’s job for him all the way and now he’s trying to pretend he didn’t get paid so he doesn’t have to give me a share.’


‘Bloody mean,’ the sailor agreed. ‘Get some more grog in him and we’ll roll him.’


‘It could take a year to get him that drunk, and he’s too big to be any easy mark.’


‘Then try another tack. There’s an old bloke in the bar, a genius, fingers like silk. He’ll do the job for you but there has to be something in it for him. His name’s Henty. I’ll have a word with him.’


‘He won’t take off with the lot?’


‘No. You’ve given him the tip. Where does Brodie keep his cash?’


‘In a flat leather wallet, not a purse, so it’s easy to miss. It’s in his coat pocket, a deep pocket.’


‘Leave it to me. We’ll teach Brodie a little lesson. Meet Henty back here in the morning.’


Returning to their corner, Lester told Brodie that there was a boarding house in the next street where they could stay.


‘Why don’t you take our luggage down there and get us a room. We don’t want to be wandering the streets at closing time.’


‘Why don’t you?’ Brodie argued. He was very comfortable, for the first time in months.


‘Because I carried your bloody suitcase here. It’s your turn.’


‘Fair enough,’ Brodie admitted. He hurried away, found the boarding house and deposited their luggage in a seedy room, then locked the door and made his way back to the pub, only to find that Lester and Pearly had gone.


‘Never mind, dearie,’ Lucy said drunkenly. ‘I’ll keep you company.’


Brodie was furious, knowing he was stuck with the bill. And with Lucy, who was the uglier of the two, if a man had to compare.


She moved closer to him, clinging to his arm, and the smell of her made him queasy again.


‘You’d better run along,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait here for Lester.’


‘I could have gone with Lester,’ she whined, ‘but I chose you. And now you’re turning me down!’


‘Then if you hurry you’ll catch Lester. He really fancied you. He was talking of taking you to the gold fields with him.’


‘He was?’ She lurched to her feet.


‘Sure. Don’t you be letting Pearly edge into your place. I’m only a farm boy, I don’t know nothing about gold. Lester’s the money man.’


‘Oh, Jeez,’ she said, stumbling about. ‘That bloody Pearly!’ She threw her arms round Brodie, almost smothering him. ‘You’re a handsome fellow and a nice lad, Brodie. But I’ve got to go.’


She got halfway to the door, and stumbled back. ‘You aren’t cross with me, are you?’ she asked, slurring her words.


‘Not at all. You go find Lester. You’re the girl for him.’


To Brodie, the bill, for the four of them, was a tragedy. More than six pounds!


‘You had a long session, mate,’ the publican said, taking his cash. ‘Here, have a drink on the house.’


He passed Brodie a nip of whiskey and moved on down the crowded bar.


With nothing better to do, Brodie stayed on until closing time, and then, patting his wallet, spilled reluctantly into the busy street with the mob. He shouldered his way through the crowd making for the boarding house, raging against Lester and hoping he was heading in the right direction because he was as drunk as he’d ever been.


He made it, though and almost fell into their room after struggling with the lock, determined to wait up for Lester.


But that was difficult. He managed to undress and sit on one of the beds but he was too tired to stay awake. He reached for his jacket, the one that Abe had sold him, to find his wallet and put it under his pillow. But it was gone!


He searched his jacket again, then his pants and shirt, and the floor, panicking. No wallet. He’d lost his wallet!


The shock sobered him and he almost wept. He thought of rushing back to the pub but it was closed. And he knew he’d had his wallet when he left there. He must have dropped it in the street.


Once again he searched the room, cursing his drunken state. He must have shoved the wallet somewhere, being extra careful, that’s what it was! And now he couldn’t recall where he’d hid it. He turned up the mattress, pulled out drawers in the cheap dresser, crawled under the bed, searched and searched. Even, in desperation, checking his jacket again.


Then he saw it! Not the wallet, but the fine slit in his good jacket. A knife cut. Someone in that crowd outside the pub or on the street had robbed him. He’d known of this sort of thief in Dublin, the real experts who could slit cloth or bags in a flash and make off with whatever they had a mind to take.


And the bastards were here too!


He sat morosely on his bed, working it out. The thief must have watched where he put his wallet and gone to work in the street. The bastard! What a welcome to Brisbane. He’d been cleaned out.


Then Lester came bundling in, complaining. ‘I didn’t know which room. I had to wake the landlady and she bawled me out . . .’


Brodie grabbed him by the lapels of his coat and shook him angrily. ‘You left me with that bloody bill, you rat!’


‘Get away. I’ll pay my share! Jesus! What’s got in to everyone? I go down to Pearly’s place for a bit of fun, and we’re just getting started and what happens? Lucy comes blazing in, screaming like a banshee, and attacks Pearly, punching her and kicking her and yelling that she’s taken her man. I don’t know what she’s talking about and Pearly doesn’t wait to find out. She clubs Lucy with a hairbrush and then there’s a real tearing brawl. So I beat it. Except I got lost turning this way and that up bloody streets, and then I couldn’t find this place . . .’


Another time Brodie would have thought that funny. Not tonight. ‘I’ve been robbed,’ he said, not interested in the rest of Lester’s story. ‘My wallet’s gone. Some thieving bastard lifted it after I left the pub. You owe me three quid. More than that. I never invited those floosies and I had to pay for them too.’


‘Fair go. We were having a good time.’ Lester delved into his waistcoat pocket and threw Brodie four pounds. ‘There’s my half and some, though I wouldn’t see you stuck. Did they get all your cash?’


‘Every bloody penny,’ Brodie moaned.


‘How much did you lose?’


‘I didn’t lose it. I told you, I was robbed. More than twenty pounds!’


‘Cripes! A bloody fortune. But look on the bright side. If you hadn’t paid my half of the bill you’d be short that four quid too.’


The look Brodie gave him showed that he had no intention of looking on the bright side, so Lester flung himself down on the far bed. ‘Put out the lamp, Brodie, I’m tired.’


In the morning Lester was up and about when Brodie woke. ‘Where are you going?’ Brodie asked suspiciously.


‘To the Mines Department. I have to find out where this gold is. Get me some maps. They’re the fellers with all the information. Why don’t you have a look round the town?’


‘I’ve decided to take that job. I leave on Saturday.’


‘Suit yourself. I’ll see you later.’


The clerk at the Mines Office was a talkative bloke so Lester let him have his head, but after hearing of all the fabulous gold finds he still had no definite destination.


‘What’s happening right now?’ he asked. ‘Where’s the best field?’


‘Kalgoorlie. Any amount of gold there.’


‘Good. How long will it take me to walk there?’


The clerk grinned. ‘About two years, across the desert. It’s in Western Australia.’


‘Haven’t you got anything closer?’


The clerk roared with laughter. ‘I’m not selling houses.’ He pushed a map of Queensland across the counter. ‘There’s still gold here in Queensland. At Mount Morgan.’ He sighed. ‘I should have gone there myself. It turned out to be a mountain of gold.’


‘Where’s this place?’


‘Here!’ He ringed a spot on the map. ‘North of Brisbane. About five hundred miles. You can go halfway by train, then get a coach.’


‘And what’s the catch?’


‘The syndicates are taking over. There’s still time to stake a claim if you get a move on. In the end they’ll buy you out but if you strike colour you can’t lose either way.’


Lester slid him a shilling. ‘I’ll need your help to figure out how to go about this.’


He left the office with a handful of papers, including maps, regulations, advice on mining leases and a dog-eared pamphlet that explained some of the intricacies of gold prospecting.


His next stop was the Albion Hotel, where he downed a pint before meeting Henty in the back lane.


‘How much did you get?’ he asked the old man.


‘Ten pounds, mister. Nine for you, one for me.’


‘And the rest,’ Lester growled. He took hold of Henty’s ear and twisted it viciously. ‘You can have two quid for the job and give me the real take.’ He shoved Henty against the wall and searched his shabby clothes, dragging notes from various pockets. ‘That’s more like it.’


By the time he left the pub, Henty was already settling down in the bar to drink his earnings.


Lester was busy that day. He bought a ticket to Gympie, the halfway town, and rushed back to the boarding house to collect his belongings. He left four shillings for his board and a note for Brodie explaining that he was off to the gold fields at Mount Morgan. Remembering where Brodie had said he’d be working, Lester promised to write to him.


Relieved that Brodie was out somewhere, he signed his name with a flourish. It wouldn’t do for his room-mate to discover he was suddenly cashed up.


At three o’clock that afternoon, Lester was happily seated on the train, on his way to make his fortune.


As for Brodie, still smarting from his loss, his first thought had been to charge down to the pub and complain, but he knew it would be pointless. They’d only laugh at him for being such a tomfool as to let himself get robbed.


If he hadn’t soaked up so much grog he’d probably still have the wallet.


Resigned to his misfortune, he strolled along the river front until he came to a fine sandstone building with a green dome. He discovered that this was the Customs House, and peering in was greatly impressed. Then a large tree further down caught his eye. It was covered in blue-purple flowers. Never had he seen a tree as splendid as this, so he enquired of a gentleman passing by what it was.


‘Jacaranda,’ he was told. ‘They’re in bloom all over now, telling us it’s spring.’


After that Brodie saw a lot more of these spectacular trees and they cheered him, helped him to accept that he really was on the other side of the world. For here it was October, and the cold should be setting in, and yet it was spring. The explanation was too deep for him to be wrestling with right now.


He ploughed on, looking about him in wonder. He discovered that the streets were named after kings in one direction and queens in another, including Charlotte street, where he spotted the stables but kept on going.


Back in the busy main street, Brodie was a mite disappointed. He’d expected to see blackfellows and kangaroos, since he’d heard so much about them on the ship, but this was just a big country town, with nothing unusual about it except for the colour. The light was very sharp, making shadows look like cut-outs, and the glare was hard on the eyes.


Standing amid cheering crowds he watched a parade of cavalry trotting down the street. Though uniformed and bearing rifles, they looked a jolly lot, waving to all, and Brodie was envious of their confidence. They made him feel very much alone, just a stranger wandering their streets, filling in time.


Following them, on the sidelines, he almost toppled over a counter draped with banners that was set up in the street.


A giant of a man, decked out in the same drab uniform, grabbed Brodie’s arm. ‘Here’s a likely lad. What about you, sir? You should join the bush contingent.’


‘What’s that you say?’ Brodie stuttered.


Enthusiastic young ladies gathered about him, smiling, urging him on. They were all wearing red, white and blue ribbons on their pretty white dresses.


‘We’re recruiting,’ the soldier boomed. ‘We need volunteers. You can sign up right here, lad. Join our best and bravest.’


Brodie was bewildered. ‘What for?’


‘They’re off to fight the war.’


‘What war?’ The only one he knew about was the fight going on in South Africa. The ship had called in there for half a day but no one was permitted ashore.


‘The Boer War, lad!’


‘Ah yes, that’s the one.’ He nodded and the recruiter seemed to take this as acceptance.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Brodie Court, sir.’


He was already writing. ‘And can you sit a horse?’


‘Sure I can. But whose side are you fighting on?’


‘Need you ask? The side of right!’ He seemed rather miffed. ‘We’re soldiers of the Queen, my lad. Off to do our duty and destroy those filthy Boers. Now, how old are you?’


Brodie stiffened. The English army! Jesus, Michael would throw a fit. Anyway, what did it have to do with these people, oceans away? They must be mad.


‘I only got here yesterday,’ he apologised, backing away. ‘Let me think about it.’


‘Nothing to think about!’ the recruiter roared at him as, embarrassed, Brodie shuffled back and lost himself in the crowd.


He rounded a corner, away from all the fuss, and sat down on a bench facing the shops to have a smoke and decide what to do next.


Across from him was a jeweller’s shop, and Brodie contemplated the display window for a while, then ambled over to take a better look. A necklace resting on black velvet in the very middle of the window had taken his eye.


He stared at it and gasped. The centrepiece was a large diamond, but it was linked by a dazzling array of the prettiest stones he’d ever seen, and more hung from below the piece like teardrops. With their colours dancing all about, pinpoints of red and blue and violet on beds of milky soft colour, these stones outshone the diamond, making it look very plain.


Sensing a customer, the jeweller came out to join him.


‘A dazzling necklace, isn’t it, sir?’


‘It’s marvellous! What are those stones round the diamond?’


‘Opals. And the setting is gold.’


‘You don’t say. I never heard of them before.’


‘They’re known as the queen of gems. In fact, our dear lady Queen is very fond of them.’


‘So she would be.’ Brodie nodded enthusiastically. ‘Where do they come from?’


‘Right here in Queensland. There are other opal fields at White Cliffs in New South Wales but these are just as good.’


‘They’d be worth a bit?’
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