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            Prologue

          

          GREEN VALLEY - RURAL VICTORIA - AUSTRALIA 1907

        

      

    

    
      So, my nephew James is coming to Australia.

      Lady Vera Wallace watched the retreating servant who had delivered the news. The contents of the letter she held loosely in her hand had the makings of a delicious plan. And he’ll be bringing his daughter with him.

      Vera knew all about James’ feisty daughter, Alice. During the fifty-three years that Vera had lived half a world away from her noble family, her sister, Muriel, was the only one who had kept in contact. Vera’s father had disowned her as a foolish rebel, and her brother could not have cared less, but Muriel had written on frequent occasions. At least once every four or five months, the sisters had exchanged lengthy epistles—and over the half-century, Vera had followed stories of her nephew James from child, to young man, to cautious father of the young lady Alice.

      Muriel never did think much of James’ wife, her daughter-in-law, Louisa. Too thin, too pale, and always ill. But Alice. There was a different story.

      Vera glanced at the letter again. Not from Murial this time. James hadn’t written pages of family news like his mother. Just a simple letter. His wife Louisa was dead. Suddenly. Silly sentimental boy couldn’t face the old place with all the memories. But was his decision to travel half-way round the world, wise? Murial wouldn’t be happy with her son’s sudden thirst for adventure.

      Vera’s eyes found her favourite paragraph.

      

      I can’t leave Alice here with her brothers. She is altogether too troublesome for them to manage, so she will come with me. That is why I am writing, Aunt Vera, to see if you would be so kind as to have Alice for two or three months while I am negotiating to set up my new estate.

      

      “Alice. Dear Alice.” An amused laugh escaped her lips. “This is going to be such fun.”

      Vera had followed Murial’s accounts of this particular child with great interest over the last seventeen years. Every word of complaint the girl’s grandmother had written, Vera had relished. Even Muriel had recognised that James’ youngest child was like a double of her wayward Australian sister.

      She doesn’t just look like you, Muriel had written, she has the same impossible temper you used to inflict on us all, and insists on her way at every turn.

      Vera had chuckled many times when she’d read her sister’s description of Alice.

      “What fun she will cause in this household,” Vera murmured.

      Her thoughts turned to the family who had been living with her for the past fourteen years—a surprising blend of the old world and new. Her husband’s niece, Emily, from the same pedigree as Vera herself, had married Colin, one of the common ‘Australians’ without land or title. And now the happily married couple—along with Colin’s mother and siblings—had become part of the family at Wallace Hill.

      Vera’s memories began to swirl, mixed with sadness and regret for her past attitudes and actions. Thank the good Lord that Emily had made her see how destructive her foolish pride was. How lonely she had been in this huge mansion, when her disdain, prejudice and even cruelty had dictated her interactions.

      It had been an awakening for the aging lady. Thank you, Lord. She shuddered to think what it would have been to persist as she had been, instead of realising that her best companions and friends would come from a class of people she had previously shunned as unworthy of her attention.

      The Shore family, Colin’s mother and siblings, had lived with Lady Wallace all these years since, and what a joy they had been. Gradually, one by one, Colin’s sisters had married, and eventually, Emily and Colin’s family increased with the birth of four children. Far from being an empty, lonely mansion, Wallace Hill was very much alive with the children, Rose Shore, and the youngest of Rose’s children, Harry.

      And it was no secret that Harry was Vera’s favourite. After all, right from the start, Harry had been the child who had captured and delighted Vera’s lonely heart.

      When the Shores had first moved to Wallace Hill, Rose had desperately tried to keep Harry out of Vera’s way. She had shushed him, and scolded him, and tried to make him stay outdoors, but inevitably, the ten-year-old kept finding his way back to Vera, like a moth to a flame. It was as if the child was fascinated with the lady. Vera smiled at the memory. She knew everyone else was as surprised at her response as she was.

      Emily had said many times that she couldn’t believe how her aunt, who had previously been housebound and inflexible to every suggestion, was suddenly outside in the garden with Harry helping him catch butterflies. Vera had indulged his wish to install a pond in the garden, and she imported some expensive goldfish, just to see the wonder and delight in the small boy’s eyes. Had she spoiled the child? Probably, but she wasn’t sorry. Harry knew exactly how to charm her in return. And she didn’t care.

      “Aunt Vera?”

      Vera looked up and smiled at the tall, lanky young man as he came into the sitting room. How he had grown.

      “I was told you sent for me. Is everything all right?” Harry asked. “You’re feeling well, I hope.”

      She could hear in his tone that he was concerned. “Come, come. Enough of that, Harry. You know me better than that.” Vera kept her usual authority in her tone, but couldn’t completely hide her affection, struggling to hide a smile. She loved this boy with all her heart.

      “You don’t usually send someone to call me away from my work, though, do you?” Harry’s posture relaxed. “What mischief are you up to this afternoon?”

      “Don’t be impertinent, young man.”

      Harry’s smile told Vera that she’d failed to scold him. “What is it, Aunt Vera?” He stepped forward and kissed her aged cheek in response to her beckoning tap.

      “How old are you, Harry?”

      “What?”

      “How old are you?”

      “I was working, you know.”

      “Fiddle-faddle. I want to know how old you are.”

      “Next birthday I’ll be twenty-three,” he said. “Are we here to talk about presents already, because if we are, there is a magnificent horse I read about for sale.”

      “You and your horses.” Vera waved it aside.

      “They’re your horses, Aunt Vera.” Harry smiled. “I just look after them.”

      “They’re your brother’s horses. You know he’s the owner of my entire estate. It’s been that way for years, Harry.”

      “While you are alive, my dear Aunt Vera, you will always be the reigning monarch of our kingdom, and you know it.”

      Harry was the only person in the family who would dare argue so openly with her, and she loved it.

      “Enough talk of horses, I have more important things on my mind.”

      Harry pulled up a velvet-covered chair, so he could sit close enough to hold her hand. He was such a good boy, doing just as she liked.

      “I’ve always thought that if only I’d been fifty years younger, I would have set my cap for you myself.”

      Harry laughed. “What matchmaking mischief are you up to this time?”

      “Indulge me, Harry,” she pleaded. “I have the opportunity of a lifetime being presented to me, and I can’t wait to see how it will turn out.”

      “I think the Reverend Laslett’s daughters are very pretty, Aunt Vera, but I’m not sure I want to get married yet.”

      “No! No! Forget the Laslett girls. That was last month, you understand. No, Harry, it’s as if a ghost from the past is coming to visit and I have a chance to be young again.”

      “What are you talking about—ghosts?”

      “Do not tease me.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      “My nephew and great-niece are coming to visit with us very soon, and I just want you to…” Could she say it? It was presumptuous at best.

      “You want me to marry her, is that right?” Harry laughed again. At least he seemed amused at her attempts to interfere with his life.

      “Yes. But I must teach you some important things first. This young lady is from England, and is still very much used to the class system. You must make her think you’re a gentleman.”

      “I am a gentleman.”

      “Don’t get your dander up. You know what I mean.” She waved her hand in exasperation. “Make her think you are of noble birth.”

      Harry patted her hand and began to rise from his chair. “I am what I am, Aunt Vera, and I’m not ashamed of it either.”

      “I didn’t mean that you should be, child,” she flashed. “I’ve been through all that before with your brother and Emily. I know that birth has nothing to do with character. I know it’s all a matter of heart.”

      “Good.” Harry was obviously eager to get back to the horse breaking as he took a step towards the door.

      “Wait a minute, Harry. Don’t hurry away when I have a serious thought on my mind.”

      Just as he always did, he waited for her to divulge the whole of her thoughts.

      “Alice is very much what I used to be like when I was her age.”

      “How old is Alice?” Harry’s tone revealed forced patience. That didn’t matter, so long as he listened to her plan.

      “She is just short of seventeen, Harry, but listen. She is a very particular girl when it comes to association.”

      “Aunt Vera, I will be polite but if she doesn’t like me, I’m not going to push it.”

      “Please, Harry.” Vera allowed her voice to quaver just a bit. That little bit of emotion usually added strength to her leverage.

      Harry sighed. Good, a sign of his resistance breaking down. Would he follow her carefully laid plan?

      “Do you remember how I taught you to greet a lady properly?” Vera pressed on with renewed courage. Harry nodded. He held out his hand and she took it, rising from her seat. He bowed gallantly over it.

      “I am most happy to make your acquaintance.” He was using his best, polished accent. How many hours had she spent giving him extra lessons, above the reading, writing and arithmetic that Emily had given him? She had prodded and rehearsed and scolded him, trying desperately to round out his accent, till he sounded as if he could have been straight from the nursery of any of the fine houses in England.

      “Good boy,” Vera coached. “But I want you to be a little more bold with Alice. Do you understand?”

      Harry looked taken aback. “I hope you aren’t proposing anything scandalous.”

      “No more scandalous than what some of those English rakes get up to.”

      “What did you have in mind?” His mouth was pinched as if he suspected dubious motives.

      “Just you listen and take heed.” She spoke quickly, hoping not to lose her opportunity. “When you take Alice’s hand, don’t turn your eyes down. I want you to capture her eyes with your own, and I want you to make her love you.”

      “Aunt Vera, that’s ridiculous.” Harry stood to his full height.

      “And then I want you to kiss her hand.” She was unmoved by his scruples.

      “She will slap me across the face.”

      “Possibly.” Vera kept her facial-expression serious.

      “But what would that achieve? If I were her father, I would probably challenge me to a duel.”

      Vera laughed. “You don’t know her father, and you don’t know Alice.”

      “Neither do you.”

      “Ah, but there you’re wrong,” Vera sat back down. “I know that child as well as I know myself, if my sister’s accounts are to be trusted.”

      “And you think this is a polite way to greet your great-niece?” Harry shook his head. “Colin would be furious with me. I’m sorry, Aunt Vera, but I can’t do that.”

      “Just you think about it, Harry. Don’t make any hasty decisions. If Alice is anything like me, she will fall in love with you right then and there, despite the slap across the face.”

      Harry gave a wry smile, bent and kissed her cheek again, and then began to leave the room.

      “You are my good friend, Aunt Vera, but sometimes I wonder if your advice might not get me into some terrible trouble.”

      “Promise me you’ll think about it,” Vera called after his departing figure. Promise you’ll think about it.

      Vera leaned back in her chair holding the letter close to her heart, sighed with contentment and closed her eyes. For good.
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      “What are you talking about?” Harry let the horse’s front hoof fall to the ground and he stood up and looked at his mother.

      “Lady Vera has passed away.”

      Harry understood the words, but he couldn’t comprehend their meaning. “No. I was only talking with her an hour or so ago.”

      “I’m sorry, Harry,” Mother said.

      “Are you sure? She’s not just asleep?”

      “I’ve seen enough of death to know. Come inside now and see for yourself.”

      Harry put his hoof file and pick back in the wooden toolbox, led the mare back to the stall and locked her in. Surely his mother was mistaken. Aunt Vera couldn’t be gone.

      “She was just proposing some preposterous scheme to me. She wasn’t even ill.”

      Mother lay her hand on Harry’s arm. “I guess it was a heart attack or some such. These things happen sometimes.”

      Harry was speechless at his mother’s pragmatism. Aunt Vera, by all accounts, had treated the rest of his family poorly for many years before her great awakening and reformation. But she’d always been kind to him. He was only a child when he’d come to live with his brother and sister-in-law—and Aunt Vera. The old woman had been his best friend and partner in mischief for years. How could she have gone so quickly?

      “I’ll leave you to say your goodbyes alone.” Mother stopped at the door of Aunt Vera’s sitting room. Harry stepped inside alone.

      “Aunt Vera?” He moved across and sat in the velvet covered chair which was still close by, where he’d left it a short while ago. He picked up her hand, but there was no life in it. She looked asleep, but there was no breath moving her chest, and her face was an unnatural grey.

      Warm tears slid out of Harry’s eyes as he accepted the truth.

      “What have you done?” Harry said quietly, as if the sleeping woman would wake up. “What about your niece, Alice? That was supposed to be your next escapade.”

      But she was gone. All that was left was the legacy she’d left—a huge estate to his brother and Emily, and the memories of fun and laughter she’d left for him.
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        * * *

      

      The days that followed were busy with arrangements for a funeral.

      “She wouldn’t want any of this,” Harry had argued with his brother as they discussed things around the dining table.

      Colin frowned. “Any of what?”

      “The fuss with a large procession and invitations to all these people.”

      “Aunt Vera was a respected landowner, and the daughter of an earl. We can hardly have just us in the church, and a cup of tea afterward.” Emily put her cloth napkin on her dinner plate. “You had better leave things to us, Harry.”

      “But how many of the people you intend to invite ever once visited her here, or invited her to visit them in Melbourne?”

      The discussion stalled for a few tense moments.

      “I’ll tell you. None. Other than the Reverend and his family, and some of the local business owners in Green Valley, nobody cared enough to visit her in life. Why should you put on a grand feast for them in her death?”

      “I agree,” Mother spoke for the first time.

      Harry smiled gratefully.

      Emily looked troubled. “I just don’t think it’s right, not honouring her properly, after all she’s done for us.”

      “Why can’t we honour her properly—just those people who really cared about her?”

      Colin didn’t look convinced, but Emily would be the one to make the decision. She was the only one amongst them who had been brought up as a lady. Harry decided not to push it further. He’d had his say.

      “I do remember her giving a strong opinion about it not so long ago.” Was that resignation in Emily’s voice?

      “Emily, really …” Colin began to object.

      “No, don’t you remember? When Percival Booth passed away those months back, she went on about how it was all a dismal dirge with everyone wearing black and standing about snivelling. She had told me I’d better not do that for her.”

      “What? Stand about snivelling?” Harry asked.

      “She said she wanted flowers and colour to celebrate.”

      “Yes, I remember,” Mother said. “She was saying there would be plenty of people in the valley who would be pleased to see her go.”

      “Mother!” Colin sounded cross.

      “I’m just repeating what she said.”

      “It’s up to you,” Harry spoke again. “But from everything she ever said to me, she would hate the plans you have been making. Let it be simple and full of family love. That would please her.”

      “I don’t think I could wear colour, though,” Emily said. “That is too much to ask.”

      Harry wanted to honour his friend, but he couldn’t bring himself to wear colour either. His one Sunday suit would have to do. Besides, she may have been rejoicing in the Lord’s presence, but he was left on earth feeling the loss deeply. Apart from a few of the young lads from the valley, Lady Vera Wallace had been his best friend and that was worth shedding some tears over.
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        * * *

      

      “I told you from the start I didn’t want to come.” Alice Melville didn’t even try to moderate her tone. This backward, dusty land that had taken forty days on the ocean to reach, was intolerable. Travelling first class meant little when Alice had been ill for some of the way, and then out of sorts the rest. What was she going to do in this god-forsaken place?

      “Alice, will you be patient.” Pappa forced the words out through clenched teeth. “I don’t want you making a scene here in a public place.”

      “I want to go home.” Perhaps if she whined, he might take pity on her. “This is a dreadful, hot, sticky place.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Alice. We’ve been sailing for weeks and now you want to turn around after only one day here, without giving me a chance to see if this opportunity works out or not.”

      “I don’t like the place, and I never will.” Alice crossed her arms and slumped in the waiting-room chair, all thought of her mother’s careful training in ladylike behaviour gone.

      “I don’t want to hear any more about it.” There was warning in Pappa’s tone. He was obviously losing patience. But it wasn’t fair.

      “The sooner I can get you to your aunt’s the better.”

      “Not my aunt. I’ve never met her.”

      “She is your great-aunt. Grandmamma’s sister.” The strained patience was evident as he forced the words out between clenched teeth.  “Please stay here while I fetch you something to drink. Then I will see about us getting to Green Valley.”

      Should she cooperate? The dangerous glint in her father’s eye was indication she had pushed him too far. Alice sat up using correct posture, and though it galled her, she pasted on the sweet smile expected.

      Several minutes later, Pappa returned with a glass of water. She looked at it critically. Was it clean? Were there bits of debris floating in it?

      “Drink up, Alice. Don’t fuss.”

      She took a tentative sip. It tasted all right and she was thirsty.

      “We’re going to have to move quickly, now.” Pappa downed his own glass of water.

      “What’s your hurry?” It was hard to keep her agitation quiet.

      Pappa frowned in her direction. “I’ve been calculating everything, and given our ship arrived almost a week later than estimated, we don’t have much time before my appointment.”

      “What appointment?”

      “Have you not listened to anything I’ve told you? Honestly, Alice. One would think you have no interest in this venture.”

      She didn’t. But decided not to say that.

      “I’ve left everything and everybody to see what can be made of this opportunity, and I do not want to miss making the connection.”

      She’d left everybody and everything as well, not by her own choice.

      “Come along now, Alice. We need to find the train station and book our tickets to Green Valley.”

      “What about your meeting?”

      “I want you settled with Aunt Vera before I meet Norman Manuels. I will probably be invited to go on an expedition to look at the land, and that’s not a trip you can come on.”

      As they walked along the dusty footpath, Alice decided to satisfy her curiosity—since she had to be here.

      “Who is Norman Manuels?”

      “Don’t you remember? I had him visit home a couple of times.”

      Alice shook her head. Pappa had people coming and going all the time. How was she expected to know who was who?

      “I attended a series of meetings he held in London. He was promoting the opportunities that exist in the new federation, since the crown leases have been sold in smaller lots to pastoralists.”

      Alice heard the enthusiasm in her father’s voice. He hadn’t been this buoyant since the death of Mamma. His grief had been difficult to watch. Perhaps this was better.

      At the train station, Pappa went to investigate train times. Alice waited quietly. She was getting tired from all the moving about in a new city.

      “I’ve booked the tickets,” Pappa said as he came back from the ticket office. “Are you still sulking?”

      The question was unkind. “I’m tired, Pappa.”

      “I dare say you are, but there’s nothing for it.”

      It was too much to hope for a hotel room and a soft bed. Alice wilted again.

      “Come along.” Pappa seemed energised by it all, and spoke with a cheerful tone. “The train won’t be leaving for three hours, so I’ll take you to a fine restaurant, and we shall have luncheon.”

      Was that supposed to make up for all her trials? “I’m not hungry.”

      Pappa ignored her comment. He seemed determined to work past it. “You’ll have a lovely stay with Aunt Vera in Green Valley. Your grandmamma has told me all about her. They are sisters you know.”

      “You already said that.”

      “She has a lovely home, so Grandmamma says. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the beautiful fresh Australian air…”

      “It’s hot and dusty, and there are thousands of flies.” Her small amount of self-control was exhausted. “Why couldn’t we just have stayed at home with Gareth and Jimmy?”

      Pappa expelled a breath and rolled his eyes, and Alice knew she had reached his limit.

      Why did she keep pushing him? She knew he wasn’t going to turn around and book passage back to England. It was obvious this was his way of escaping the grief of losing her mother. But she couldn’t help her agitation at being placed in this awful situation. Did he expect her to sing sweet praises of the place? It was too horrid—and yet sulking was not making it any less so.

      “There is the promise of good land and opportunities that don’t exist at home, Alice. England is overcrowded and I have no wish to be there any longer.” He paused briefly, searching her face. She decided to maintain a neutral expression. Scowling was of no use, but she would not smile.

      “What would you like to eat?” Pappa seemed determined to ignore her attempt to make him feel bad and received the menu from the waiter who’d come to serve them the moment they’d walked through the door.

      “I told you, I’m not hungry.” Which was a lie. But she wanted to maintain some form of dignity.

      “Please bring us two bowls of your soup du jour, with some bread and butter, and tea.” Pappa handed the menu back to the waiter. Perhaps he didn’t feel much like eating either.

      The light meal was fraught with strained emotions, particularly once it became clear Alice was not going to eat her soup. He was angry with her now. She should not be surprised. Once Pappa had paid the waiter and they’d stepped back outside, he turned on her.

      “You are being obnoxious, Alice, and I’m fast losing my patience with you. Do you understand?”

      She understood and further protests wilted like an uprooted plant. Suddenly resigned, her fight and fire was gone and she had nothing to do but follow her father drearily along the Melbourne footpaths, feigning interest in the little things he pointed out to her.

      Eventually, they stopped in front of an office. “Ah, at last,” he said. Painted in gold lettering on the windowpane, Norman Manuels esq. There were several notices hanging in the window, advertising land for sale. Alice watched as her father visibly expanded with delight. It was hard to begrudge his joy, but she didn’t share in it. After having carefully studied the notices, Pappa stepped inside the office, a decided spring in his step. Alice followed, wishing she’d eaten the soup when she’d had the chance. Of course she was hungry. She was starving. But she had nothing if she didn’t have her pride.

      Once inside, Pappa began to talk to the clerk in a business-like tone, using words and phrases that Alice hardly understood. There was a finely carved and polished wood chair with a stuffed leather seat and backrest that looked comfortable. Her father’s conversation with the clerk droned on and on and sitting down quietly seemed reasonable. But she didn’t pay attention. This was his adventure, not hers, and if she had to cooperate, she would do so expending the least possible amount of energy in enthusiasm.

      Eventually, her father interrupted her self-focused introspection and offered her his arm. “Come along, Alice.” His cheerful tone told her all she needed to know. “We must be moving along if we’re to make this train. Good day to you, sir.” Pappa nodded to the clerk.

      “It’s most important that you come to that appointment, Mr Melville,” the clerk said. “Once Mr Manuels has met with the prospective buyers, he usually starts out on that same day. He’s never in one place for long.”

      James smiled and touched his hat in acknowledgment. “I understand. Please let Mr. Manuels know I will definitely be here tomorrow. I am more than interested.” Pappa smiled and tipped his hat again.

      “Well that is exciting news.” Pappa was almost bursting with excitement as he stepped out into the sunshine. “What do you think?”

      “About what?” She hadn’t listened to a word of the conversation in the office.

      “About the land.” Pappa didn’t seem to notice her indifference. “It sounds wonderful, don’t you think?”

      She nodded dutifully. He wasn’t really concerned about her opinion, and at the moment, she wanted to keep his focus from his previous annoyance with her.

      “I’m glad I spoke to that clerk. Now I’m really looking forward to the appointment with Mr. Manuels. I have a feeling this is going to be the very thing that we have been looking for.”

      “We?” Alice couldn’t help herself. She hadn’t been looking for anything but a way to get back home.

      “Come now, Alice. Don’t be difficult about this. This will be a good thing for us.”

      “But how long will we be here in this horrible place?” Alice lapsed to her pitiful complaining. “If you buy land, we might not ever get out of this terrible heat.”

      “There may be an opportunity for you to return, my dear,” Pappa said. “Remember I’ve talked about your mother’s cousin, Roger. He’s expressed an interest in you, and I have every confidence that he’ll come out here to join us.”

      “Join us? I don’t want him here. All I want is to be able to go back home.”

      “And if you marry Roger, he will probably take you back home.”

      Probably? That was not enough assurance for Alice. And besides…

      “I don’t want to marry old Roger. He’s nearly twelve years older than I am, and I don’t like him. He’s too bossy, and wants his own way all the time.”

      “He wouldn’t be the only one.”

      What was that throwaway comment? Was he saying she was bossy and insisted on her own way all the time?

      “Hurry along, Alice, we don’t want to miss our train.”

      Talk about bossy. He’s the one who is making all the arrangements. What do I care about the train, or Aunt Vera or Green Valley? What do I care about any of it?
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      “Well, I say, this is rather awkward.” Pappa made the statement before Alice had the chance with her own ‘I told you so’. “They’ve told me that Green Valley is another fifteen miles on from here, and the train doesn’t go that way at all.”

      Alice opened her mouth to speak, but her father beat her to it.

      “They told me in Melbourne that the train didn’t go all the way to Green Valley, but I only imagined a mile or two out of our way. Fifteen miles is a bit far, I’d say, wouldn’t you, Alice?”

      There were many things Alice wanted to say, but she was slightly mollified hearing her father admit some annoyance at this disappointment.

      “So Green Valley is another fifteen miles on from Brinsford. How on earth do you suppose we shall get there?”

      Alice knew her father wasn’t asking her, more than expressing his frustration aloud.

      “Perhaps we should ask someone for assistance.” The helpful idea just fell out of her mouth and surprised even herself when she’d spoken.

      “You’re right.” Pappa seemed encouraged already, if not with a solution, then with her apparent cooperation. She hadn’t meant to concede ground, but yielded for the sake of peace.

      There were a number of people milling about the railway station, mostly farmers and labourers. Alice couldn’t see a gentleman amongst them, but Pappa was not deterred. Who did he think he was talking to?

      “Excuse me.” He obviously hadn’t considered what people might think as he interrupted a roughly-dressed man who looked to be about Gareth’s age, but not nearly the same condition—skin all sun-browned, clothing obviously that of a common labourer. “I wonder if you would be so kind as to give us some directions?”

      “I’d be happy to,” the man replied. “Name’s Ned Miller.”

      “Melville. James Melville.”

      Oh dear. Pappa was shaking hands with the man. This would never have happened if they were at home.

      “Do you perhaps know what transport is available to Green Valley?”

      “Green Valley?” Ned sounded surprised. Why? What did he know about Green Valley?

      “You know the place?” Pappa sounded hopeful.

      Ned nodded, smiling. “You folks must be visiting Wallace Hill.”

      “Ah, yes.”

      “They ’spectin’ ya?” Ned asked.

      “I’m a relative of the family there,” Pappa said. “I rather thought the train would take us all the way there.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      What a strange thing for the man to say. The train didn’t go all the way to Green Valley, but it would hardly be considered a loss. An inconvenience, definitely. Still, he seemed genuinely sorry.

      “I’d have been happy to take you there myself, but I’ve a wagon load of pigs, and I don’t think you’d fancy riding along with them.”

      Alice couldn’t prevent her face from screwing up in revulsion, and she almost laughed at the idea of Pappa dressed in his best woollen suit and silk cravat, riding along with a load of pigs. What an idea!

      “No. I don’t think that would do at all.”

      “I’ll send Harry back to fetch you.”

      “Harry?” Thankfully, Pappa asked the question.

      “He looks after all of Lady Vera’s horses and vehicles. Good at his job too. He’s one of my close mates.” Ned seemed proud of the association. No doubt Harry was another rough labourer.

      “How long do you think it will take for him to get us?” Pappa asked.

      “I won’t get back until night fall, so it’d be best you take a room at the hotel for the night. It’s not a fancy place, but the food’s good and the beds are clean. Harry’ll get here first thing in the morning. He’ll probably bring one of the family with him to meet you.”

      Was that annoyance on Pappa’s face? Still, he thanked the man and handed him a shilling for his trouble.

      “None of that, now.” Ned refused to accept it. “The least I can do.” He touched his hat politely, and began to walk away. “Be seein’ ya again sometime, no doubt.”

      “Ooh, I hope not.” Alice muttered under her breath as soon as Ned was some distance out of earshot.

      What was Pappa thinking now? He hadn’t made any objection to her rudeness and now appeared to be deep in thought.

      “What now?” Alice asked.

      “I’d hoped that we would have reached Green Valley today, and settled you with Aunt Vera, and I could have taken the train back to Melbourne in the morning. I need to be back in Melbourne tomorrow. Remember, I’ve arranged to meet with the land agent, Mr. Manuels, tomorrow afternoon.”

      Alice opened her mouth to object, but Pappa went straight on.

      “I’ve come too far, and made too many arrangements to miss the appointment, Alice. You heard the clerk. Norman Manuels is not in Melbourne often, and he made it clear that all interested parties would meet on that particular day, and from there, we are all going to travel on an arranged tour through the Northern Victorian districts to see firsthand the land Manuels has for sale.”

      What did he want her to say? If he missed the land tour and didn’t get a chance to buy, then they could go home. That suited her. Perhaps a short visit with this distant aunt, and then back home.

      “Manuels said these particular properties are first rate, but there are not as many available now as there were fifty years ago. And it’s first in, first served.”

      “Perhaps if you sent a telegram, they will wait for you.”

      Pappa shook his head. “They both made it clear. Manuels waits for no man. If I’m not there, I will miss the opportunity.”

      “I’m sorry, Pappa. I know you had your heart set on it, but perhaps it is for the best.”

      He went silent, and Alice couldn’t help feeling a little sorry. This last few days Pappa had seemed happy and excited, unlike the many months of sorrow that had hung over the household since her mother died. But this wasn’t Alice’s fault. This is how it had turned out.
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        * * *

      

      Alice hadn’t thought any more about it. She believed her father had accepted that he’d lost the chance, and was content to do the short family visit before their return to England. So the next morning, when he presented a new plan to her, she was shocked.

      “You can’t leave me here all alone!”

      “The only train out of Brinsford to Melbourne leaves at 8 o’clock, Alice. I must be on it if I am to make the meeting this afternoon.”

      “I thought you’d given up the idea of making that meeting!” she cried. “What about me?”

      “The man yesterday said he would send the coachman for you today, and he will most likely bring Aunt Vera. You will be perfectly all right.”

      “Pappa!” Alice was angry and scared at the same time. “I’ve never met Aunt Vera, and I don’t want to go there at all. I wish you would take me with you.”

      “It is impractical, Alice. I shall be roaming about the country looking at land, and then looking for stock. I shall send for you as soon as I have a suitable house and am settled.”

      He hadn’t heard a word she’d said. He was not going to let go of this ludicrous plan to settle on a property in Australia.

      “Well, you can’t leave me alone in this hotel room. We’re in a foreign land, and we do not know the people or their strange ways.”

      “Aunt Vera is just like Grandmamma. You will feel perfectly at home with her.”

      He stood up from a small writing desk and handed Alice an envelope.

      “Here,” he said. “This will explain everything to Aunt Vera. I have apologised profusely, but I cannot think of another way. Please, Alice. Help me with this.”

      She opened and closed her mouth several times, but words failed her. He was going to abandon her in a strange place, waiting for a strange man to come and pick her up.

      “Aunt Vera will either come herself, or she will send one of her maids. I’m sure of it, Alice. It will be all right.”

      Alice scanned over the unfolded letter.

      

      I shall send for Alice the moment I have made these arrangements regarding our new home, and I hope that we shall be able to spend a few days together with you, Aunt Vera, before we leave.

      Your nephew, James Melville

      

      How inadequate this was. If Aunt Vera was anything like Grandmamma, she would be scandalised. Alice intended to write to her grandmother the moment she had pen and ink available.

      “Be a good girl, Alice. I know you will love it here in time.” Pappa kissed her on the temple, picked up his bag. “By the time I come for you, I dare say Roger will have arrived in Australia, and then, after you’ve discussed wedding arrangements, you can talk about whether you both want to stay here or go back home.”

      With nothing further to say, he left the room, following the man who’d carried his trunk.

      She might have been haughty and rude on many occasions, but it didn’t mean she was not now frightened to the very core.

      Was the promise of Roger coming to wed her supposed to cheer her? She was not cheered, nor was she amused.

      “Oh, and Alice.” Pappa stopped and stepped back again. “You stay right here in this room. I have spoken to the landlady, and she knows to expect the party from Green Valley. They will be here in no more than two or three hours, at the most.” He lifted Alice’s chin with his gloved hand. “It will be all right.” He tried to draw a smile from her, but she resisted. “I will see you very soon, dear.”

      With that said, Pappa left the small sitting room, closing the door firmly behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “I shouldn’t really go alone.” Harry felt uneasy about the day’s plans being discussed. “I’m sure Mr. Melville will expect to see one of you with me.”

      “He probably will.” Mother was busy pressing the collar of a white shirt. “It can’t be helped, I’m afraid.” She put the iron down and lifted the shirt by the shoulder seams to shake out folds. “Colin and Emily have been planning this meeting for months, and they didn’t even know that Lady Vera’s nephew was expected. I simply cannot come or the place won’t be ready for them when they arrive.”

      “Do both of them need to go to the meeting?” Harry knew it was difficult, but it didn’t seem right or respectful that he go alone to pick them up. They were proper members of the gentry after all.

      “The whole idea of building a community school has been Emily’s from the start, and Colin has been the driving force behind setting up a committee. Both of them need to be there, Harry. It will be a great thing for the valley, having a school to send our children to.”

      “Not your children, mother. We’re a little past that now.”

      “Good heavens, yes. But how many grandchildren do I have an interest in? Can you tell me that?” She hung the shirt over the back of a chair and picked up the trousers ready to press.

      “There are thirteen, at last count.” Harry was proud of his quick mental tally of nieces and nephews.

      “And plenty of potential for more.” She kissed his cheek and pushed him gently toward the door. “Now be off with you, and you mind the way Lady Vera taught you proper manners.”

      His mother did not know the intricacies of polite society. She may have lived at the Wallace Hill estate ever since his older brother had married Lady Vera’s niece, but she’d never assumed the position of the idle rich. Rose Shore had been brought up a working-class girl, married a poor farmer, and brought up six children with no assistance from anyone, let alone paid servants. Finding herself the mother-in-law of a very rich heiress, and living at Wallace Hill simply meant she now had a larger house to run, with better resources. She didn’t understand Harry’s angst about arriving alone to pick up important visitors from England. There wasn’t any point arguing with Colin and Emily over the matter. They were committed for the day, so he resigned himself to do the task on his own.

      Harry didn’t really mind driving alone. He loved working with the magnificent animals that Lady Vera had kept in her stables. Of course, everyone knew that Colin really owned the horses, the stables, the carriages and the whole estate. Lady Vera had signed it all over to him some fourteen years ago, and even though she had only just passed on, the legal affairs had been settled back then. But it had been as Harry suggested. Colin had been the legal owner, but everyone deferred to Lady Vera, as was proper and respectful.

      Now she was gone, suddenly and without warning. Harry released a sigh. He was still coming to grips with the loss of his friend and mentor.

      He decided to take the open carriage. It was a beautiful spring day, with no cloud in sight, and if his judgement of weather were accurate, he felt it would only increase in warmth. He could not think of anything more enjoyable than riding in the open air, and with no barrier between him and the passengers, he felt he would at least be able to offer some friendly conversation.

      Then worry jumped out to unnerve him. Aunt Vera had described her niece, Alice Melville—a proper young lady, perhaps a little feisty. She hadn’t said much about her nephew, but he was a lord of some description. Harry wasn’t completely sure he had the peerage all sorted out in his head. It wasn’t something that held much relevance here.  One thing he was sure of, what Aunt Vera had suggested in her final words to him—that he should boldly kiss the hand of this young woman on first meeting—was scandalous. She must have been joking. Surely. Though … knowing Aunt Vera, he wouldn’t put anything past her. He sucked in a deep breath of the cool fresh air and stretched his shoulders. He missed his aunt, loved and respected her memory—but he would not be following that last piece of advice. He would do his best to make a good impression upon the young lady and her father, for the sake of Aunt Vera’s memory. Should he have worn his Sunday best? Colin was getting all spruced up for the town meeting, instead of his normal work clothes. Another stab of anxiety. But Harry was going to be working with the horses and the harness all day. He only had one set of Sunday best and wasn’t going to spoil them. Besides, the clothes he wore might have been those of a stable hand, but they were of good quality, well kept, and looked very well on him.

      Another memory flashed across his mind. Aunt Vera had said she wished she were fifty years younger. Her flattery had boosted his ego—she’d gone on about how handsome he was, and how he would have broken-hearted girls all over the countryside, pining after him.

      Harry had always laughed off her compliments as the biased affections of a dear aunt, but as he drew nearer to Brinsford, he began to wonder about Alice Melville and what Lady Vera had hoped for.
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        * * *

      

      Harry left his vehicle and horses at the stables near the centre of town. He wanted to allow the animals an hour or so out of the harness before he turned them around to go back home.

      With at least an hour to spare, he decided to visit the barber. He was due a haircut. This had nothing to do with wanting to make a good impression on the Melvilles, he told himself. Lady Vera would have wanted him to look clean and tidy when meeting her nephew and niece.

      By the time he’d spent threepence on a shave and haircut he felt quite ready to meet new acquaintances. He probably should have brought his Sunday best to change into. Too late now. He brushed his vest and trousers for any stray horse hair that might still be clinging, and stepped into the hotel foyer.

      “I believe you have a Mr. Melville staying with you,” Harry asked the hotel clerk.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the man replied. “My wife tells me Mr. Melville pulled out on this morning’s train. He left his daughter though. Someone from Green Valley is supposed to be coming to pick her up. Are you the man?”

      Harry’s breath caught as the words bumped into each other. James Melville had already gone back to Melbourne? That wasn’t right. And he’d left his daughter behind? Was that appropriate? He knew he should have insisted his mother travel with him. It was barely polite his arriving alone and having the two of them to drive back. But to find it was just the daughter, no chaperone or companion of any sort? His mouth went dry. Hopefully Lady Vera’s niece was more understanding than he’d been led to believe.

      “Shall I go and fetch her?” The clerk broke into his thoughts. “She’s been quite impatient, asking about when you were due to arrive.”

      Harry nodded. She had to be sent for. That was why he’d come. But he felt uncomfortable about the way things had turned out.

      The moment Alice walked through the door Harry was struck by her appearance. She was beautiful. But more than that, she held a striking resemblance to Aunt Vera. If he could have imagined Aunt Vera as a young woman, she would have looked just like this, including the fire in her eyes.

      “Well, what are you staring at?”

      Harry was snapped from his momentary stupor by Alice’s sharp question.

      “I beg your pardon, Miss Melville.” Harry assumed his best accent, and moved forward extending his hand in the way he had been taught to do, though was very careful about being too bold with his gaze.

      But Alice didn’t respond in the way Aunt Vera had rehearsed. As soon as he realised the difference, he looked up to gauge her response.

      “Don’t be impertinent.” Alice looked at his hand as if it were a dirty object. “Get my things and take them to the carriage.”

      It took several seconds before Harry was able to sort through his contrasting emotions. Shock met the anger that charged from behind, and prevented him from saying several brusque words that crossed his mind.

      “Don’t just stand there. Hurry up.”

      Who does she think she is? It was a good job his thoughts hadn’t assembled quickly, because the insult was worthy of a good dressing down, something Aunt Vera would be ashamed of. The hotel clerk gave Harry a knowing nod and showed him where to collect her things. Who does she think she is? The question boiled again, but his training as a gentleman kept him quiet. His teeth were clenched and breathing measured against the pressure building, but he didn’t say anything.

      Having brought the trunk and carpet bags onto the hotel veranda, Harry turned to the hotel proprietor. “Thanks for your …”

      “Where is the carriage?” Alice cut him off. “This won’t do. I’m tired of waiting about. You’ve taken quite long enough already.”

      “I do beg your pardon.” Suddenly, Harry found his words, but no control over the sarcasm. “I do hope we shan’t inconvenience you with you having to wait a few moments.” He glared at her. Were there tears in her eyes? Too bad. He had limits. “Please sit over there, and I will be back with the carriage in a few moments.” He waved toward the wooden bench on the veranda, then turned and walked down the street towards the stables.

      “You are a rude young man,” Alice called after him. “I’m certain Lady Wallace doesn’t know that you act above yourself like this.”

      Whatever she was talking about, Harry wasn’t interested. He found his breathing deeper and faster than the exercise warranted.

      I’m sorry, Aunt Vera. This young woman is not the woman for me.
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to Green Valley was not as pleasant as Harry had imagined when he set out. The sun shone just as brightly as he’d predicted, and the gentle breeze was perfect—but not to his passenger’s liking.

      “Why didn’t you bring a closed carriage?” Her tone was still abrupt. “I haven’t a parasol and this sun will ruin my skin.”

      Boohoo. It was an unkind thought, but Harry had lost patience, and his self-control was hanging by a thread. He should have brought the closed carriage. Then she would have been shut away and he could have enjoyed the afternoon in peace. He had been insulted by her behaviour right from the start, and the memory of it kept whirling round and round in his mind. How could anybody be so spoiled they believed they were better than other people? Just as those thoughts churned up his anger, Aunt Vera’s sage words would dampen it down again. She had taught him to be a gentleman, and that is what he would be. She could rant and rave all she wanted, he would exercise self-control, and ignore her.

      He’d almost succeeded in dismissing her completely from his thoughts when Aunt Vera’s final words intruded. ‘Promise me you will consider it.’

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Vera,” Harry murmured. “There are some things that are impossible, no matter how much I loved you.”

      “What?” Miss Melville was not supposed to have heard that.

      Harry coughed. “Nothing your ladyship. Just a pesky fly.”

      The trip had gone without mishap—without physical mishap—and Harry turned up the long drive toward Wallace Hill. The thought of meeting his sister-in-law, Emily, and pretending cheerful introductions grated on his conscience. Perhaps if he tried again, Miss Melville would respond better this time. And she would want to know about the family and estate.

      “If you will look over to your right, Miss Melville, you will see the family home set up on that hill.” Harry’s voice was a little croaky after so long in silence. “Aunt Vera was very much looking forward to your coming.”

      “Aunt Vera?” Miss Melville sounded alarmed. “Don’t tell me you are one of my cousins.”

      “Of course not.” Harry worked his patience to keep from snapping. “I’ve been living and working at Wallace Hill for years now, and…”

      “Then I will thank you not to be so presumptuous. Kindly restrict your references to my aunt as Lady Wallace. You do act above yourself.”

      Harry opened and closed his mouth, trying to find words to set this tedious woman straight, but he couldn’t find anything fit for a lady’s ears.

      “I don’t think you understand.” Harry eventually summoned the courage to speak again. “Lady Wallace was always happy for us to refer to her as our aunt.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Alice turned her eyes away, as if this should be the end to the conversation. “I will check your story with her the moment we arrive, and when I find out you were lying to me, I’ll have her take firm action.”

      “Then you haven’t heard?” Harry ignored her barbed comments. She wasn’t aware that Lady Vera Wallace had died. When Miss Melville didn’t show any interest in his question, he went on anyway. “Aunt Vera passed away three weeks ago now, Miss Melville. I am sorry.”

      Harry kept his eyes on the road, bracing for another scathing response. But after two or three minutes when there had been no reaction at all, he decided to check on her. “Are you all right?” He turned slightly in his seat so that he could see her.

      “What do you mean?” Miss Melville’s tone was much subdued and Harry thought he saw tears glistening in her eyes. “Father said he’d written, and that she was expecting me.”

      “She was,” Harry confirmed. “She told me all about you.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Uncertainty weakened her confidence. “Surely there must be some mistake.”

      Harry didn’t feel equal to the task of being her counsellor, and so he left her to her own thoughts as they travelled the last mile to Wallace Hill.
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