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  Prologue


  Singapore, April 1865


  The steamy heat of Singapore wrapped itself round Isabella Saunders like a warm blanket as she walked to the interview. She’d been applying for positions for three weeks now: governess, nursery governess, companion, lady’s secretary, anything she saw advertised in the Straits Times. Most of the people to whom she’d written hadn’t even bothered to see her, had merely sent a one-line response saying the position was filled.


  But this employer had sent her a pleasant note inviting her to take tea. Surely that meant she had a chance? Because if it didn’t … she shuddered to think what she would do then.


  She knocked on the door and was shown into a very comfortable house. She smiled as children’s voices echoed from upstairs. She liked children. They were so honest about life.


  The maid left her in the hall, then went to tell her mistress. When she returned, she showed Isabella to a small room at the rear.


  Mrs Wallace stood up and stared at her in dismay. ‘Oh, dear!’


  Isabella stiffened. ‘Is something wrong?’


  ‘You’re much younger than I’d expected.’


  ‘I’m twenty-nine, Mrs Wallace.’


  ‘You look younger.’


  The door opened suddenly and a young man put his head round it. ‘Mama, I—’


  He broke off to stare at Isabella, smiling, and her heart sank. The last thing she wanted was a son of the household showing an interest in her. She glanced quickly back at Mrs Wallace and saw that the woman’s face had gone rigid.


  ‘I’m busy, James. Come back later.’


  He lingered for another stare at Isabella then left, his whistling echoing back down the corridor.


  ‘I’m afraid you won’t suit, Miss Saunders.’ Mrs Wallace took a folded, lace-edged handkerchief and patted the sweat off her upper lip in an automatic gesture.


  This was the bluntest and quickest rejection Isabella had yet had. ‘Why not? You haven’t even asked me about my experience or knowledge.’


  ‘It must be obvious why not. I have an impressionable son at just the wrong age to have someone like you in the house. I never employ young and pretty governesses.’


  ‘But I wouldn’t—’


  Mrs Wallace held up one hand. ‘You might not do anything wrong, but he is young enough to act foolishly. I’m sorry.’ Her voice softened a little and she pushed a coin across the table. ‘This is to pay you for your time and trouble in coming here. I really am sorry.’


  Isabella would have liked to shove the coin back across the table, but she couldn’t afford to be proud. She forced herself to say, ‘Thank you for your kindness, ma’am. And if you hear of any other position where I might suit …’


  ‘I’ll let you know.’


  She managed to get out of the house before the tears overflowed and stood for a moment fighting to regain control. When she had banished the tendency to weep, she set off back to the lodgings she had shared with her mother until the latter’s death the previous month.


  She crossed the Elgin Bridge, a long iron structure, heading south towards the native area of town, specifically the Chinese district, weaving her way in and out of the bustling crowd. Children ran past shrieking and calling, sturdy matrons gave ground to no one and coolies with bare chests and baggy, knee-length trousers trotted along, carrying loads of this and that, sometimes balanced on the ends of a pole.


  None of them seemed affected by the steamy heat, but most Europeans found it trying and took their exercise very early in the morning. Isabella was used to it now. Sometimes, though, she longed quite desperately for the cool, invigorating breezes of England.


  Below her, tied up round the edges of the water, were rows of small vessels, on many of which whole families lived. She slowed down because she never tired of watching them, envying the way they had lots of other people to turn to. They watched her too, because European women didn’t usually walk out unaccompanied.


  She was alone in every way now that her parents were both dead, and in the slow, dark hours of the night that terrified her.


  Her father had been a clerk, working for the East India Company, and her mother a parson’s daughter, who’d married beneath her. At first they’d all enjoyed living in Singapore, where servants were so cheap. Her father had brought them here with high hopes of making a fortune in the East, but instead he’d started smoking opium and gambling, gradually losing everything, even his life.


  Now, with everyone gone, Singapore felt more like a prison to Isabella and she grew more afraid for her future with each day that passed. She had no money to pay for her passage back to England, no friends to turn to, either here or back in England, not even a language in common with most of the people she passed.


  Her cousin Alice, who was more like a younger sister, had lived with them for several years. Then three years ago, her stupidly naïve cousin had believed the lies told her by Nicholas Renington and when forbidden to associate with him, had run off to marry him. Of course he hadn’t married her! That sort of man never did.


  A few months later another woman had moved in with him and no one seemed to know or care what had happened to her cousin. Isabella had stopped Renington in the street one day to ask him and he’d shrugged, saying Alice had run away from him and he didn’t know where she was now, or who she was living with. He’d stared at Isabella’s body in such an offensive way as he spoke that she’d hurried off, blushing.


  She often thought about her cousin and wished she at least knew that she was safe. Alice had been lazy and not at all clever, but she’d also been affectionate and fun. They’d been close because they’d had no one else – until Renington. After that episode, Isabella’s mother forbade her to have anything more to do with her cousin if she ever came back, or even speak to her in the street.


  She shook her head. Why was she dwelling on that? It was over and done with. Alice was gone.


  Once she left the crowded bridge, Isabella walked more briskly, eager to get home. She felt a surge of relief as she turned into a narrow side street where fewer people stared at her, because they’d grown used to her presence. Why should they bother about her? She wasn’t a rich Englishwoman, accompanied by servants, or a European man striding out as if he owned the world. She was almost as poor as most of them.


  What was she going to do if she didn’t find employment? There were no lowly maids’ jobs, because the natives worked so much more cheaply. She didn’t have the skills to become a lady’s personal maid, nor, if truth be told, the inclination to fiddle with another woman’s hair and body. She preferred to use her brain, but that was as suspect as her appearance. No one trusted a clever woman, especially if she was reasonably pretty as well.


  And although she was a competent needlewoman, she didn’t have her mother’s skill at creating gowns or altering old ones to look new. For plain sewing and mending, once again the native women were far cheaper. Anyway, she couldn’t have lived on what they were paid.


  When her lodgings came in view she gasped in shock at the sight of her possessions piled up anyhow outside the house. As she ran forward, her landlady’s son used a stick to drive away a ragged Malay who was trying to steal her hatbox.


  ‘What’s happened?’ she asked, knowing he spoke some English.


  ‘Mother find new lodger. Pay more. You go away.’


  ‘But I have nowhere to go! And I paid my rent till the end of the week.’


  He shrugged and turned back towards the door.


  ‘Missy.’


  She spun round. A man stood to one side, taller than most Chinese, but still shorter than her. He seemed neither old nor young, and had a calm, confident expression. When he spoke to her in his own language, a few slow words, she wondered if she’d understood correctly. There were so many languages here, because there were Malays, Babas and Chinese – and the latter meant several languages since people came from various regions of China. She understood a few words here and there because of needing to shop at the markets, but that was all.


  The man waited for a moment then repeated what he’d said. It sounded as if – no, surely he wasn’t offering her a room?


  When he took a step forward she shrank back, afraid of what kind of price she would have to pay for a room, as well as surprised by his offer. The élite of the various races living in Singapore mingled at social functions, she knew, but although this man was decently dressed, he didn’t look rich enough to attend those.


  Did he think she would sell her body for a room?


  He studied her face, then as she took another step backwards, he shook his head, as if reproving her, and with a slight smile, beckoned someone forward, a much older woman. She was dressed in dark baggy trousers and a tunic, and she had an extremely disapproving expression on her face. He put one hand on the woman’s shoulder and said simply, ‘Mother.’ He waited, cocking his head to make sure Isabella understood.


  She nodded and repeated the word.


  He pointed to her. ‘You – sister – room.’ He repeated the last two words.


  She guessed he was trying to tell her that she would be safe with him, and would either be sharing a room with his sister or be like a sister to him, but she wasn’t completely certain which. And she didn’t understand why he would offer this anyway. He must want something from her in return. What? She sought in vain to ask this in one of the local languages and failed to find a word, so said it in English, ‘Why?’ spreading her hands and trying to show she was puzzled.


  He nodded as if he understood her question and pointed to himself. ‘Spik Englis.’ He gestured to his own mouth, said something in his language, then shook his head, frowned and said again, ‘Spik Englis.’


  ‘You want me to teach you to speak English?’


  He nodded several times, looking as if he understood what she’d said. Well, people often did understand more than they could say in a foreign language.


  If she’d understood him correctly, if it was a genuine offer, it might solve her problems, temporarily at least. But did she dare trust him? She didn’t even know his name.


  Just as she was about to ask, an Englishman walked along the street, moving arrogantly and forcing people to get out of his way. That man was the last person she wanted to see her like this.


  He stopped beside them and stared from her belongings to her face, then eyed her body as he always did. Renington, the man who had ruined her cousin Alice.


  ‘Trouble, Miss Saunders?’


  ‘None of your business.’


  ‘Looks to me as if you’ve been thrown out of your lodgings. I wonder why that happened?’


  As he pretended to rub two coins together, she realised in sick horror that he must have bribed her landlady to throw her out.


  ‘What did you do to upset the respectable people in this street?’ His predatory smile made her shudder.


  ‘What I do is none of your business,’ she repeated, moving away from him. And if that brought her closer to the Chinese couple, she infinitely preferred them to him.


  ‘Perhaps we can discuss my proposition again? I can offer you a home and bed.’ Renington winked. ‘I’ll treat you well, give you money, buy you pretty clothes.’


  She drew herself up to her full height. ‘I’ve already said no and nothing has changed.’


  ‘Oh, I think it has. Where are you going to sleep tonight? My young friend Wallace said you didn’t get the job with his mother.’


  How had Renington found that out so quickly? He was like a spider, spinning a web to trap her. That thought made up her mind. Turning to the couple waiting patiently to one side, she said, ‘Yes, I’ll teach you to speak English.’ She tapped her chest. ‘Like sister.’


  The man bowed his head as if in acceptance and said something to his mother, who nodded. He clicked his fingers and two coolies came forward from an alley. They were strong, well-built men and moved forward so determinedly that Renington fell back before them.


  She watched as they began sorting out her luggage and possessions, but it was soon clear there was too much for them to carry, so one said something to her companion then ran off.


  The Englishman stared at her in shock. ‘You’re going off with him? A native?’


  ‘I’m going off with this Chinese gentleman and his mother. He wants to learn English. I need a roof over my head. I’ve been looking for a job as a governess. Now I’ve found one.’ She prayed she’d understood the offer correctly, but at least she had some hope if she went away with the two Chinese. She’d have no hope whatsoever if she went with Renington. He’d destroyed her cousin Alice’s life and now he wanted to destroy hers.


  One reason she thought there was a better chance that her new employer didn’t have designs on her virtue was because he hadn’t looked at her in that way. The European residents considered that she and her mother had ‘gone native’ since her father died, which was not approved of at all. When her mother died and she continued to live alone in the native quarter, the European women treated her very frostily and their menfolk sometimes made remarks she considered insulting as they passed her in the street. All she could do was ignore them.


  The Chinese and Malays muttered when she passed at the markets, but didn’t say anything to her, nor did they touch her or pester her. From the bits she could understand, they were fascinated by her red hair and white skin, though some seemed amused by her feet, which were much bigger than most of the Chinese women’s, especially those hobbling along with bound feet. She hated to see that.


  ‘Missy!’ The Chinese man beckoned.


  She suddenly realised she didn’t know what he was called. ‘Your name, please?’


  ‘Lee Kar Ho.’


  She knew the Chinese put their family name first, so presumed Kar Ho was his given name. ‘My name is Isabella Saunders.’ She pointed to herself and repeated the name, ‘Isabella Saunders.’


  ‘Isaberra Saunda,’ he repeated, speaking slowly.


  His mother repeated her name too, though less accurately and it came out as ‘Is-beh’.


  Isabella wondered how much he had understood of her exchange with Renington, but there was something more important to do before she left with him. She pointed to her old lodgings and pulled a coin out of her pocket. ‘They owe me money.’


  He frowned and she tried to work out how to explain that they owned her four days’ rent money. She took some small change out of her pocket, indicated the pile of possessions in the handcart and pointed to the house, miming paying them money, then miming holding out her hand as if waiting to be given something.


  ‘Ah.’ He walked to the door, where her landlady and son were standing watching. They bobbed their heads to him respectfully and after a rapid exchange of words, the woman scowled at Isabella and fumbled in her pocket, counting out some coins.


  He brought them back to Isabella and offered them on his palm. She nodded at the amount and he took her hand and tipped them into it.


  For some reason this exchange had his mother nodding approval at her.


  When Mr Lee beckoned again, Isabella cast herself into the arms of fate and turned to follow him. His mother fell in beside her, not beside him.


  ‘Whore!’ Renington yelled after her. ‘Chinese whore!’


  Tears came into her eyes and she tried to wipe them away surreptitiously, but the old woman noticed and called something to her son.


  He stopped dead, turned round and stared at Renington. He said nothing, but his expression was somehow threatening and the Englishman was the first to look away. Then he walked off quickly without so much as glancing back.


  Mr Lee looked at Isabella. ‘Name?’ He pointed to Renington.


  ‘Nicholas Renington.’


  He repeated it twice and frowned, knowing he’d got it wrong, so she said it again slowly, and this time he got it near enough correct, nodding and saying it again, as if to seal it in his memory.


  His mother muttered something and they continued walking.


  Isabella could see the cart with her possessions bobbing ahead of them, could sense the people they passed staring at her. A lazy breeze stirred the hot air briefly, blowing in the same direction they were taking. I’m following the wind, she thought. I don’t even know where I’m going. But I know where I’m not going, at least.


  Holding her head high, she walked in silence. Whatever came, she would face it with the best courage she could summon up.


  This might be her last chance at making a decent life for herself, earning enough money to go back to England and hunt for Alice. Surely her cousin would be there somewhere? Where else would she have gone from here?


  Please let it not be a mistake to take this job.


  Mr Lee led her to another part of the Chinese quarter, turning into a better street than the one where she’d been living. It contained neat rows of shophouses, built in brick and tile, three storeys high, with the shop itself on the ground floor. She’d occasionally visited shops like these with her mother or cousin, walking along the verandas which ran along the front of each row, gazing at the wares, buying something for one of her mother’s clients, material or trimmings, rarely anything for herself.


  The verandas were about two paces wide and food hawkers or other street sellers were offering their wares there, so as usual in this quarter, you couldn’t walk quickly but had to thread your way in and out of the obstacles. Her mouth watered and she sniffed appreciatively as a man offered her a tray of skewered meat.


  The old woman gave her a sharp look, as if she’d guessed her companion was hungry. Isabella looked away quickly. She’d been subsisting on one meal a day, usually fried vegetables and rice, with a little plain rice in the mornings.


  To her surprise, they stopped at a shop selling beautiful materials. Lengths of vivid silk were suspended from rods near the ceiling, the colours arranged harmoniously but to catch the eye, with other pieces neatly folded on the shelves which covered the side walls and rear of the shop. A young woman, immaculately dressed in dark trousers and red tunic, was serving a customer, and she kept her attention on that until the woman had bowed herself out of the shop. Then she turned to smile at them.


  ‘Sister,’ Mr Lee said to Isabella, then said something in his own language to the young woman, who smiled and nodded to the newcomer.


  He led the way through a narrow corridor to the back of the building. Goods were piled neatly in the rooms they passed, and only at the very rear was there a large room devoted to daily living.


  Two young girls were in attendance there. They wore shabby clothing and Isabella guessed they were servants. One was working in a cooking area, where a huge metal pan sat on a hole above a beehive-shaped clay oven with glowing charcoal inside it.


  The room also contained a table and chairs, shelves of crockery, smaller cooking utensils and blue and white crockery containers which might hold food and spices, as well as some smaller glass jars. On one shelf was a stack of bowls of the sort people ate out of, a jar containing chopsticks, a broader jar with some stubby pottery spoons sticking out, and one or two larger platters. Everything was immaculately clean.


  Mrs Lee spoke to her son and when he nodded, she gave some instructions to the girls, one of whom left the room and pattered up the stairs that led up from the corridor. He went to the back door and called something to the coolies who’d taken Isabella’s luggage. They were waiting patiently in a narrow rear area between their row of houses and the next.


  They brought in her trunk and portmanteau first. Mr Lee beckoned to her and without waiting, led the way out of the kitchen and up the narrow stairs they’d passed earlier. He climbed the stairs so quickly she had trouble keeping up and he had to wait for her at the top of the second flight of stairs. This led to a row of narrow, open-ended cubicles, some with sleeping mats, others filled with goods.


  There was a vacant cubicle next to the end, which the servant had just finished sweeping. A few items were standing in the corridor nearby. He pointed to Isabella and gestured to it.


  Was this narrow little cell her new abode? When she hesitated, he pointed to the two cubicles at the darker end and to the servant. The next two looked slightly larger and as he pointed he said ‘Mother’, ‘Sister’. Finally they came back to the bare cubicle and he pointed to her.


  What could she do but bob her head in agreement?


  The coolies brought up the trunk and Mr Lee looked at her then at her cubicle, as if to ask where they should put it.


  She pulled herself together and indicated a spot near the open end. One by one they brought up the few pieces of furniture she’d managed to keep, including her mother’s small table, which she used for writing letters. There were too many to fit in as well as leave space to sleep.


  Mr Lee frowned and indicated the next cubicle. The servant hastened to make room in it for some of her furniture. Stepping back, he let the coolies position the chest of drawers where she indicated in her cubicle and other things next door. Finally they dropped the bundle of bed linen and her rolled sleeping pad. Other people might be able to sleep on straw mats on the hard ground; she found it too uncomfortable.


  Even with some things next door, her possessions were crammed so tightly into the small cubicle that she only had enough room for the sleeping pad, which would be rolled up during the day.


  Mr Lee looked at her, studying her face. When he reached out towards her, her heart skittered and she jerked back. Had she made a mistake about what he wanted? But he shook his head, smiled gently and pointed to her mouth and then to his own. Beckoning her to follow, he led the way downstairs again.


  Relief made her feel weak and she stumbled on the stairs. His arm was there to steady her, but he let go immediately and continued on his way.


  In the kitchen one girl was cooking something which smelled delicious and the other was setting out bowls. Mrs Lee indicated a place for Isabella at the end of a wooden bench, and the cooking girl carried a huge bowl of steaming white rice to the centre of the table. The other carried two bowls, one containing some sort of meat, not a lot and sliced very thinly, the other containing vegetables in a sauce. Then both the servants sat down at the end of the table.


  Mrs Lee began to spoon rice into the bowls, passing one to her son first, then to the others.


  Although she was ravenous, Isabella waited to start eating, worried that she didn’t know anything about correct table manners. She was relieved that she’d waited when everyone looked at Mr Lee and he looked at his mother, who picked up her chopsticks and took a mouthful of plain rice. Everyone else did the same, so Isabella followed suit.


  She’d learned to eat with chopsticks but was not nearly as skilled as they were. They all took a little meat, and a bigger helping of vegetables, but the rice was the main thing they were eating, even Mr Lee. She couldn’t help contrasting this with the huge meals the Europeans ate, the large helpings of meat.


  The food was delicious and when her bowl was empty, Mrs Lee gestured to the container of rice. Isabella hesitated, not wanting to appear greedy, but the old woman looked at her shrewdly, grasped her thin wrist in one hand and shook her head, making a tutting sound.


  It was that almost motherly concern for her health which made Isabella feel truly safe here. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she bowed her head gratefully and accepted another bowl of food. When it was finished, she offered her first English lesson, which Mr Lee was quick to accept.


  ‘Bowl, chopsticks, table …’


  She was so exhausted she was ready to go to bed at nightfall, which was about six o’clock in this part of the world, with only the smallest variation, because of being just about on the Equator. Sometimes she missed the long summer evenings of England, the soft, cool air, the filmy, clinging rain and oh, the crispness of an autumn morning! Here, it often poured down in the afternoons and the air was hot and humid all year round.


  Only when Mrs Lee and her daughter led the way upstairs did she get her wish. They showed her how to deal with her bodily needs, the servants brought her a jug of water for the morning, then everyone settled down to sleep.


  Isabella felt exhausted. Lying on her mat, covered only by a sheet for decency, she allowed a few tears to fall, tears of relief as well as unhappiness.


  But following behind them came a tiny warm thread of hope. She hadn’t felt this safe for a long time, hadn’t eaten so well, either. Perhaps things would be better for her now.




  1


  April 1867


  Bram Deagan stood at the stern of the Bonny Mary, staring back towards a glorious sunset as they sailed away from Galle in Ceylon. He’d travelled to Australia with his boyhood friend Ronan, and then come back to Galle. But from here onwards, his friend would be travelling back to Ireland and Bram would be going to Singapore. He doubted the two of them would ever meet again.


  It was painful to think he’d never be able to go back, never see his family. He’d been dismissed and if he’d refused to leave the village, his family would have lost home and jobs.


  His friend had never cared that he was gentry and Bram only a groom, and had assured him there was always a place in Australia for a man who was good with horses. But it was Bram’s own choice to go to Singapore, which was to the north of Western Australia, right on the equator.


  Sure, at the rate he was travelling, Bram might even find one of those fabled lands he’d read about, marked on the old maps ‘Here Be Dragons’.


  He’d have to rely on his new friend Dougal, the captain of this schooner, to show him round Singapore, because Dougal had traded there before.


  Bram couldn’t see his new path in life clearly yet, but after sailing halfway round the world and meeting new types of people on the ship, he’d begun to think differently about his future. Hearing their stories, seeing places like Alexandria and Suez, had set a flame burning inside him – just a small flame at first, but one which burned brighter and higher as it took hold.


  When he first asked himself in the quiet reaches of the night whether he could be more than a groom, he’d been terrified by the daring of that thought. But it wouldn’t go away, creeping into his mind again and again. Other people had made their fortunes in Australia, why not him?


  Could he make a success of his new life? Could he really do that? He knew he wasn’t stupid, but did he have the talent to make money? He looked down at himself with a wry grin. Nothing special about a medium height body, rather on the scrawny side, because he’d never had enough to eat when he was growing up. The food had seemed very lavish on the ship to Australia. It might have been plain, but he’d had as much as he could eat and more at every single meal, for the first time in his life.


  He was by no means a weakling, because hard physical work in the stables built muscles, but it was his brain he needed to use now if he was to make money, and he worried that he wouldn’t know enough. He wasn’t stupid, had learned to read easily in the village school and continued his meagre education after he started work at ten by reading any book he could lay his hands on. His employers hadn’t approved of that and he’d quickly learned to keep the books out of sight of the head groom.


  You could learn a lot from books. He’d brought one with him on this voyage, about accounting it was, and a dry old thing too, but still – if he earned any money, he must learn to manage it carefully. Fools were easily parted from their gold, and he didn’t intend to be taken for a fool. There had been other books available on the ship, and long hours of leisure in which to read them or simply chat to the other passengers.


  If Dougal was right, in Singapore Bram would be able to buy trading goods cheaply to sell at a good profit when he went back to the Swan River Colony. He could also sell the rest of the contents of Ronan’s mother’s trunk. She’d died on the voyage to Australia and Ronan, grief-stricken, had said to throw her trunk overboard.


  The waste of it! Why, the clothes and trinkets it contained would bring in enough to give Bram a modest start. So he’d spoken out, ignoring the disapproval in his friend’s eyes, and got the trunk for himself. He’d sold several things from it on the ship and more in Fremantle, so now had a few coins to jingle in his pocket – if he were the sort to jingle his money for others to hear, which he wasn’t.


  I’ll open a shop, he’d told everyone, seizing the first idea that came into his mind. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to be shut up inside a shop all day every day. No, he wasn’t at all sure about that. All he was sure about was that he wanted to make money, was hungry for it.


  He suddenly found himself praying, something he hadn’t done in a good long while. Please let me succeed, Lord. I won’t be greedy, won’t forget those struggling to fill their bellies each day. And I’ll look after my family, bring them out to Australia, if I can. Please, Lord …


  Now there was a fine dream: to give his mother and father an easier time, and buy his sisters pretty clothes.


  He stayed by the rail looking back along their wake, lost in thought, until Dougal came to join him.


  ‘Let’s hope we won’t have such bad weather this time.’


  Bram grimaced. ‘I’m not fond of being seasick, I must admit.’


  ‘Some people gradually get over it.’


  Unfortunately Bram soon found he wasn’t one of the lucky ones. The minute the weather turned brisk, he was again sick as a dog. Brisk! What a word for seas like mountains. ‘This is the last time I come on a damned ship,’ he said in between bouts of heaving over the rail or into a bucket in his cabin. It was the same vow he’d made when he arrived in Australia.


  But what choice did he have? He needed to make contacts in Singapore, find people he could trust, people who could supply him regularly with the right sort of trading goods, things he could sell for a profit.


  While staying in Dougal’s house, he’d found an old copy of The Straits Calendar and Directory, which contained a list of goods traded in Singapore, but most of them weren’t suitable for a small shopkeeper. He turned to the list again, trying to take his mind off his roiling stomach.


  ‘Anchors, arrack, beeswax,’ he muttered, running his finger down the page. ‘Brandy – might be possible – brass wire, canes, china – what sort of china? – cloves, coffee, gutta-percha, mother-of-pearl, mace, nutmegs – yes, spices were a good possibility – piece goods, whatever that meant, rice, silk, tea, window glass, wine.’ What sort of wine would you find in Singapore? Did the Orientals make wine? The family at the big house had got their wine from France.


  He was woefully ignorant of the world, had never even tasted wine till Ronan shared a bottle with him in London. The colour had been pretty but he hadn’t thought much of the taste. Give him a glass of porter any day!


  Then he forgot everything else as he snatched up the bucket again.


  Standing behind Mr Lee, Isabella kept a careful eye on the clerk in charge of releasing the cargo. He was speaking more loudly than usual, as some English people did when dealing with foreigners. What a fool! Mr Lee had already spoken to him in clear English!


  To her relief, it didn’t take long for her employer to finish his business and they began to walk home, side by side now because Mr Lee liked to chat about the things they saw and practise his English skills. There was always something new to see in Singapore, for her at least.


  Today he was quieter than usual and she didn’t break the silence, thinking about what she wanted to say to him. She intended to choose her moment carefully, however. She’d been feeling restless lately, hadn’t enough to occupy herself, if truth be told.


  A lazy movement of hot air, too slight to be called a breeze, wafted the street smells around, some of them good, some of them bad enough to make her hold her breath for a few paces. It reminded her of the faint breeze that had accompanied her on her momentous walk to the Lee family home over two years ago.


  As they passed a display of durian fruit, she wrinkled her nose in disgust. It might taste wonderful, but the huge, lumpy green fruit smelled so bad she could never bring herself to eat it. The Lee family laughed at her for that, but in a kindly way. Once she’d proved that she was a hard worker, they’d accepted her as part of the family and been very good to her. They’d even told her to address Mr Lee as Ah Sok when they were at home, which was more like ‘uncle’. And she called his mother Ah Yee, which meant an older auntie.


  That night Isabella waited until they’d finished their evening meal before asking, ‘Can we discuss my future, please, Lee-Sang?’ Today she addressed him more formally, using the Chinese word for Mister.


  His mother looked at Isabella sharply. Mr Lee gave her one of his bland looks, followed by a slight inclination of the head, as if to tell her to continue.


  She felt nervous but knew she couldn’t continue living like this. ‘I’ve done the job you asked me to when we first met. Your English is now good and you don’t really need me any longer. All I do is write a few letters in English and help Xiu Mei in the shop sometimes. Any clerk could do the letters for you and it’d be easy to find someone to help in the shop.’


  He stared at her thoughtfully, giving nothing of his thoughts away.


  It was his mother who asked in her jerky English, ‘What you want do?’


  ‘Go back to England, Ah Yee, to look for my cousin.’


  ‘Not know if cousin is in England.’


  ‘She must have returned there. Where else would she go?’ Surely she couldn’t be dead? Not lively, pretty Alice!


  They’d had this discussion several times. Isabella looked pleadingly at Mr Lee, who was very much the master of this household – and of her. ‘I’ve got to find out what’s happened to her, Lee-Sang, and how can I do that if I stay here? Alice is the only close relative I have left. I’m grateful to you for all you’ve done for me. Very grateful indeed. But I’m not needed now.’


  ‘You have roof over head. No need spend money. Good to save more. You safe here.’


  He hadn’t spoken sharply, which gave her hope. ‘That’s what you always say. And I’m grateful that you keep me safe. But I need to keep busy, to use my brain.’ Not fill her free time with housework and plain sewing, or putting things into packages, under his mother’s eagle eye.


  He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Yes. Got good brain. So … I ask about Alice.’ He still couldn’t pronounce ‘L’ easily, so it came out as Arris, just as she was Isaberra. ‘Be patient, little sister.’


  He called her that sometimes and it made her wish she really was part of his family. ‘But—’


  ‘No benefit to me if you leave now. I do no business with England and if you go there, I not able help. And you need be safe.’


  She felt touched by this evidence of his concern. He never said anything he didn’t mean. She had been so lucky that day when she met him. ‘But—’


  ‘I find something better. Be patient.’ He made a chopping movement with one hand, which meant the subject was closed, and she knew better than to try to pursue the matter. He was honest, kind to his family and careful with his dependants – but also ruthless if crossed, or if someone tried to cheat or steal from him, and a very sharp businessman.


  She saw that he was still looking at her, so bowed her head in acquiescence. It would be wiser to leave Singapore with his blessing. And anyway, she’d want to come back one day to see them, if fate let her.


  From what she’d overheard in his chats with his mother and sister, Lee Kar Ho had been a farm hand, who had come to Singapore years ago, like so many others, because there were more opportunities for a young man with ambition in a city that had only been founded in its present form a few decades ago. He’d worked as a coolie at first, but unlike most of the other coolies, he’d used the money he made to make more. He was now quite rich by local standards and getting richer, though he still lived in a shophouse. She admired him and his family very much.


  He’d done this partly with his mother’s help. Bo Jun was a hard-working woman and shrewd with it. She ran the house economically, and was in charge of the day-to-day affairs of a small but exclusive shop on the ground floor.


  But it was her daughter Xiu Mei who did most of the selling these days, who loved the beautiful silk and the other materials. She was not only good with customers but good at selecting fabrics to sell, and she’d shared her skills with Isabella.


  The shop was only one of Lee Kar Ho’s many business interests. Isabella had helped with the English paperwork for several others, the ones where he dealt with cargoes from incoming European ships or shipped goods to other ports. He had other interests, too, but kept the details of those mainly to himself.


  Where would she be now if she’d been part of a family as hard-working as this one? It was a secret grief, not having any family of her own at all. But even when her mother and father were alive, they’d not made the most of their opportunities here. Her mother might be able to make beautiful clothes for ladies, but she’d done nothing else well, especially not cook or manage money. After her husband’s death, she’d have been lost without her clever daughter to manage her life.


  At a signal from Mrs Lee, the maid cleared the table and after everything was cleaned and put away, the women of the family sought their beds.


  Isabella wasn’t certain where Mr Lee was going tonight, but he went out several times a week after dark. Perhaps to a meeting of the secret society to which he, like many others round here, belonged. Perhaps to visit his concubine. She’d been shocked when Xiu Mei first told her about the concubine, but his mother and sister seemed to accept that as a necessity for a man still young and virile.


  He visited singing rooms too sometimes, for these were very popular with the Chinese. For all she’d been living with the family for two years, Isabella had never been out after dark on her own. And his mother and sister stayed quietly at home, too.


  Well, she thought as she unrolled her sleeping pad, she’d done all she could now to change her future and could only wait. Mr Lee had promised to look into Alice’s disappearance, and he always kept his promises. But he’d do it in his own good time and use the information for his own purposes as well as to help her.


  She felt she needed Mr Lee’s help because Renington still stared at her in the street sometimes with that hot, loose-lipped gaze she loathed. The man always seemed to have plenty of money and without a protector like her employer, she’d have lost her battle to stay respectable long ago, she was sure.


  Would she ever be free again? Was there such a thing as freedom, especially for a woman on her own? She didn’t know, but she still hoped to make a better life for herself, perhaps even go back to England eventually. She knelt on her bed mat to pray, as she had so many times before.


  Please let Alice be alive. Please let me not be alone in the world. Please, if it’s not too late, let me have a family of my own one day.


  The last wish was a forlorn one. She was thirty-one, well past the age by which women usually married. But you could dream, couldn’t you? That cost nothing, except a few tears and sighs.


  Bram leaned over the rail of the Bonny Mary, watching the crew finish mooring the schooner in the Boat Harbour at Singapore.


  ‘Coming ashore?’ Dougal asked a short time later. ‘Got to get everything in order before we can start trading. Official stuff first, then unofficial.’


  Bram nodded. Unofficial meant bribes, he’d found out. He hated the thought of paying to ensure favours, but Dougal said it was normal here.


  What Bram really wanted was to stroll the streets and stare at this amazing new world. Even the moist warmth of the air had surprised him, though his friend had tried to warn him about that.


  The two men walked at a moderate pace, Dougal perspiring and cursing the heat, Bram saving his energy. He’d stopped wearing his merino under-vest days ago and was wearing cotton drawers instead of the woollen ones he’d used in Ireland. So stupid to keep wearing woollen clothing in hot climates!


  He remembered all the times he’d been cold or wet, and longed to be warm. Here, it was the other way round, you’d long for crisp, cool air – or at least you might if you knew such a thing existed. Was there such a thing as winter here? Dougal said it was the same all the year round – hot, and often with short storms in the afternoons.


  An elbow jabbed into his ribs. ‘Don’t stare! It’s considered very rude.’


  So Bram tried to walk without staring, just letting the images slip into his brain: oriental faces everywhere, different types of clothes, women in trousers, men clad only in knee-length breeches, carrying bundles on the two ends of long poles. Little children were shrieking and running, older children seemed more serious, going on errands, perhaps, or walking respectfully behind an older person.


  In the distance he saw a European woman. She stood out among the crowds of Orientals, not only because she was taller than most of them, but because she had red hair. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was striking. She was strolling along with a Chinese man and the two of them were talking earnestly. Bram was sorry when she disappeared from view. He’d enjoyed watching her expressive face as she gesticulated and chatted.


  He could have walked round all day, filling his eyes with the sights, but Dougal wanted only to get back to the ship, insisting it was cooler on the water. That was doubtful, but if he believed it, no doubt he felt better there.


  Duty calls paid, Dougal stayed on the ship, waiting for certain men he knew and traded with to come to him. ‘I don’t trade with only one person. Not wise, that. Gives them too much control over you.’


  Two days later, Dougal lay in his bunk, looking wan, disinclined to do anything, because he’d eaten something that disagreed with him the previous day. Bram stayed on deck for a while, bored, then decided to go into town on his own.


  ‘Take a guide,’ his friend insisted. ‘You think you’ll remember your way back, but you won’t. And remember, tonight we’re going out for dinner at the Wallaces. He’s a relative on my mother’s side, pretty distant, but it’s nice to have somewhere to go in the evenings. I’m certainly not going to a wayang theatre again – you never heard such caterwauling in your life as that Chinese opera.’


  So Bram allowed a crew member to haggle for the services of a guide who spoke some English, then set off to wander round the streets. His guide took him to the European area, which had wider streets and pleasant villas in one part, larger houses in another area, and he had difficulty convincing the man this wasn’t what he wanted to see.


  They went next to Raffles Place on the south side of the river. He was confused at first because his guide sometimes called it Commercial Square, its previous name.


  Afterwards Bram made the man understand that what he really wanted to see were the native quarters, also south of the river.


  It was as he and his guide were walking down a side street that led off an area of water filled with rows of small vessels – sampans, he thought his guide had called them – that he saw the red-haired woman again and stopped to admire her. ‘Do you know who she is?’ he asked.


  ‘Work for Lee Kar Ho. Teach English. Not know name.’


  Bram felt disappointed. Surely a European woman wouldn’t work for a Chinese? Even in the short time he’d been here, he’d gathered that this was not considered respectable. Yet she didn’t look immoral, not with that clear, intelligent gaze.


  On an impulse Bram followed her along the street, hoping for a chance encounter, which was foolish, but there you were. He wanted to meet her.


  As she was passing a narrow gap between two rows of houses, two Chinese men darted out and grabbed her, dragging her back into the alley. It was done so quickly, without her even having a chance to scream before a hand covered her mouth, that if he hadn’t been watching her specifically, he’d not have noticed.


  He set off running, followed by his guide, bumping into people and not stopping to apologise. When he got to the end of the alley, he saw the men dragging her along it. She was struggling like a wild cat he’d once seen, clawing and scratching, trying to get free of the hand that prevented her from screaming. At the end of the alley a man was watching, a European man, making no attempt to help her and smiling as if he was enjoying the sight.


  ‘Hoy! Stop that! Let her go!’ Bram rushed forward.


  Behind him his guide was calling out, but Bram was intent on getting to her before she was harmed or taken away, so he ran on alone. Anger lent him strength and speed, and he punched the nearest man before the fellow could defend himself. That freed her to struggle against the one holding her from behind.


  Men were rushing into the alley from the street now and his guide called out that help had arrived. The white man vanished round the corner.


  The two attackers let go and tried to run away too, but Bram was still furious and wanted more than just to drive them away. He intended to find out why they’d done this and who the European man was, because if they’d attack her so openly once, they might try it again. He grabbed the man he’d thumped as he tried to flee, and swung him into the wall as hard as he could.


  Suddenly hands were there to help him and the man was secured, so Bram turned to the woman.


  She was panting, her upper clothing torn. He slipped off his coat, which had also suffered a little, and swung it round her shoulders.


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘What was all that about?’


  ‘I’m not sure.’ She moved forward and spoke to the man they’d captured in Chinese. Bram’s guide shouted at him and he cringed back.


  Then another man came into the alley and the bystanders fell back. He spoke to the woman then looked at the man and said something sharp, with a growling undertone to his voice.


  The attacker now looked terrified.


  The woman came quietly back to Bram’s side.


  ‘What’s happening?’


  ‘They’re taking him to my employer, who’s an important man. Mr Lee will deal with the matter.’


  ‘No police?’


  ‘The tongs will manage this, since it’s an affront to my employer. We keep our own law and order here.’ She hesitated, looking down at the jacket she was still holding round herself to hide her torn clothing. ‘Would you let me borrow this till I get home? You should come with me anyway. My employer will want to thank you.’


  ‘I’m at your service, Miss—?’


  ‘Saunders.’


  ‘I’m Bram Deagan.’ He waited but she didn’t offer her first name.


  ‘You’re Irish.’ It wasn’t a question but it seemed to him that she didn’t have a scornful look in her eyes as she said the word. In both England and Australia he’d found to his surprise that some people despised the Irish, just because they were Irish.


  She led the way out of the alley, moving slowly because she had to respond to the bowing of heads as she passed. ‘It isn’t far.’


  But before they’d moved more than a few steps, a rickshaw pulled up beside them and the man pulling it gestured to her.


  She held a short conversation and another rickshaw seemed to materialise from nowhere. ‘Please get in, Mr Deagan. We’ll make sure you get back safely afterwards, so you won’t need your guide.’


  So he paid and dismissed the man, then clambered into the rickshaw. He felt sorry for the scrawny man pulling him along.


  They pulled up outside what his guide had called a shophouse when they passed some earlier. This was one of the larger sort. Miss Saunders led the way into the interior.


  A beautiful Chinese girl gaped at the sight of her torn clothing and shot a quick question at her before turning back to her customer.


  They went through the rear door of the shop and he found himself in a corridor that led past several rooms to what seemed to be a kitchen. A man was waiting for them there and as she explained in Chinese what had happened, his expression turned grim. He was the same man she’d been walking with two days ago.


  She turned back to Bram. ‘This is my employer, Mr Lee. Lee-Sang, this is the man who saved me, Mr Bram Deagan.’


  Bram bowed his head, because that was what people seemed to do here and the other man did the same, surprising him by addressing him in English.


  ‘Most grateful for your help, Mr Deagan. Please take seat.’


  An older woman came forward and Bram waited to sit down, looking at Miss Saunders enquiringly.


  ‘This is Mr Lee’s mother. You should call her by her full name, Lee Bo Jun.’


  So Bram bowed his head again and hoped he’d pronounced the words correctly. ‘I’m pleased to meet you.’


  The woman barely spared him a glance, however, because as the jacket slipped, she saw how badly Miss Saunders’ clothes were torn. Making sounds of distress which you didn’t need words to understand, she pushed the younger woman out of the room and he heard them going up some wooden stairs.


  ‘Please take seat, Mr Deagan. Excuse our humble room.’


  He sat down, not allowing himself to stare round. It didn’t look humble to him, but large and comfortably furnished.


  ‘Could you please tell me what happen? People come running, say Isabella was attacked and a white man saved her.’


  Bram explained. He could see the anger deepen on Mr Lee’s face and wondered once again if Miss Saunders was his mistress. But a man didn’t usually keep his mistress in the same house as his mother, and surely the Chinese were no different in this respect?


  ‘I’m grateful to you, Mr Deagan. Very grateful. Isabella is like family now.’


  ‘I was happy to help. May I say that you speak excellent English.’


  ‘I employ her as my teacher.’ A quick sideways glance, then, ‘Only as teacher. It’s better to understand what trading partners say. I speak several languages.’


  ‘I’ve never had the chance to learn anything except English and even that, I speak with an Irish accent.’


  ‘Isabella explain Irish, also Scottish and Welsh. When my mother and Isabella come back, we hope you drink tea with us. Please honour us by staying.’


  ‘I’d like to do that, to make sure Miss Saunders is all right. She’s a brave woman, fought back like a fury.’


  Mr Lee smiled. ‘Very brave. She work for me when her own people offer her nothing. First time you visit Singapore?’


  ‘It is. I’ve only been here three days, but it’s fascinating.’


  ‘And the heat? Most Europeans not enjoy that.’


  ‘I prefer it cooler, I must admit, but it wouldn’t be Singapore without the heat, I suppose.’


  ‘You here to do business?’


  ‘A little. I’m just getting my start, trying to learn as much as I can.’


  ‘Good to learn.’


  They continued talking and by the time he heard footsteps coming down the stairs again, Bram realised he’d told Mr Lee exactly what had brought him here and how little money he had to make his start with. Which surprised him. He wasn’t usually so free with information.


  His host smiled. ‘I think you do well in business, Mr Deagan.’


  Then it was a flurry of hospitality, with Miss Saunders guiding him in a low voice as to what to do so that he didn’t offend. Isabella, he thought. She’s called Isabella. Such a pretty name.


  A very refreshing pale tea without milk was drunk out of tiny bowls, which were refilled frequently. They were so pretty he couldn’t resist running a fingertip over the flowers that graced one side. Then he sneaked another glance at her beautiful hair. Of course she was a lady – he could tell that from the way she spoke – and far above him, but still, a man could admire her, couldn’t he?


  Miss Saunders was dressed now in a plain gown. She didn’t wear the huge hooped skirts wealthy English ladies favoured. The colour was subtle, a greenish grey, and it flattered her. The material was surely silk and he loved the way it gleamed as she moved.


  The old lady presided at the table, firing off the occasional English remark at him as she refilled his bowl with tea. Sometimes he found it hard to understand her, because she spoke in a jerky way and didn’t always pronounce the ends of words.


  It all felt very unreal. What was he doing here? he wondered. He’d been a groom back in Ireland, came from a dirt poor family, was a man who had yet to make his mark on the world, while Mr Lee had an aura of power about him that was quite unmistakable. Anyone who was fooled by these humble surroundings was an idiot.


  ‘You not eaten yet, Mr Deagan?’ Mr Lee asked.


  ‘Not for a while.’


  The old lady spoke and Miss Saunders translated.


  ‘Ah Yee asks if you would join us for a meal. It’s an honour to be invited, but the food will be different.’


  ‘I’d be happy to accept the invitation, but you’ll have to tell me how to eat, because I’m sure I can’t manage with only those little sticks.’


  ‘It takes practice. We’ll get you a spoon.’


  It was a pottery spoon, stubby and broader than was comfortable.


  ‘Let Ah Yee eat first, then you eat a mouthful of plain rice,’ Miss Saunders whispered. ‘Watch what I do.’


  He did as she told him and at least he managed to get food into his mouth without spilling it down himself.


  The meal took a while. Several courses, two or three dishes in each, but not much meat. He found it delicious. Some courses were cooked by a young maid, others were brought in when, at her mistress’s nod, the maid went to call out of the back door. As those coming in were still hot, they must have come from nearby. He prayed he’d not get an upset stomach from the food, but if he did, it’d be worth it.


  ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had such a wonderful meal,’ he said at last.


  Mr Lee translated this for his mother, who gave him a satisfied nod.


  After the table had been cleared, Mr Lee stood up. ‘I walk back to ship with you, Mr Deagan.’


  ‘I don’t like to trouble you.’


  His host smiled. ‘No trouble. Good for you to be seen with me. You not only safer but find it easier to do business.’


  Bram looked at Miss Saunders, who gave him a quick smile and lowered her eyes. He took his leave of Mrs Lee and bowed to the daughter as they passed through the shop. There were two customers there this time, both looking affluent. What was it about people that showed so clearly that they were not short of money? He wondered if poor and hungry was stamped on his own face.


  On the way back to the ship, Mr Lee took the time to explain some of the things they saw and Bram listened with interest, asking questions.


  When they arrived, he said, ‘It’s not a large ship and we can’t match your hospitality, but you’d be welcome aboard, sir.’


  ‘Very honoured to visit another time.’


  Before he turned away, Bram said hastily, ‘May I visit you again, to see how Miss Saunders is?’


  Mr Lee studied him, head on one side, then nodded. ‘I send invitation to tea, you and captain too? I also help with business if you like.’


  Bram didn’t hesitate. ‘I’d be very grateful, very grateful indeed.’


  As Mr Lee turned and strolled away. Bram noticed two men following him and called out, ‘Wait!’ He ran after him, keeping an eye on them. ‘There are men following you.’


  His companion smiled. ‘My own men. But thank you for warning.’ Then he strolled off again.


  Dougal was on deck by then, looking better. ‘Who was that?’


  So Bram had to tell his tale all over again.


  ‘She must be pretty,’ Dougal said.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘From the tone of your voice when you speak of her and the look in your eyes, she must be pretty.’


  He hesitated, then admitted, ‘Not pretty, no. But striking. Handsome, perhaps. And intelligent.’


  ‘Strange things to admire in a woman. I like them soft and pretty myself, with no troublesome thoughts in their little heads.’


  ‘Then we’ve very different tastes in women.’


  As soon as he could, Bram sought his tiny cabin, to lie there thinking about the encounter. His main conclusion was that he must see her again. ‘Isabella.’ He mouthed the name. He’d never met a woman like her.


  Was he an idiot to think of her as a man thinks of a woman? She was a lady and he was … nothing yet. Could he help thinking of her? He smiled and shook his head. No, he couldn’t get her out of his mind.


  When Mr Deagan had gone, Mrs Lee gave Isabella a strange look. ‘Good man. Save you. Get hurt.’ She touched her chin in the place where Mr Deagan was now sporting a bruise.


  Isabella found herself flushing and jumped to her feet, not wanting to face an interrogation yet from a woman who would never stop questioning until she’d found out exactly what she wanted to know. ‘I’d better change out of this dress. I don’t know why you wanted me to wear my best one around the house.’


  Mrs Lee smiled in a knowing way but said nothing.


  In her tiny cubicle of a bedroom, Isabella changed her dress, hanging the skirt up carefully on the two hooks placed in the wall to hold the loops of material sewed into the top of her skirt, then folding the bodice carefully over a rail. The upper storey of the house was stiflingly hot at this time of day, so she dipped a cloth into the washing water jar and wiped her face and armpits, then got dressed in an everyday outfit.


  She never wore the layers of petticoats that made the European ladies’ skirts balloon out, which the Chinese thought ridiculous. But she couldn’t bring herself to wear the more practical garb of trousers and tunic that Mrs Lee and Xiu Mei wore, either, though she owned a few sets for sleeping in, it being more respectable in a cubicle without a door. Not that Mr Lee ever came to this end of the upper storey after dark. This part was for the women of his household only.


  Why had those men tried to abduct her? That was what she didn’t understand. She’d been wondering ever since it happened. She’d seen Renington standing at the end of the alley, but surely he knew he’d be in serious trouble with Mr Lee for this? Why had he expected to get away with it? That thought worried her.


  Would she not be safe going out on her own from now on? Or would Mr Lee do something to prevent it happening again? Surely he would?


  She hoped she’d see Mr Deagan again. She’d enjoyed talking to him. He had a smile that lit up his whole face. You couldn’t call him good-looking, but he was certainly charming and courteous. Even Mrs Lee had liked him.


  After he’d left Bram at the ship, Kar Ho strolled on, pleased that the Irishman had tried to protect him just now. Not that he’d needed it, but it showed an honest heart and a loyalty to friends. He went on to one of his warehouses, where he spoke to the man who had been captured. His bodyguard had to treat the fellow roughly because at first he refused to speak.


  What Kar Ho found out had him grim-faced, and he sent the man off to work in a very unpleasant job in a mine, from which he’d find it hard to escape.


  Others might have killed the man, but Kar Ho liked to turn everything to a benefit for himself, his family and even for the woman who had taught him English. Isabella worked uncomplainingly with his mother and sister, doing anything they asked, and he now counted her as one of the family.


  What he had not yet worked out was: how best to achieve the benefit from letting her go off to search for her cousin? But he would, because she was set on it. And family was important, he agreed.


  That evening Bram dressed up in his best to go to dinner at the Wallaces, glad that the afternoon thunderstorm had cleared the air. He was nowhere near as well turned out as his friend, though.


  Dougal studied him. ‘You’ll need to get yourself some smarter clothes. Better do it here. They’re far cheaper and those tailors can copy anything. I have clothes made here regularly.’


  ‘I’ll think about it.’ Bram would rather save his money for trade goods than waste it on clothes he’d never use again. ‘Had I better not go tonight? You could tell them I’m ill, that I ate something bad.’


  ‘No. They like to meet new people and they hold open house for Europeans. I’ll say you lost some of your luggage.’


  ‘And will they believe that?’


  ‘They’ll pretend to.’


  Mr Wallace was plump and red-faced, sweating profusely in spite of overhead fans being used to waft the hot air about. ‘That’s a nasty-looking bruise. Get into a fight, did you, Deagan?’


  Bram shrugged. ‘Two Chinese were attacking an English woman. I helped drive them off.’


  Wallace frowned. ‘I’ve not heard about that and I usually hear all the gossip. Who was she?’


  ‘Miss Saunders.’


  ‘Oh, that one.’


  Bram stiffened. ‘Why do you say her name in that tone?’


  ‘She’s gone native, lives with the Chinese.’


  ‘I know where she lives. I took her home afterwards.’


  ‘Just a minute.’ Wallace beckoned to his wife. ‘She’ll want to hear this. Dorothea, my dear, this is Bram Deagan. He rescued that Saunders woman today and escorted her home.’


  ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Deagan.’ She leaned forward slightly, her eyes avid. ‘What was it like at the house? I still can’t believe she’s living with that man.’


  Bram stiffened, feeling like walking straight out at this way of speaking about Miss Saunders. But it would do neither of them any good, so he said quietly, ‘She’s not living there in the way I think you mean. It’s all very respectable. His mother runs the household, a stern old lady, and his sister lives there. I met them both and I’m absolutely certain that Miss Saunders is living in very respectable circumstances.’


  ‘Oh.’


  There was a faint trace of disappointment in her voice, which angered him further, but he kept his temper under control and added, ‘I stayed for a meal with them.’


  Her eyes gleamed. ‘You did? And how was the food?’


  ‘Excellent, though I can’t be managing with those chopsticks, so they had to give me a spoon. The meal was served by a maid and there was another maid helping. They’re not without money.’


  ‘Oh. Well, I’m glad to hear that Miss Saunders is not – er, in any trouble. I did think of employing her as a governess myself, but she’s too pretty and I have a son at an impressionable age.’


  Wallace spoke. ‘This Lee fellow has his finger in a lot of pies. They live modestly now, but people say he’ll be very rich one day, even by European standards.’


  ‘That wouldn’t surprise me. I found him very intelligent, speaking quite good English, as a result of Miss Saunders’ efforts. His mother and sister speak some English too.’


  Bram managed to change the subject after that, but other guests kept bringing it up and each time he had to repeat his assurances as to Miss Saunders’ respectability.


  He was glad when Dougal signalled that it was time to leave.


  His friend was grinning as they walked away from the house. ‘Well, you’ve put the cat among the pigeons. They’d all decided your young lady was living in sin.’


  ‘Well, she’s not. A less sinful household it’d be hard to find, as you’ll discover when you come there with me for a meal.’


  ‘I’ll look forward to it. He’d be a good man for a trader to have on his side.’




  2


  That evening Mr Lee didn’t go out. He sat and chatted to his mother and sister, then turned to Isabella. ‘I like young man.’ She wondered where this was leading, because he didn’t speak for no purpose. ‘Mr Deagan? Yes, he seems pleasant enough.’


  ‘We owe him debt for saving you. Shall I help him get started as trader?’


  ‘That’s up to you, but I certainly wish him well.’


  ‘You must decide too, Isabella.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  He answered obliquely, as he often did. ‘Have men watch docks all time. Renington left Singapore on ship this evening. Going to Calcutta then England. Not dare stay after attack you. I think he want take you with him. He stare at you many time.’


  She wondered what this twist in the conversation had to do with Deagan. ‘If Renington’s gone, that’s good, surely? I shall be safe here now.’


  ‘Not safe if go back to England alone.’


  ‘It’s a big country. Many people. I’d never see him. And if Alice is there …’


  He steepled his fingers together and stared down at them. ‘Man saw Alice leave before, with another man. Not Renington. Ship not go to England. Go to Australia.’


  Isabella closed her eyes for a moment, feeling tears of relief trickle down her cheeks. ‘She’s alive, then.’


  ‘Was alive. Not certain now. I tell you many time. Never certain until prove.’


  ‘It’s likely, then.’ She knew she could be too impulsive. Mr Lee never was.


  ‘The man’s name was – how you say it? – B-e-a-u-fort.’


  ‘I think that’s pronounced Bo-fot.’


  ‘Ah. Is easy to say.’


  ‘Are you sure Alice went with him?’


  ‘Yes. Got married in church first.’


  ‘She’s married? What sort of a man was he? Did he have money? Was he honest? Surely he wasn’t another like Renington?’


  ‘Was foolish man. No good with money. Family send him away to Australia. He visit friends here first. Servants like him, though. Treat them well.’


  ‘And he definitely married my cousin?’


  ‘Ah. Then they take ship to Sydney.’


  ‘I can go and look for her there, then.’


  He hesitated, looking worried, which was unlike him. She waited patiently.


  ‘You not go look for her alone. Young woman on own is in great danger – like today. Need family to look after young woman. You have no family, but we look after you now.’


  She felt tears rise in her eyes at this simple statement of their concern for her. She owed them so much.


  Another pause. His mother snapped something in Chinese and he nodded, then turned back to Isabella. ‘We look after you, search for Alice and find benefit for me.’


  She was completely baffled by how they would do all this. ‘How?’


  ‘With Mr Deagan’s help.’


  ‘If we help him in with his trading, he may help me look for my cousin? Is that what you mean?’


  He laughed gently. ‘That not enough to protect you.’


  His mother grew impatient. ‘Mr Deagan good man. Not fool. You marry him, you be safe.’


  Isabella stared at her in shock, then turned to Mr Lee, who always had the final say in the family. ‘You can’t mean that!’


  ‘Not marry if you dislike Mr Deagan. But I like him. My mother like him too.’


  ‘He may be married already.’


  ‘Not married. I ask when we walk to ship.’


  ‘But he may be engaged to marry someone. He’s not a young man.’


  ‘I talk to him, ask if he’s willing, make arrangements.’ He paused and when she didn’t speak, added softly, ‘Then you help him with business, he help you find cousin in Australia. I send you goods. Make more money. Benefit for me and for you, too. Good wife for trader.’


  Her head was spinning. She couldn’t believe she was even considering it. But she was. ‘I hardly know Mr Deagan.’


  ‘Not know any man till live with him,’ Ah Yee said with a chuckle.


  ‘We ask him to visit again,’ Mr Lee said in his gentle but implacable way. ‘You get to know him better. I get to know him better. Then we decide.’


  She didn’t refuse outright, because he looked very pleased with himself and it was indeed a very practical arrangement. But Isabella was reluctant to marry a man she didn’t know. That would be putting one’s head right inside the lion’s mouth.


  Though she didn’t think Mr Deagan was a lion. He seemed … kind … and not a fool.


  And the idea did make sense.


  No, she couldn’t!


  In Western Australia, Conn Largan rode up to Perth. He’d told his wife he might not be back for several days, so took his time. It was good to get away from the homestead occasionally and his head groom could be trusted to make sure the horses they bred were looked after.


  He conducted some business at both the Post Office Savings Bank and the Perth Building Society. Because there had been too many banks failing in Western Australia, he didn’t keep all his money in one place.


  After that he went to look at some young horses a broker had written to him about, but rejected them all. It upset him when he saw how hard some people had been on animals, not giving them a chance to grow to maturity before they used them for hard work.


  Since he’d offered to help finance Bram’s business, he took a fancy to visit Fremantle next and perhaps see if he could find a piece of land for sale. There might be more scope for a new shop in the port than in Perth, and better access to goods coming into the colony, as well. They had to find somewhere to build the shop and he could help with that.


  He felt quite sure Bram would succeed. When they’d been growing up together Bram had stood out among the other village lads, not only quicker to learn but also good at thinking of different ways to tackle everyday jobs.


  When he left Perth, Conn took the ferry across to the south side of the Swan River and rode in a leisurely way to Fremantle, the port for the capital city. He hadn’t yet ridden to Fremantle along the north bank and must do so one day. This had only just become convenient because of the new bridge across the river at the port, built by convicts. He looked at the huge structure as he rode past it, made of pieces of timber criss-crossing and building up several storeys to allow the road across and ships to go underneath. How much wood had it taken to build that monstrosity? He much preferred the elegant stone bridges in Ireland to this.


  As he came to the lunatic asylum, he shuddered and averted his eyes. His first wife had died here. He still felt bitter about the way his father had forced him to marry her for her dowry, concealing her slow wits and strange behaviour. When Conn had tried to have the marriage annulled, his father had faked evidence to have him convicted of treason, which was why he’d been transported to Australia.


  He gave himself a mental shake. No use dwelling on that now. His father was dead, the conviction was in the process of being overturned, thanks to his eldest brother in Ireland, and he had a second wife, a wonderful woman. Maia and his son Karsten were the lights of his life.


  He smiled as he rode. The fact that his name was in the process of being cleared and that this was becoming known in the colony, gave him the confidence to go out in public more frequently.


  He didn’t want his wife and children growing up buried in the countryside. Nowhere had such isolated farms as Western Australia, he was sure, places where you might see no one pass by for weeks on end. That was all right for a man wrongfully transported, who was seeking shelter from a hostile world, but not right for a lawyer who could hold his head up in any society.


  He called first at the McBride household, which he always did when he was in Fremantle. Of course Bram and Dougal had not yet returned from their voyage to Singapore but he wanted to find out when they were expected.


  ‘Where are you staying tonight?’ Mrs McBride asked.


  ‘I’d be happy to stay here, if that’s all right. Have you a room free?’


  ‘Yes. We only have one guest, an elderly gentleman who’s come across from Sydney. He was very tired, said the coastal steamer wasn’t at all comfortable. Poor fellow, he doesn’t seem in good health. We’re trying to feed him up.’


  ‘I’ll go and put my horse in the livery stable, then.’


  She pulled a face. ‘The owner of the place you usually use died suddenly and I’ve heard his son isn’t nearly as careful with the horses.’


  Conn left his saddle bags with her and rode along to the livery stables. He didn’t dismount, but sat on his horse, frowning at the place. It was showing distinct signs of neglect, and it smelled as if the horse dung had not been removed for some time, which boded ill for the care of his mare. He was about to leave and look elsewhere for stabling, when he saw a piece of wood with words burnt crudely into it hanging beside the door: LIVERY STABLE FOR SALE.


  He sat there for a long time, thinking hard, until the mare grew restive and began to side-step, whinnying softly. Dismounting, he went to Gypsy’s head. ‘Sorry, girl. I forgot about you.’


  At the sound of his voice, footsteps came shuffling to the door and George Mundy stood there, the son of the previous owner.


  ‘Are you looking for stabling, Mr Largan?’


  Since the fellow was distinctly the worse for wear, Conn said curtly, ‘Not if you’re drunk at this time of day. I care more for my horses than to leave them with someone in that condition. I was sorry to hear your father had died. He was a good man, knew a lot about horses.’


  George scowled. ‘That’s all anyone says, sorry about him. They don’t say sorry he passed the fever to my wife and son, or sorry they died soon after him. People don’t say that, do they?’


  Conn saw tears rolling down the man’s hollow cheeks and his anger faded. ‘Of course I’m sorry about that as well. I didn’t know about your other losses. Why are you selling the place?’


  ‘Because I can’t stand the sight of it, that’s why. Or of this cursed town. It reminds me of her. She liked it here, loved the sun, and what good did that do her? I’m going back to England as soon as I can get some money for my damned inheritance. I came here to make my fortune, not bury my wife and shovel horse shit.’


  He’d heard similar sad stories before, Conn thought as he dismounted and tied up his horse. Mundy was lucky he’d come out here as a free man. Convicts didn’t have the choice of going home.


  He would be able to return to Ireland once his conviction was overturned, but he didn’t think he’d do so, not after all that had happened there, not now that his mother was dead. When life moved you on, it changed you. Thank goodness Maia loved it here, even though she missed her twin sister desperately. ‘Do you have some water for my mare?’


  George slouched off and returned with a bucket.


  Conn checked and found the bucket and water clean, so offered it to his mare, then put a nosebag on her. ‘How much do you want for the place, George?’


  ‘Five hundred pounds.’


  ‘Rubbish. It’s not worth anything like that.’


  ‘I’m not giving it away. There’s a bit of land with it too.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘Over an acre, with the sheds and all that.’


  ‘Show me.’ Conn walked round with him, agreeably surprised at how much land there was. When the tour was over, he said, ‘I’m interested, but I’m not paying a fancy price like that. And I’ll need to ask around and check that the land and buildings really are yours before I can even think of making an offer. In the meantime, do you have a stable clean enough for my mare?’


  Mundy nodded, suddenly very eager to co-operate. ‘We’ve got good stabling, as you know. Dad built to last. It needs painting, that’s all.’


  Conn didn’t comment on that.


  When he got back to the McBrides’ house, it was time for the evening meal and he apologised to his hostess as he joined her and her daughter at table.


  ‘I’m considering buying Mundy’s Livery Stables.’


  Mrs McBride looked at him in shock. ‘Are you leaving Galway House?’


  ‘No. Well, not permanently. But I’ve a son who will need educating, and we’ll have other children one day, I hope. I don’t want to bury poor Maia in the depths of the bush for ever. Not a word to anyone, if you don’t mind. I’d like to do this quietly. My name isn’t yet cleared, after all.’


  As the evening progressed, he felt sorry for Dougal’s sister. Poor Flora seemed to be at her mother’s beck and call, and looked unhappy at some of the orders, however gently phrased they were. He often felt sorry for spinster daughters tied to their mother’s apron-strings by a lack of money.


  The following day he went back to Perth, travelling up the river on the paddle steamer this time, because it was much quicker, and returning the same way.


  When he got back, he went straight round to Mundy’s to check his mare, and found George sleeping on top of the straw bales nearby. Conn wrinkled his nostrils in disgust. Once again, the man stank of booze, but at least the mare didn’t seem to have suffered from the neglect. George must have fed her and given her some fresh water before he drank himself stupid.


  He heard a rustling sound in the straw. Rats? Or a cat? There should be at least one stable cat in a place like this to keep the vermin down. But this had sounded like something bigger.


  On that thought he pretended to leave the stables, creeping back to listen just outside the door.


  The rustling became more pronounced and a man clambered out from among the bales, brushing pieces of straw off himself before going across to talk softly to the mare.


  Conn walked in again, making no attempt to keep silent, and the man spun round with a panicked expression.


  ‘Don’t I know you?’


  The man’s shoulders sagged and he hesitated, then nodded. ‘Came out here on the same ship as you.’


  ‘It’s Les, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Les Harding.’


  ‘Why were you hiding?’


  ‘I’m supposed to be working for a man a few streets away, another livery stables. But he feeds us badly and thumps us when he’s upset about something. Doesn’t treat his animals much better than his men, either. I ran away a few days ago after he gave me this.’ He pointed to a massive yellowing bruise on his face. ‘I’ll be in trouble when they catch me. I’m only on a provisional ticket of leave, and I’ve been in trouble before.’


  ‘And what are you doing here?’


  ‘Hiding. Mundy never notices and besides, the poor horses would go without food or water half the time if I wasn’t here. I can’t bear to see an animal badly treated.’


  ‘Are you hungry?’


  Les nodded.


  Conn remembered being hungry when he was a convict, because at first he’d been unable to stomach the filthy food they gave him. ‘I’ll go and buy you something to eat, then we can talk.’ He went out and found a baker who still had a few loaves left. After buying one, he got some ham to go with it from another shop before returning to the stables.


  He found Les stroking Gypsy’s nose and the mare, who was very fussy about who she let close to her, was nuzzling him contentedly.


  Conn set down the bread and ham on his handkerchief on top of the bales of straw. Pulling out his pocket knife, he hacked off a chunk of bread and took a piece of ham out of the paper. He gestured to Les, whose hands were trembling as he picked them up. To his credit he didn’t gobble them down, though he was clearly ravenous.


  And all this time, the owner of the stables lay on the pile of straw, snoring in fits and starts, oblivious to what was going on around him.


  ‘I need to talk to Mundy,’ Conn said when Les had eaten his fill. ‘Have you any idea when he’d be reasonably sober?’


  ‘He usually wakes up in an hour or so from now and does a bit of work around the place – not much – then he goes out drinking again.’


  ‘You seem good with horses.’


  ‘Yes, sir. I’ve always liked animals. I used to work on a farm.’


  ‘What were you transported for?’


  ‘Stealing.’


  There were some sorts of stealing that Conn found more forgivable than others. ‘What sort of things did you steal?’


  ‘Food. My kids were hungry.’


  An all-too-common tale. ‘Would you take a job with me?’


  ‘I would if I was allowed, but I told you, I’ve run away from my master. They’ll punish me for that when they catch me, probably put me back in prison.’


  ‘If I can arrange things, will you work for me?’ He knew he was being soft-hearted, but having experienced the humiliations of being a prisoner, of being at other men’s mercy – often brutal men – he understood what a living hell that life could be. There were employers who took advantage of the situation to treat ticket-of-leave men badly. Besides, he owed Les for looking after Gypsy.


  He went to let Mrs McBride know he’d be late for tea, then returned to the stables, losing patience with the snoring wreck of a man and shaking Mundy rudely awake.


  When Mundy at last realised Conn was about to make him an offer for the livery stables, he said, ‘Wait a minute.’ After dunking his head in the water butt, he rubbed his dripping hair with a filthy towel. ‘Better go into the house.’


  ‘I’ll want to look round it, too.’


  It was just along from the stables and had a small garden behind it, protected by a rickety fence. The house was little more than a four-room cottage, and small rooms at that. He went to the front door to look up the slope at the sheds, which he hadn’t gone inside.


  ‘It wouldn’t take much to bring ’em up to scratch,’ Mundy said. ‘The roof leaks a bit on the big one and some of the wood’s fallen off the walls, but with weatherboard buildings, you can just nail on another plank.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Conn followed him back into the cottage.


  Someone had once loved it enough to embroider little mats to stand under the candlesticks, and arrange ornaments on the mantelpiece. The ornaments were now covered in dust and the mats were spotted with candlewax. An oil lamp stood in pieces on the windowsill, its blackened chimney lying sideways and its bulbous oil reservoir empty.


  Conn took the seat he was offered and settled down to some hard bargaining. At the end of it, he had an agreement to sell. Not content to let the man get drunk again, he drew up a simple bill of sale himself, and took George along the road to the baker’s to get it witnessed there and then. He paid George a deposit, again with the baker as witness, to seal the bargain.


  As the two men walked back past an alehouse, George licked his lips. ‘We could seal the bargain with a drink.’


  ‘I’m not a drinking man. Now, how soon can you get out of the cottage? I’ll pay you the rest of the money as soon as the premises are vacant.’


  ‘Are you going to live here? I thought you had a place in the country.’


  ‘I do. But I want a place in the town as well. I’ll leave a man here to keep an eye on the place for me.’


  ‘I can easy find somewhere else to live, but I want the money handing over before I move out.’


  ‘So that you can drink it?’


  George shook his head. ‘No. Though I shall celebrate a bit. I hadn’t any hope before. No one seemed to want to buy. Now I’ve got money, I’m going back to England as soon as I can find a ship.’


  ‘You may have to go down to Albany to catch the mail steamer.’


  ‘Good idea. You get the money for me and I’m away.’


  From there, Conn went to Les’s previous employer and wrung from him a written quittal of employment, in return for a small cash payment ‘for inconvenience’.


  When he went up to Perth the following day, it was not only to get the money from the bank, but to ask what he needed to do to get Les Harding reassigned to him.


  This was more difficult than he’d expected because he encountered an official who seemed more determined to punish Les than see him in gainful employment. He didn’t believe that Conn was about to get his record cleared, either. If one of the priests Conn had dealt with hadn’t been passing just then and able to bear witness to the truth of his tale, he’d have got nowhere. And even so, the official persisted in calling him ‘Largan’ and treating him in a patronising way.


  It was hard not to hope for a chance to pay back these gratuitous insults one day. He wouldn’t forget this fellow.


  And though Conn had hoped to leave Les as caretaker at the stables, he was not now so sure this would be a safe thing to do. Things weren’t always easy to arrange in the colony, especially for an ex-convict who was not yet exonerated.


  He’d not forgotten how it stung, and never would.
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  By the time his friend Dougal had sold his main cargo of sandalwood and was negotiating for a return cargo as well as buying some trading goods for himself, Bram had more or less worked out what sort of trade goods he could take back and sell profitably: mostly crockery, glassware and window glass this time, he thought. Perhaps a few perfumes and maybe even a few of the soft, pretty little rugs, if he could stretch his money that far.


  He’d have liked to take some of the beautiful fabrics and silks he’d seen for sale, but didn’t feel he knew enough about these – or about the ladies’ fashions for which they’d be used. How much material did you need to make one of those huge bell-like skirts that the wealthier women wore, or a simple skirt like those of the ordinary women? He’d have to find out.


  A couple of days after their encounter, Mr Lee came sauntering along the dock and stopped next to the Bonny Mary. The two men following stopped a short distance behind him, as they had before. Bram hurried down the gangway to greet him, feeling it quite natural now to bow his head in greeting instead of shaking hands. ‘Please come on to the ship. Can I offer you a cup of tea or a glass of wine, sir?’


  ‘No wine, but tea very nice.’ He followed Bram on to the ship. ‘This is not big ship.’


  ‘No. It’s a schooner. It belongs to my friend Captain Dougal McBride.’


  Mr Lee inclined his head and strolled along the deck, his eyes flicking from one piece of equipment to another.


  Bram suddenly realised he was studying the state of the ship. Well, he’d not find anything out of order here. Dougal insisted on every rope being carefully coiled and stowed, every inch of the ship being scrubbed and kept clean.


  But Mr Lee seemed a shrewd man, and if he wanted to make sure the ship was seaworthy and well cared for, why stop him? Bram would have done the same in his place. He was glad when Dougal walked along the dock and he could hand over the gentle questioning about the ship and its cargoes to his friend while he went to supervise the tea-making.


  When he came back on deck, he set the tray down carefully and called, ‘Please come and get a cup while it’s hot.’ Even on the ship they didn’t have milk to put in their tea, so that was suitable, but he wished they had a prettier cup to serve the drink in. The guest took it with a smile and sipped it with every sign of enjoyment.


  When he set the cup down, Mr Lee bowed first to Bram then to Dougal. ‘We offer you hospitality – have meal with us tonight or tomorrow, whichever suit you.’


  ‘We’d be happy to accept,’ Bram said at once, remembering the delicious food he’d been served last time, but more importantly, remembering Isabella Saunders.


  When Mr Lee had gone, Dougal said, ‘I’m not sure about this Chinese food. I’ve already had one upset stomach since we got here.’


  ‘It’s delicious and I didn’t suffer at all afterwards.’


  ‘But it’s hard to tell what you’re eating.’


  ‘Who cares? The food I had was far better than anything I ate when I was growing up, and if they’re eating it as well, it’s not going to be bad for you, is it? I should think they have a better idea of what to buy than your English cousin’s cook does.’


  ‘Oh, very well. You’re clearly eager to go.’ Dougal grinned and nudged him. ‘Eager to see Miss Saunders again too, eh? She’s a fine figure of a woman. I saw her in the distance. It couldn’t possibly have been anyone else, not with that hair.’ He winked and went back about his business.


  Bram stayed by the rail, staring down at the busy scene but not really seeing it. Even Dougal had noticed his interest in Isabella Saunders. Well, she was very attractive and such good company … He sighed and didn’t allow himself to continue. He was in no state to start courting, with his livelihood in such an uncertain state.


  And anyway, she was a lady, even if she didn’t have much money. What was he but a rough Irish peasant with a little education? He was sure that difference mattered a great deal to someone like her.


  But still … he did want to see her again.


  Isabella felt nervous as she helped get ready for their guests and of course Xiu Mei noticed this as she took the brush from her hand and finished pinning up her hair for her, practising her English at the same time.


  ‘You like this man?’


  ‘I don’t know him!’


  ‘My brother like him.’


  ‘Yes. But I don’t intend to marry to suit your brother. Choosing a husband is too important.’


  Xiu Mei gave her tinkling laugh. ‘If my brother say marry, you marry.’


  Isabella didn’t deny this. Mr Lee was never violent, but somehow if he wanted something to happen, it did. She appreciated the feeling of security working for him had given her, but now she felt uncertain, with the feeling she was being pushed headfirst into something she wasn’t at all sure about. Though she rather liked Mr Deagan. He was … nice.


  She went through some of his good points in her mind: he had a lovely smile, seemed kind, treated the Lees with courtesy – and had rushed to save a stranger when those men attacked her. But that still wasn’t enough for her to marry the man. Only – it would solve her present problems.


  She wished women were not so dependent on men, wished she had an income of her own, just enough for her to live as she pleased. She wasn’t greedy. But though she’d been saving hard and living frugally ever since she took this job, she only had enough to tide her over for a few months. And if she spent some of that money on a passage to Australia to look for her cousin, she would once again be in a difficult situation, short of money with nowhere to live.


  She shuddered at the memory. She never wanted to feel that helpless again.


  When she went down, once again wearing her best gown, Mr Lee frowned at her.


  ‘Same clothes?’


  ‘This is the best I have.’


  ‘Need more clothes.’ He turned to his sister and they spoke so quickly that Isabella only caught half of what they were saying. But Xiu Mei nodded and smiled as if what he was saying pleased her.


  The scrawny lad keeping watch at the door of the shop, which they’d closed for the rest of the evening, came running through to tell them two huge foreign devils were walking down the street.


  Mr Lee went to greet the visitors at the door and brought them through to the back room, which had had a specially thorough clean today, even though it hadn’t really been dirty.


  Isabella felt shy as Bram smiled at her, then got angry at herself for stuttering like an idiot, so clamped her lips shut. It was left to Mr Lee to manage the conversation, which he did with his usual gentle skill.


  ‘You live in Swan River Colony, Captain McBride?’


  ‘Yes. In the port of Fremantle. It’s a small place, compared to Singapore, but it’s the main port for the colony.’


  ‘Sydney is bigger, Isabella say.’


  ‘Much bigger. But I like living in the Swan River Colony.’


  ‘You married?’ Ah Yee asked with her usual bluntness.


  Dougal shook his head. ‘No. Too busy with my ship and earning my living by trading.’


  ‘Need wife and children. What else work for?’ She turned to Bram. ‘You need marry too.’


  ‘Not till I have some money behind me. I come from – um, peasants and have my way to make in the world.’


  Isabella had to translate the word ‘peasants’ and both Mr Lee and his mother nodded approvingly, because that was their background, too. She turned to Mr Deagan. ‘Mr Lee has also come from humble beginnings working on the land.’


  ‘Then I admire what you’ve done even more, sir,’ he said with obvious sincerity.


  A little later Dougal turned to Xiu Mei and asked, ‘Do you work in the shop with those beautiful materials?’


  She nodded.


  ‘I wonder, if I come back tomorrow, will you and Miss Saunders help me choose lengths of material to buy as presents for my mother and sister?’


  Isabella had to step in and make sure her friend had understood, and they agreed to look at the materials by daylight and select suitable ones.


  Ah Yee, who was like her son in always keeping an eye open for benefits, nodded in satisfaction.


  ‘If this trip prospers,’ Bram said, ‘I’d like to trade in dress materials one day, especially silks. They’re so beautiful.’ He glanced quickly at Isabella’s lustrous skirt then tore his eyes away and looked back at his host. ‘Perhaps in a year or two your sister could send me a few dress lengths each time Captain McBride comes here?’


  ‘You not come back?’


  Bram shuddered. ‘I’m not a good sailor. I get very sick in rough weather. I wanted to come once at least to see what I could find here, but after I get back to Fremantle, I hope not to have to sail anywhere again for a long time.’


  Again, Isabella translated in a low voice for the two women, for whom Mr Deagan had been speaking too quickly, and with an Irish lilt that confused them still further.


  ‘We discuss business tomorrow,’ Mr Lee said. ‘I have ideas to help you. That bring benefit to me too.’


  He smiled at Isabella tranquilly and gave her a little nod, so she knew instantly that he’d decided Mr Deagan would make a good husband. She wanted to cry out to him to stop – or at least slow down – and didn’t dare. She knew he was ordering her life with the very best intentions, doing what he felt best for her safety – as he would do for his own sister one day – which made it even harder to go against his wishes.


  Maybe … just maybe, he was right.


  She was attracted to Bram, but wanted to know him better before going further, only there wouldn’t be time. His ship was leaving in a few days and it sounded as if he wasn’t coming back to Singapore.


  She was the one who’d said she was no longer needed here, the one who’d wanted to do something else with her life. But that had led to such a headlong rush into a new life that it frightened her. She wished she’d never started it. Or did she?


  Oh, she didn’t know what she wished.


  As the two men walked back to the ship, escorted by some of Mr Lee’s men, Dougal said appreciatively, ‘You were right. The food was exquisite, very different from what’s offered in European homes.’


  ‘I enjoy drinking tea from those small bowls, too.’


  ‘You only get a thimbleful each time.’


  ‘But it’s always hot and fresh. And the bowls are so pretty. I must look out for some to take back with me. I’m sure they’d sell well in the colony and I want a few for myself.’


  ‘Well, we’re going back to the shop tomorrow morning to look at the dress materials, so you can ask your new friends where to buy them.’


  ‘I don’t know why you want me to come too. What do I know about dress fabrics?’


  Dougal walked along for a few paces looking thoughtful, before saying, ‘It’s Mr Lee who wants you to come tomorrow. He made a point of it. And if he does as he’s offered and helps you with trade goods, then you should take care not to upset him. I asked my mate to find out about him and the word is that he’s rich and going to be much richer before he’s through.’


  Once on the ship, Bram went straight to bed, even though it was still quite early by his usual standards. He lay on top of the sheets in his narrow bunk, thinking hard, sweating slightly, as you always seemed to do here. But his thoughts kept getting tangled up with memories of Isabella’s face, the animation that lit her up when she forgot herself and started discussing something that interested her.


  She’d been rather quiet tonight, quieter than before, and he had the feeling that she was worried about something. But it was clear she was considered part of the family and felt at home with the Lees, so she was not without help. It was nothing to do with him, really.


  Life led you into some strange situations. Who’d have thought a man like him would end up in the Orient setting up as a trader?


  Where would fate take him next? Would it be kind to him? Would he make a success of his life?


  And why did Mr Lee want to see him again?


  In the morning Isabella felt quite agitated as she tried to force some food down. Mr Lee looked at her across the breakfast table. ‘We need talk.’


  She didn’t ask what about. She knew.


  ‘Deagan is honest man,’ he began.


  ‘How can you be sure?’


  He shrugged. ‘I can tell. Is how I make money, find honest men. Work together, buy, sell.’


  She looked down at her skirt, an everyday skirt this time, just a simple blue cotton. She knew what he was going to say next.


  ‘You can marry him before he leave.’


  Her hand spasmed against the material, clutching a fistful and crushing it, then she saw what she was doing and forced herself to let go. ‘I’m – not sure I want to get married. Not so quickly, anyway.’


  Ah Yee, who was sitting beside her, patted her hand. ‘You got no family, so we arrange. Find husband for Xiu Mei soon. Is time.’ She didn’t say for her son as well, but the way her eyes flickered towards him said it for her.


  The Lees both fell silent, waiting for her to speak but she didn’t know what to say. She could see getting married might be a good thing in practical terms. But the business side wasn’t the only thing you faced in a marriage. There was the day-to-day living – and this would mean living with a man who was a stranger to her – not to mention sleeping with him. She knew little of the intimacies between married people, except that some women found it distasteful, some didn’t. How did you know which it would be for you? ‘I’m afraid,’ she admitted in a low voice. ‘I don’t know him.’


  And Ah Yee, blunt and bossy, spoke gently for once, and even took hold of her hand. ‘Family see what is needed. You trust us.’


  Isabella clutched the bony little hand and for a moment it felt like a lifeline, then Ah Yee unclenched her fingers and stood up, back to her usual brisk self. ‘You wait in shop. Help captain choose silk. My son talk to Mr Deagan.’


  So Isabella walked along to join her friend, her stomach a churning mass of nerves.


  As usual, Xiu Mei spoke in Chinese and she answered in English, both of them understanding more of the other’s language than they could speak.


  ‘Elder brother say you must choose material for new dress for your wedding. We can get it made quickly.’


  Isabella stared at her in shock. ‘Is he so certain the marriage will happen?’


  Xiu Mei nodded and beamed at her as if this was good news. ‘Look at this one.’ She pulled out a length of silk, very soft and of a colour that was neither blue nor turquoise, but rather like the sky at dawn. ‘Good colour for you. Not wear red.’ She flicked a finger towards Isabella’s head. ‘Not with your hair.’


  ‘This one is too light. It’ll show the dirt.’


  She laughed. ‘You not be wearing it to clean the house! You wear it to get married and on special days.’


  Isabella tried to distract herself by looking at other materials, but she couldn’t concentrate. When she heard heavy footsteps coming along the street, the louder sound made by European shoes, her heart skipped a beat and she felt dizzy, she was so apprehensive.


  What if Mr Deagan said no to the marriage?


  Even more frightening, what if he said yes?


  Bram saw her the minute he entered the shop, because her hair shone brightly in a shaft of sunlight as she moved. She was helping her friend roll up a piece of material, a gorgeous soft blue it was. They laid it on a shelf at the back of the shop. She’d look beautiful in such a colour, instead of the darker muted colours she’d worn so far.


  He followed Dougal inside, expecting to stand and watch, but Mr Lee came out from the back to join them almost immediately and asked if he had a moment or two to discuss trading goods.


  Isabella was blushing furiously. Now, why was that?


  This time Bram was shown into a little room just along the corridor, which had packages piled along one wall, but also space for a table and chairs.


  ‘I have offer for you,’ Mr Lee said without any preliminaries. ‘I help with trading business. Help make you better trader. You got much to learn.’


  Bram sat forward eagerly. ‘I know that. But how do I learn unless I start?’


  ‘Take partner who know more than you.’


  He waited, wondering why Mr Lee should make this offer.


  ‘No family to help you. Not good, that. Can trust family more than strangers.’


  Bram nodded. It was a sadness to him to be cut off from his family. ‘If I make a success, I’ll be bringing my family out from Ireland: my parents, brothers and sisters.’


  ‘Good. Family important. But for now, you need a partner and a wife.’


  Bram stared at him in surprise. Where was this leading? ‘A wife? I can’t afford to get married yet. I don’t even have a house to live in.’


  ‘Isabella need husband. My mother and I help her find one.’


  If a choir of angels had suddenly flown in and started singing, Bram couldn’t have been more surprised. He tried to speak but no words came out. He tried to take in the idea of Isabella as a wife. As his wife. And he couldn’t. A lady like her wouldn’t look at a man like him, surely? He must have heard wrongly. ‘I … don’t understand.’


  ‘Isabella need husband. She good woman. Work hard. Make good wife. And she need go to Australia.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Has cousin there. Alice go to Sydney. Isabella want to find her.’


  ‘Sydney’s a long way from Perth, two weeks’ sail in a coastal steamer.’


  ‘Can send messages there?’


  ‘Well, yes, of course.’


  ‘Better if Isabella not go looking. Danger for woman on own.’


  ‘Does she know you’re talking to me about – this?’ Bram knew the answer to that even as the question hung in the air between them. She’d been embarrassed to see him in the shop today, had flushed and avoided his eyes, staying beside her friend.


  Oh, yes, she knew.


  ‘We talk. She not sure. But she know I not let her leave here on her own. She need husband, honest man who treat her well. Good woman, Isabella.’


  As Bram would have spoken, Mr Lee held up one hand to stop him. ‘This help me too. I want to do business with Australia. Start trade in small way. Good for me if Isabella there. She help you, help me. I trust her.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘Very clever. Like my mother. Think a lot. Work hard.’


  He waited and as the silence dragged, he began to frown. ‘You not like her?’


  ‘I don’t know what to say, Mr Lee.’


  ‘First say if you like Isabella.’


  Bram couldn’t help smiling, could feel his face softening. ‘Oh yes, I like her very much. Only … I have so little money. How can I afford to get married?’


  ‘Will have money if work hard. Isabella can help.’


  The silence was so fraught with possibilities, with hope and also with fear, that Bram could only sit there struck dumb, like an idiot at a fair. Did he want her, like her? Oh, so very much. Did he see the benefit of such a relationship? Definitely. There was just one thing standing in the way. He looked up. ‘I can’t say yes unless she truly wants this.’


  Mr Lee gave a wry smile. ‘She see benefit. But is big change. Is also afraid.’


  That wasn’t what Bram really wanted to ask. He needed to know if Isabella liked him enough as a man, if she felt she could be happy with him.


  Mr Lee’s mother came into the room and Bram stood up out of politeness. She nodded to him and sat down, speaking to her son in a torrent of incomprehensible sounds.


  When the conversation ended, she turned to Bram. ‘You marry Isabella.’ It wasn’t even a question. ‘Good plan. For her, for you, for us.’


  He was only certain of one thing. ‘I want to, but I need to talk to her before I agree.’


  She nodded. ‘Good idea. I fetch.’


  Mr Lee stood up, smiling but implacable. ‘You can marry before ship leave.’


  On his own in the dim little room, Bram sagged back in the chair, feeling shocked and uncertain … and hoping desperately that this miracle, this bright beautiful miracle, would happen.


  When he heard footsteps, he stood up and watched her come in.


  She looked so worried and upset, he moved forward without thinking, gentling her as he would a horse that had been startled. Her hand was soft in his and it trembled slightly as he took hold of it. ‘Come and sit down, Isabella. It’s all right if I call you Isabella, isn’t it?’


  All she did was stare at him as if she hadn’t understood the words. But she did sit down. He was sorry to let go of her hand.


  He couldn’t think of a tactful way to say it. ‘Mr Lee says we should marry.’


  She nodded.


  ‘I’d like that. Very much. But I’m doing nothing unless I’m sure you want it too, whatever Mr Lee says.’ He saw her relax a little. ‘Do you want it?’


  ‘I … think it might be a good idea. But it’s happened so fast, I can’t seem to think straight.’


  ‘I’m feeling a bit like that myself. And I need to tell you before anything else that I won’t have much money left once I’ve bought my trade goods, or even a house to take you back to. I told Mr Lee but he said it didn’t matter. I’m a hard worker, though. I will work hard for you. That I can promise.’


  ‘I have a little money and I can work hard too. It’s not the money, Bram.’


  ‘It’s us being nearly strangers.’ He laughed suddenly. ‘I’ve read books where the hero is tall, dark and handsome. Sure, I’m dark-haired enough, but I’m not tall and I’m not handsome, either.’


  She gave him one of her lovely smiles. ‘That doesn’t matter. I have red hair – and a temper to match sometimes.’


  ‘I love your hair. It’s beautiful.’


  ‘Oh.’ She began to fiddle with her dress, as if she didn’t know what to say.


  ‘I won’t let them push you into anything that will make you unhappy,’ he said gently.


  She stared down at her tightly clasped hands as she asked, ‘Would you … want to marry me?’


  He didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes, I would. I’m sure it’d make me very happy indeed … as long as you weren’t being coerced. That’s what’s holding me back. You’re a lovely woman, Isabella. Any man would be proud to marry you.’


  She relaxed a little more. He could see it in the way she held herself.


  ‘Mr Lee said something about you looking for a cousin in Australia.’


  ‘Alice. Yes. She’s the only close relative I have left. I want very much to find her again. It’s not good to be alone in the world. And I worry about her. She’s not – not a very practical sort of person.’


  After another silence, she added, ‘If it’s not you, Lee-Sang will come up with someone else for me to marry. Now he’s decided, he won’t let the question of finding me a husband drop. He’s a very determined man when he wants something.’


  ‘I think he’s fond of you.’


  ‘In his own way. But he thinks about the world differently. Marriage is a business matter to him. That’s why he’s not married. He’ll find someone soon, I’m sure. After he’s moved to a better house, so that he can find a wife of better status. He’s much richer than he looks.’


  ‘He says you’d not be happy to stay in the kitchen.’


  ‘No. I’d be bored. Though I’d do what I had to.’


  ‘I don’t even have a kitchen, don’t have anything except a very risky venture which may end up giving me a shop. I have one little pot of money and if I don’t make it grow, I can’t think what I’ll do.’


  ‘But you do want to open a shop?’


  ‘It’s the only way I can think of to make money, though what I really know about is horses.’


  ‘Why did you think about trading, then?’


  ‘I’ve talked to people, kept my ears and eyes open, and it seems to me they’re short of goods in the Swan River Colony. People are starting to seek comforts for themselves and for their houses. So it’s a good time to be opening a shop. Well, I think it is. Maybe an educated person would know better.’


  ‘Educated people aren’t always practical.’


  That was a thought to hug to himself. He knew he was practical, given the chance. Yes, he could claim that, at least.


  No one came to interrupt them and they chatted for a while longer. It was easier to talk about business than about their feelings. But in the end, he realised they were getting nowhere, were avoiding the main question, so he brought it up again, more sure of himself now.


  ‘I’d really like to marry you, Isabella.’


  She was instantly tense again. ‘How can we be sure it’s the right thing to do?’


  ‘How can we be sure about anything in this life? We can’t. We can only do our best. And I will do my best to be a good husband, if you’ll be doing me the honour of marrying me. I promise you that.’


  He looked at her and waited as she raised her eyes to meet his.


  ‘And you’ll help me try to find Alice?’


  ‘If I can. I won’t have much money to spare for that at first. But Mr Lee said he’d help, too. And I will try, yes. There’s something I need to get clear. Later, if we make good, I’d want to bring out my family to Australia.’


  ‘Would they come?’


  ‘Oh, yes. Definitely. Most of them, anyway. They’ve not much to hope for where they are.’


  ‘Tell me about them.’


  ‘Da works a small plot of land, which belongs to the family in the big house. He also does jobs for them in the winter. He and Ma can’t read or write but they’re hard workers. Da gets angry sometimes. He worries about feeding the family, you see. I’ve eight brothers and sisters, some of them married, some still quite young. Those who have anything to spare give money to our parents to help raise the younger ones, because the big house doesn’t pay them much. They have a little land, grow potatoes. So they get by – just.’


  ‘What did you do back in Ireland?’


  ‘I was a groom, and a good one, too. But I want more than that now. Much more. I was sad to leave, but I don’t want to go back.’ He gave her a wry smile. ‘I’ve found hope, you see, hope of making something of myself. It’s heady stuff, hope is.’


  She nodded. ‘What I want most is to have enough money to feel safe. My father had a job which could have made money for him, but he gambled our chances away. Do you gamble, Mr Deagan?’


  Bram laughed. ‘I’ve never had anything to gamble with. But it’s a sort of gamble, me setting up as a trader. But to gamble on dice or cards, no!’ He hesitated then told her about Mrs Maguire’s trunk and the start it’d given him. ‘I’ve still got it and some of the things from it. If there’s anything you want from it, you’d be welcome.’


  ‘Or if there’s anything we can sell here.’ She broke off to stare at him, her mouth falling open on a little intake of air that wasn’t even a gasp.


  But he noticed it. He was noticing everything about her today, like the way her hair curled more tightly near her ears, where it was shorter. He’d like to twist a strand of that richly glowing red round his fingers. But that would frighten her, so he smiled and forced himself to concentrate. ‘You said “we”.’


  ‘So I did.’


  He took a deep breath and said it again, ‘So will you be marrying me, Isabella Saunders?’


  ‘Yes, I will, Bram Deagan. But that’s the only gamble I’m ever taking.’


  He didn’t try to kiss her, didn’t dare, in case it broke the fragile link that was starting to build between them. But he did pick up her hand and hold it in his for a moment or two. He did allow himself that much.


  And she didn’t pull it away.




  4


  Conn wanted to leave Les in charge of the livery stable, but as an ex-convict the man might not be trusted by customers to handle money. He thought it over carefully, then mentioned it to Flora McBride, anxious to find a solution that would allow him to go home. He was sure Maia would be worrying about him being away for so long.


  ‘I could manage the money side of things,’ she said at once.


  ‘You certainly won’t,’ her mother snapped. ‘It’d not be seemly.’


  Flora turned to her and it seemed to Conn that intense anger flared in her eyes for a few moments, then she said calmly, ‘I can make my own decision about this, Mother.’


  Mrs McBride glanced at Conn then back at her daughter, saying curtly, ‘We’ll discuss it later.’


  Flora ignored that and continued her conversation with him. ‘I could keep an eye on the livery stables for you, too, Mr Largan.’


  ‘What do you know about horses?’ Mrs McBride said scornfully.


  ‘Not much.’ After another of those resentful glances at her mother, Flora looked pleadingly at Conn. ‘But I do know about ordering food, which I do here, and it can’t be all that different to check the orders for supplies and see that the place is kept clean. I do the household accounts for Mother and Dougal, so you needn’t think I’ll get confused about the money.’


  He smiled at how eager she was and felt sorry for the way her mother was trying to put her down. Until now, he’d not paid Dougal’s sister much attention on his brief visits because she was rather quiet. But perhaps that was because her mother never stopped talking. Flora was a sturdy woman, with sandy hair, prettier than her brother’s. She wasn’t pretty and probably never had been, but she wasn’t ugly, either. Wholesome might be a good word to describe her. Her most attractive features were her hair and her low, quiet voice. Today the determined expression gave her face much more animation.


  Mrs McBride clicked her tongue in exasperation. ‘I’ve told you before not to talk about that sort of thing to gentlemen. What will people think about a lady who does accounts? I’m sure I could never add up a column to the same figure twice running. And as for working at livery stables, it’s not at all the same thing as managing a house!’ She turned to her guest. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Largan, but she can’t do it.’


  ‘I’ve told you before, Mother: I’m old enough to make my own decisions.’


  Caught between the two of them, Conn couldn’t think what to say. He saw Mrs McBride breathe in so deeply she positively swelled up, then snap her lips together and throw her daughter a glance which said the quarrel would be continued in private.


  ‘I can do it, Mr Largan,’ Flora begged. ‘I know I can. But I’d want paying.’


  He saw her mother glare at her, a nasty expression that changed her from the fussy old lady he’d previously considered her. For some reason, that put him on Flora’s side in this argument. ‘Very well.’


  A glowing smile lit her face to near prettiness and her mother’s expression turned even sourer.


  ‘Shall we say a weekly wage for your trouble and a percentage of the stable’s earnings?’


  Mrs McBride stood up. ‘I’d like a word with you in private, if you please, Flora. In my sitting room.’


  Flora waited until her mother had got to the door, to say, ‘I’ll join you when I’ve finished speaking to Mr Largan.’


  The older woman hesitated, shot another furious glance at her daughter, then swept out of the room.


  Conn felt it better to speak frankly. ‘I don’t want to cause trouble between you and your mother.’


  Flora leaned forward, sounding as blunt and forthright as her brother. ‘The trouble between us is already there. Years ago she wouldn’t let me marry the man I wanted and I can’t forgive her for that. I’d be glad to have something to fill my days and get me out of the house. Most of all, though, I want to have some money of my own.’


  He was surprised by this, because usually young women were eager to get married. But Flora was past the usual age for marriage, so perhaps she’d given up hope. Though from what he’d seen, with the shortage of women in the colony, a lot of women who’d given up hope got married here. And good luck to them, too.


  Well, he’d been away from his wife and child for long enough, so he wasn’t going to turn down this offer from someone he trusted. ‘If you’re sure you want to do it, Miss McBride, and can deal with your mother, could you come to the stables with me in the morning, so that we can discuss what needs to be done in more detail?’


  ‘I’d be happy to. Immediately after breakfast?’


  ‘Perfect. I should mention that my main purpose is to keep the livery stables in operation until Bram Deagan gets back, then he and I can work out how to open up a shop there. Or perhaps he’ll come up with some ideas of his own. He was always good at getting ideas, even when we were lads together.’


  She looked at him in surprise. ‘The stables are far too big for a shop, surely? Couldn’t you keep them going and run a shop?’


  ‘We can do anything we choose, but not till Bram’s had time to look things over and think about it. I’m a minor partner only, providing money mainly.’ He didn’t want to keep all his money in a bank, in case it failed. ‘I won’t be involved in the day-to-day running of things and I trust him not to do anything stupid.’


  He went up the stairs to his room and even from there, he could hear the two women arguing, the older one’s voice being particularly shrill. He shook his head sadly. It wasn’t wise or fair of Mrs McBride to stifle her daughter’s ambitions and keep her penned up like a pet dog. He’d seen how his sister-in-law Xanthe had fretted at being confined to domestic duties and through that, he’d come to understand that not all women were made for quiet lives, whatever people said about it being a woman’s natural role.


  Being a convict had changed him, he knew, made him more thoughtful about others, all sorts of others, not only the gentry.


  When Mr Largan had gone upstairs, Flora hesitated, but knew she couldn’t avoid an argument, so decided she might as well get it over and done with. She went to the family’s private sitting room and found her mother sitting bolt upright near the fire, anger radiating from her.


  There was often trouble between her mother and herself when Dougal was away, though Flora didn’t usually bother him with her problems. Unfortunately, her mother was always on her best behaviour when her son was there, so he might not believe any complaints. Everyone thought her mother was such a kind, friendly person, but they were wrong. Her mother was the most selfish person she’d ever met, and Flora sometimes felt like a slave not a daughter.


  For a moment, her mother simply glared at her, then she screeched, ‘How dare you defy me like that! In front of a guest, too.’


  ‘I’ve told you before, I need something to keep me occupied and I need money of my own.’


  ‘Why do you need money? You have everything you can possibly want here. I see that you’re well dressed. Your brother supplies you with pin money.’


  ‘It’s occupation I lack, something to keep my mind occupied. I sometimes think I’ll go mad shut up in this house, doing the same things day after day. So whatever you say, I’m going to do the job for Mr Largan.’


  Her mother raised her hand and Flora quickly prevented the slap by pushing the raised arm away. If this weren’t so serious, it’d be amusing to see the shock on her mother’s face.


  ‘Don’t try to hit me again, Mother. Ever. Or I swear I’ll walk out of the house and never come back.’


  Her mother drew back. ‘That’s an empty threat. You’d never dare because you have nowhere else to go.’


  And suddenly Flora knew she’d be better leaving it at that before she said something she might regret, so she moved towards the door.


  ‘Where are you going? Come back. I’ve not finished.’


  Flora turned to face her. ‘I’ve said all I want to say, Mother. And I’ve heard all I’m willing to listen to. I’ll just repeat that from now on, I intend to start living my own life. There’s no need for me to be at your beck and call all day. You can run this boarding house perfectly well without me.’


  ‘We’ll see about that. You’re going to regret this, my girl.’


  She knew her mother would make her life very uncomfortable, but was quite sure she wouldn’t regret taking a stand, should have done it years ago. She sometimes felt she would go insane as she listened to the foolish chatter of her mother, watched her playing the gracious lady with their ‘guests’, most of whom would rather have been left in peace.


  Flora had suggested to Dougal that it wasn’t necessary now to take in paying guests, as it had been when he first sank all his money into his ship.


  He’d smiled. ‘Mother needs something to keep her occupied, Flora. It might as well be taking paying guests as anything else.’


  He hadn’t seemed to realise that Flora too needed something worthwhile to do. But she’d make it plain to him when he returned this time. Very plain.


  The time had come for things to change.


  As they walked together to the stables the following morning, Flora said, ‘Thank you for letting me do this, Mr Largan. I get very bored sitting at home with my mother and paying calls on the same ladies every week.’


  ‘I hope you don’t mind my asking, but don’t you ever wish to marry?’


  She shrugged. ‘It’s getting a bit late for anything but widowers and older men now. My mother wouldn’t care if the man I married had only one leg and was half-witted, as long as he could give her the grandchildren she longs for and be meek enough to let her boss him around. I’m thirty now, you see, and Dougal’s thirty-five. She’s only feeling desperate for grandchildren because all her friends have some, not because she loves children.’


  ‘A natural desire, surely?’ He wished his mother had lived long enough to see her grandson, but at least she’d known about the baby. ‘I think my wife was born to marry and be a mother. But Maia’s a companion too and she has an excellent brain. I always value her opinion.’


  Flora looked at him in surprise. ‘Well, you’re the first man I’ve met who’d boast about his wife’s intelligence. Have you got any brothers needing wives?’


  His expression became sad. ‘Just an older brother and he’s married. I doubt I’ll ever see him again.’


  ‘It must have been hard for you being transported. Dougal told me you were innocent.’


  He shrugged. He didn’t like to talk about those dreadful, humiliating months of first waiting in a filthy gaol, then travelling to Australia. ‘Yes, but unlike many others, I survived.’


  ‘Is that why you took on the man you found hiding in the stables?’


  ‘Yes. I try to help any ex-convict who seems willing to change his ways and work hard. Some of them were transported for trifling offences. He was only stealing food to feed his family, which is not the worst of crimes. Ah, here we are.’


  She stopped to study the buildings. ‘I hope you don’t mind my bluntness. It’s either hold my tongue, as I mostly do at home, or say what I think. I don’t seem able to find a happy medium. This place looks rather run-down. If you want to keep it as a going concern, you should brighten up the outside a little or customers won’t even come through the door.’


  ‘I don’t want to spend a lot of money on something we may close down, though you’re probably right. I could maybe find a little money.’


  ‘How much?’


  Conn thought for a moment and mentioned a sum. ‘Will that be enough for you to get the place thoroughly cleaned on the outside as well as the inside?’


  ‘I think so. If you leave the money with me, I’ll see what I can do. We’ve lived in Fremantle for a while, so I know people who’ll be glad to earn some money.’


  By that time Les had heard their voices and come to the door. ‘Good morning, sir.’


  ‘Good morning. Is everything all right?’


  ‘Yes, sir. We got another horse in late last night. It’s a sorry beast, but you can’t tell some people how to treat their animals.’


  Conn showed Flora round, and it was clear where Les had made a start on clearing things up. That showed initiative and a willingness to work hard.


  When the two of them went to look at the owner’s cottage, a small wooden place, they found that Mundy had taken most of his possessions and left the inside like a pigsty, with rotting food in the kitchen. Conn fumbled for another couple of sovereigns and handed them to Flora. ‘Get someone in to scrub this place out, please, because Bram might want to live here. It’s disgusting.’


  ‘What about the odds and ends of furniture that are left?’


  ‘I’ll ask the baker to put the word round that if Mundy doesn’t come and collect them, we’ll sell them.’


  ‘There’s not much and I— Oh!’ A door in the bedroom led to a cupboard full of women’s clothes, with a few children’s things lying there too. Her heart filled with pity. ‘These must have belonged to his wife and child.’


  ‘Yes, they died very suddenly. He mustn’t have been able to face dealing with them.’


  ‘If he doesn’t want them, I could sell them to a second-hand dealer for you,’ she offered. ‘Most of them are hardly worn and fairly clean.’


  ‘No, keep them. Bram thought he might deal in both new and second-hand items, so we should make the most of everything we find.’


  After they’d seen everything, Conn turned to her. ‘What do you think? Could you look after the stables for me and get this place cleaned out? Any items for sale can be stored in one of the big sheds behind the house.’ When his inheritance from his mother came from Ireland, he’d have more money to invest, but he had to be careful now that he’d spent his spare cash on buying this place.


  She beamed at him. ‘I’ll be happy to do that. What about the shop?’


  ‘Bram will be back in a few weeks, so we’ll wait for him to decide how he wants to organise things. I suggest I give you ten per cent of the money the stables make, in compensation for your overseeing efforts, as well as your weekly wage.’


  ‘That’s generous.’


  ‘Well, you quarrelled with your mother for me.’


  ‘No, I did it for me. It’s more than time I stood up to her, though I hate quarrelling.’ She held out her hand to him. ‘It’s agreed, then.’


  He shook it, surprised by this masculine gesture and the firmness of her grasp.


  She went home to change her clothes, so that she could make an immediate start on the cottage.


  Conn felt he was within his rights to sell the things Mundy had left, but on his way back he bumped into the man himself. Fremantle was a small place, after all. ‘I thought you’d have left for Albany by now.’


  Mundy shrugged. ‘I’m staying with a friend.’ He smirked. ‘A lady friend.’


  ‘What about your wife’s clothing and the other bits and pieces you’ve left in the cottage?’


  He scowled. ‘I forgot them. Give me two guineas and they’re yours. I don’t need reminding of what happened to my Amy.’


  After Mundy had pocketed his coins and slouched away, Conn stood in the shop doorway watching Mundy walk away.


  The baker, who had seen him pay Mundy, said disapprovingly, ‘That fellow will soon go through his money. I’ve seen his type before. Watch out he doesn’t try to get back at you for more.’


  ‘He can’t. The property sale is signed and sealed, and I’ve registered my ownership of the house in Perth.’ He was being careful, because he didn’t want anyone to be able to accuse him of being dishonest. He shuddered at the mere thought of that, and people did jump to conclusions with ex-convicts.


  He remembered something. ‘Mundy said he was going back to England but he didn’t bother to catch the last steamer to Albany, so he can’t be in that much of a hurry.’


  The baker shrugged. ‘I see ’em come and go all the time, men like him. They want to make a fortune here but don’t want to work for it. You mark my words, when his money’s gone, he won’t dare to go home for shame. Now, I must get back to my own work. Can I serve you with anything?’


  ‘Yes. A loaf for my journey. I’m riding home now.’


  ‘A currant loaf will taste nicer than a plain one.’


  ‘Good idea.’


  Although it was late afternoon, Conn decided to leave straight away, because he was longing to see Maia and his little son again. After a glance at the sky, which didn’t seem to threaten rain, even though it was May, the start of the rainy winter season, he decided to set off straight away. Well, he’d set off as soon as he’d written a letter to Bram to explain about the livery stables. He could rest under a tree when he and the mare got tired, and get home easily before the end of the next day.


  He went to pick up his things from the guest house, sighing in relief as he set off an hour later after a cool farewell from Mrs McBride, very different from her effusive welcome. Was the woman foolish enough to think she could keep an intelligent woman like her daughter tied to her apron strings for the rest of her life?


  There would be more trouble between them in the future, he was sure, and Flora would mostly have to fight her own battles, because like all sailors Dougal spent a lot of time away from home.


  Once Bram and Isabella had agreed to marry, Mr Lee took charge of the business side of the matter, leaving his mother to make preparations for the wedding.


  ‘I shall need to discuss a few things with Isabella,’ Bram protested.


  ‘Need to discuss trading goods and prices with me,’ Mr Lee said. ‘Business is for the men. We leave wedding to my mother and sister.’


  ‘But I have to arrange the ceremony and find out what Isabella wants.’


  ‘Captain McBride can do that. Must be European marriage.’


  So Bram asked his friend to help.


  ‘You’ve decided to marry her, then?’


  ‘Yes. I really want to.’


  ‘She’s a fine figure of a woman. I hope you’ll be happy together.’


  ‘It won’t be my fault if we’re not. Will you arrange the wedding for me?’


  ‘Yes, of course. I shall enjoy doing that,’ Dougal said enthusiastically.


  ‘Don’t forget to ask Isabella how she wants things done and where.’


  His friend grinned. ‘Not much choice about it here, old man. Leave it to me. I won’t let you down.’


  He wasn’t seen again for the rest of that day, leaving his mate to supervise the loading of the first part of their cargo.


  For much of the next three days, Bram found himself spending a lot of time in the small room behind the shop where Mr Lee conducted his business, going over figures and potential profits, or walking round a series of workshops and warehouses inspecting goods. It was very interesting and gave him a lot to think about. But at the same time, he was afraid Isabella might be upset by his neglect of her and change her mind.


  The only time Bram saw her on her own was when they passed in the corridor one day. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, concerned about the dark rings under her eyes. ‘If you’ve changed your mind—’


  ‘I’ve not changed my mind. Have you?’


  ‘No, of course not! But you look – worried.’


  ‘I’ve a lot to think about and I didn’t sleep very well last night.’ She sagged back against the wall. ‘I’m all right. Truly. Just busy. Mrs Lee doesn’t believe in wasting a second.’


  ‘Ah, there you are!’ Dougal suddenly walked in from the shop. ‘I need you both to come with me to see the clergyman I’ve found. He’s reluctant to perform the marriage without meeting you both and is concerned about its suddenness. He fussed so much I told him you’d been corresponding for a while, just to shut him up.’


  So Isabella flew upstairs to change once more into her best dress and put on a demure little bonnet, which failed to hide her glorious hair. After that, the three of them walked across town to St Andrew’s Cathedral, which was only a few years old.


  ‘I’m a Catholic,’ Bram muttered as they stopped to gaze at the imposing building.


  ‘Don’t, for heaven’s sake, tell him that!’ Dougal said. ‘If you do, we’ll never get you married.’


  But Isabella took Bram’s arm to prevent him moving. ‘Does it matter to you where we marry? I’m not a Catholic and to tell you the truth, I don’t have any strong beliefs, so if you’d rather marry somewhere else … There are Catholic churches here, too.’


  He shook his head, knowing the fuss a priest might make about him marrying a non-Catholic. ‘It’ll matter to my mother, but not to me. As long as it’s done legally, that’s all I care about.’


  The clergyman was impatient, took their details and frowned at them. ‘Is there any reason for this unseemly haste?’ The look he gave Isabella showed what he was thinking.


  Bram grew angry at his patronising tone and couldn’t hold back any longer. ‘Stop this!’


  Everyone fell silent, staring at him in surprise.


  He glared at the clergyman. ‘The only reason for haste is that my ship is leaving in a day or two. If you find me a Bible, I’ll swear on it here and now that I’ve not touched her in that way and won’t till after we’re married.’


  Isabella blushed and Dougal coughed to hide a laugh.


  The clergyman stiffened visibly. ‘I apologise for any offence I may have given you, Mr Deagan, Miss Saunders. I didn’t mean to insinuate that …’ His voice tailed away.


  As they walked out of the church, Bram muttered, ‘That one’s the last person I’d choose to marry me.’


  ‘Shh!’ Dougal took both their arms and hurried them out of the doorway and along the street, stopping to look up at the sky. ‘Let’s hurry back. It’s going to rain soon.’ He started walking again.


  After a while he smiled at them. ‘Whatever the weather, we’ll get the marrying done decently and legally in St Andrew’s and never mind who officiates. The important part of the marriage is what happens between you two afterwards.’ He grinned. ‘You looked frightening for a minute or two back there, Bram. I’d not want to cross you in that mood.’


  He shrugged. ‘Well, he had no reason to be so rude to Isabella and I won’t have it. I’ve got a bit of a temper, I must admit, but only if I’m pushed unreasonably. I learned how to control it when I worked for the Largans back in Ireland. You couldn’t get anyone more unreasonable than Mrs Kathleen. If I hadn’t kept my mouth shut, I’d have lost my job. I lost it anyway in the end, on one of her stupid whims. I was bitter about that at the time, but now I’m glad.’ He smiled at Isabella. The marriage and this new venture would be the making of him, he was sure. He’d work twice as hard for a woman like her.


  She smiled back, then turned to their companion. ‘I’m grateful to you for your help, Captain McBride. There’s just one other thing, though. I want the Lees to attend the ceremony. They’re as near to family as I’ve got now. I couldn’t possibly leave them out of things.’


  Dougal stopped moving again to stare at her thoughtfully. ‘That won’t go down well with the stuffed shirt who’s officiating. I wonder how he’ll react to the appearance of a Chinese family at the wedding.’


  Bram let out an angry snort. ‘He’ll just have to accept it. It’s our wedding. The Lees have been good to Isabella and I won’t do anything to upset them.’


  She smiled at him. ‘Thank you.’


  He wished she’d smile like that more often. She’d looked so worried these last few days.


  They parted from Dougal, who was going straight back to the ship and Bram escorted Isabella home to report that it was all arranged. Just as they arrived, it started to pour down and they ran down the street, laughing.


  Mr Lee listened to the arrangements, smiled and nodded. ‘Good, good.’


  ‘I hope you and your family will attend the wedding service,’ Bram said.


  Mr Lee bowed, not seeming at all surprised by this. ‘Happy to do that. Afterwards, I take you for special meal to celebrate.’


  It came out more like ‘celeblate’. Bram had got used to being called ‘Blam’ now.


  ‘You’re too kind to me, Lee-Sang,’ Isabella said. ‘You don’t need to do that.’


  ‘We kind to each other. Later, you rich trader and me rich native, we remember wedding.’ He laughed at his own joke about himself.


  It was probably the truth where Mr Lee’s fortune was concerned, Bram thought. But he couldn’t imagine himself ever getting rich. Comfortable was as far as his dreams would stretch, having enough to live on and a little to spare, saved for a rainy day.


  Aloud he said only, ‘Good! That’s settled, then.’ He glanced outside. ‘I think it’s stopped raining now, so I’m afraid I have to leave. Dougal and I’ve been invited to dine with his relatives again. He thinks it’ll be wise to tell them about the wedding, since they’ve been kind enough to invite me to their house twice.’


  ‘Invite them to wedding. Can come for meal after as well,’ Mr Lee said at once.


  ‘I’ll – um, see if they’re free.’ There was no way they’d accept, he was quite sure of that. But some devil inside him, a devil that had been barricaded inside for most of his life, thought it’d be amusing to see their faces when he invited them.


  It was dark outside now. It got dark early here. As he walked back to the ship, he was glad of the gas lighting in the main areas, so that he could avoid the puddles that still lay around. He was also glad of the man walking behind him, sent by Mr Lee to keep him safe.


  The streets were almost as busy now as they had been during the daytime. When vendors offered him trays of small, highly coloured cakes, or other food items he didn’t recognise, he smiled but refused. He’d no mind to risk unknown foods and be ill on his wedding day.


  He stopped just before he got to the ship to look back. What a vibrant place Singapore was! He wished it wasn’t quite so far away from the Swan River Colony or that he was a better sailor, because he’d love to come back here regularly.
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  The Wallaces again had several other people to dinner and Bram wondered how Mr Wallace ever got any work done if he spent so many evenings staying up late and drinking.


  He was glad the Singapore tailor Dougal had taken him to had finished his new suit, while another man, a Malay this time, had made him several shirts at an incredibly cheap price. Though his suit wasn’t evening dress, it was the only brand-new outfit he’d ever owned, the only one that fitted perfectly. He hadn’t even owned underwear when he was growing up, none of them had, except his mother, who had a ragged petticoat and shift.


  At one stage during the evening, Dougal mentioned to his cousin that Bram was getting married the following day to Miss Saunders. Everyone at the table fell silent and stared at the bride-groom in shock.


  ‘I’m honoured that she’s agreed to marry me,’ Bram said into the silence. ‘I hope you’ll wish us well.’


  ‘But – um, isn’t she the one who’s gone native?’ one man exclaimed.


  Bram’s inner devil gave him a prod. ‘What the hell do you mean by that?’


  ‘Well, no offence, but she’s been living with the natives. Who knows what she’s been doing there. Are you sure marrying her is a good thing to do? I mean, you’re just starting up and—’


  Bram didn’t wait for him to finish. ‘Miss Saunders has been living with a highly respected Chinese family, if that’s what you mean, and they’re quite well-to-do, actually. I gather she sleeps in the room next to Mr Lee’s mother and sister. She doesn’t go out alone at night, or associate with anyone except the family and their servants. She does help translate for her employer’s business dealings with Europeans, but always in his company. So in what way is she behaving badly?’


  Another silence, then Dougal chuckled. ‘Ah, you can’t blame a man for defending the woman he loves. I’ve met the Lees, too, dined with them. I can promise you they’re extremely respectable people. Lee Kar Ho will be as rich as Whampoa one day, see if he isn’t. Singapore seems to attract successful men of all races.’


  Even Bram had heard of Whampoa, who had come to Singapore in the early days and made himself a huge fortune. That name stopped the conversation short.


  ‘Well, I’m sure we all wish you happy,’ Mrs Wallace said and changed the subject firmly.


  People nearby began to chat about other matters, but since those further along the table lowered their voices and occasionally glanced at him, Bram guessed they were still discussing his shocking piece of news. He found it hard to concentrate on his food, which wasn’t nearly as tasty as that served by the Lees.


  He kept fairly quiet after the meal ended, too, not understanding half the things they talked about. He’d never seen an opera, or had time for reading novels or seen famous paintings or sculptures.


  He was relieved when Dougal said they should leave. As he walked across the drawing room to say goodbye to his host and hostess, the noise again died down as people tried to listen to what he was saying.


  There was nothing he could do except ignore their rudeness and take a polite leave of the Wallaces. It wouldn’t do to set people’s backs up if he intended to keep trading with people in Singapore.


  He thanked his host and hostess for their hospitality, then Mrs Wallace smiled and said, ‘I hope you’ll accept this small gift for your wedding.’


  She gestured and a servant came forward carrying an object wrapped in a quilted cloth. Bram stood with it in his hands, lost for words. It was the last thing he’d expected of her.


  ‘Open it, you fool!’ Dougal muttered.


  Bram removed the cover and found an elegant clock. ‘It’s beautiful. I didn’t expect anything, Mrs Wallace, but I promise you it’ll have pride of place on our mantelpiece.’ Once they had a mantelpiece.


  She smiled and dabbed at her eyes. ‘I always like to see young people getting married.’


  ‘Do you? If you’d care to attend the ceremony tomorrow, we’d welcome you,’ he said. ‘Mr Lee is taking everyone for a special meal afterwards to celebrate. He said any other guests would be welcome to join us.’ He looked round the room as he said this.


  She couldn’t hide her surprise and glanced at her husband for guidance.


  Mr Wallace pursed his lips then nodded. ‘We’ll be there. Lee’s a coming man, so I want to meet him.’


  ‘I’d like to come too,’ another man said.


  Bram had to ask Dougal who he was. As they were walking home, he admitted, ‘I don’t know how to take these people. They’re snobbish and yet they can be kind. Even to a man like me.’


  ‘They like people who stand up to them – though not too fiercely. And they’ve an eye for men who’re going to be successful. You’d better learn how to deal with them if you want to make a lot of money. It’s people like them who hold commercial power in the Swan River Colony too. Maybe you’ll be just as affluent as them one day. I certainly intend to be.’


  But however hard he tried, Bram couldn’t imagine himself living in a big house, waited upon by servants. He clutched the clock and was grateful when Dougal left him to his thoughts for the rest of the walk back.


  Was he really getting married tomorrow? It was beginning to seem unreal. He wished he’d seen more of Isabella, got to know her better, wished his head wasn’t crammed to bursting with thoughts of all those trade goods he’d seen and the suggestions Mr Lee had made.


  His greatest fear was that she’d end up despising him because of his background.


  Why was being happy never simple?


  When dawn brightened the cabin, Bram stopped pretending to be asleep and got up. He went to stand at the rail, watching people moving about their business, even this early in the morning. He felt wide awake, ready for this important day, but on edge too, as he always was when he associated with affluent people. He wished these near strangers weren’t coming to his wedding.


  Some of the ordinary men and women he saw passing by were carrying what looked like food for sale on little trays suspended from straps round their necks. They must have got up while it was still dark to cook this. People were stopping them to buy and eat. It was simple food. One man had plain rice in a big round pot and a pile of leaves to serve it on. Maybe that was their breakfast?


  Coolies were carrying loads of all shapes and sizes, the men with lighter loads moving more quickly, some even running. There were fewer children around and no Europeans at this hour. Except for him.


  He’d always loved early morning and here in Singapore it was fascinating to watch the way people lived. You saw bad things as well as good. Dead dogs in the street, which no one seemed to bother about for a day or two, then the bodies would vanish. Fruit which smelled dreadful. Other fruit which smelled like rich, honeyed flowers or was star-shaped. Vegetables he didn’t recognise, but which looked fresh and appetising, all shapes and sizes of greens, not just cabbage or nettles as he’d grown up with.


  ‘You’re awake early.’


  He turned to see Dougal standing on deck, stretching and making growling noises, rubbing his chest through his nightshirt then rubbing his forehead. His friend had taken quite a few drinks the previous night, but since Bram had no head for ale and even less for wine, he’d contented himself with one glass and making it last, just to show willing.


  ‘Enjoying the last of your freedom?’


  Bram shook his head. ‘Worrying that she’ll change her mind.’


  ‘She won’t. Come on. Let’s get some food into you, then we’ll get dressed.’


  When they were ready, they walked to St Andrew’s Cathedral and Bram was relieved to see Isabella standing with Mr Lee, his mother and sister at the entrance.


  She hadn’t changed her mind!


  She looked beautiful, in a dress he’d not seen her wearing before, though he thought he recognised the blue silk he’d admired in the shop. The dress was simple, like all her clothes, with just a little lace collar at the high neckline and lace at the edge of her sleeves. The lustrous material needed no other embellishment, but it seemed to bring out the glory of her hair under a tiny mainly lace bonnet tied under her chin.


  He’d not have noticed such things before but he did now, because this was his bride.


  As he moved forward, the Lees bowed and stepped back a little. Solemnly, he returned their bows and offered his arm to Isabella. Only then did he realise that he’d completely forgotten to buy her a ring and gasped, staring at her in consternation.


  ‘What is it?’ she whispered.


  ‘We forgot about a ring?’


  She smiled. ‘I forgot too until this morning and I guessed you might not have remembered because you hadn’t said anything or measured my finger. But I have my mother’s wedding ring and it fits beautifully.’ She offered it to him. ‘I’d like to wear this in her memory, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Of course. It’s a good thought, but I’m still sorry I didn’t talk about a ring before.’


  ‘We’ve been rushing round like eejits,’ she said, mocking his accent gently.


  He smiled. ‘Well, we can stop rushing now, and surely even idiots,’ he pronounced it in the English way, ‘can take the time to enjoy their own wedding.’


  When they went inside the Cathedral, he was surprised to find the Wallaces and two other couples waiting for them at the rear of the church.


  ‘We felt we should come and give you our support,’ Mr Wallace boomed.


  Why did the man always speak so loudly, Bram wondered. Was he going deaf? ‘That’s very kind of you. May I present Miss Saunders, and her friends, Mr Lee, Mrs Lee and Miss Lee.’


  There was a slight hesitation, then the group of Europeans acknowledged the Lees, and allowed themselves to be introduced in their turn. After that everyone moved forward to the front of the church.


  ‘Who’s giving away the bride?’ Mr Wallace asked.


  Isabella answered. ‘Mr Lee. I’ve explained to him what it means, and since he and his family have been so kind to me, I can’t think of anyone better to do it.’


  There was another awkward silence, filled by the clergyman bustling forward, frowning at the Lees and smiling at the Wallaces.


  The ceremony itself was rapid, though the words they uttered seemed to Bram too important to be gabbled like that, so he made his responses slowly.


  ‘And thereto I plight thee my troth.’ His eyes met hers as he said those words and he hoped she realised that he was making a solemn promise which he intended to keep.


  ‘I now pronounce you man and wife.’


  He took both her hands in his, leaning forward to kiss her gently on the cheek.


  The clergyman cleared his throat and once he had their attention, took them away to sign the register, after which he presented Bram with his marriage lines and said a curt goodbye.


  One day, Bram vowed, people like you will not treat me so scornfully.


  Then he forgot the man as they rejoined Dougal. He was talking to the Wallaces and their friends, while the Lees were standing apart. Isabella immediately went to join them and let Xiu Mei twine some red ribbons round one of her wrists ‘for luck’.


  She turned to explain to the Europeans, ‘Red is normally the colour for brides, and it’s said to bring luck, but I couldn’t wear a red dress with my hair.’


  Bram wouldn’t have cared what colour she wore. It was Isabella he was marrying, not a dress.


  Dougal smiled across at them. ‘If it’s all right with you, Mr Lee, we would all be happy to accept your invitation to join you for refreshments.’


  ‘Very welcome. Honoured to have your company.’ Mr Lee bowed. After some hesitation, so did their guests.


  Bram now had Isabella’s arm linked in his and was holding the hand that lay on his sleeve. He leaned closer to her to murmur, ‘They’re only coming out of curiosity. Doesn’t he mind that?’


  ‘Not at all. It won’t hurt his standing to be seen with them, or yours and mine as traders later on.’


  Well, that was a practical way of looking at it, he thought.


  When they were all seated, Mr Lee held out a package wrapped in red paper, offering it to Bram with both hands.


  Isabella again explained. ‘Wedding gifts are usually wrapped in red.’


  He passed it to her. ‘You open it.’


  She did so, revealing some money, but pushed it quickly back into the wrapping, turning to Mr Lee. ‘You shouldn’t have done this. It’s too much.’


  ‘You work hard, part of family now.’


  The other guests nudged one another.


  Xiu Mei held out another package, a much larger one. ‘From mother and me. Is a dress. Open corner only.’ She tugged at a loose corner.


  The material was in a dark green shade and Isabella was speechless for a moment. ‘It’s beautiful. I didn’t expect this.’


  Mrs Lee then handed over another red paper package containing money. ‘Brides need gifts of money.’ She cast a superior glance at the Europeans. ‘Is Chinese custom.’


  The two women nudged their husbands, who fumbled in their pockets and produced some sovereign coins.


  Mrs Lee tutted as they would have handed them over, and took some red paper from a pouch round her waist. ‘Must wrap up for luck,’ she said severely.


  They did this meekly and Mr Wallace winked at Isabella, which made her feel a little better. After all, the guests were going to have a wonderful meal.


  The present-giving over, Mr Lee took the newly-weds across to a side room, where a photographer was waiting for them. ‘Is important to remember the day,’ he said with a smile.


  She stopped him going. ‘Could I also have a photograph of us with you, and Ah Yee and Xiu Mei?’


  He inclined his head.


  When the meal began. Bram and Isabella hurriedly explained the polite way to start eating and the Europeans did their best to conform, though they all asked for spoons, not chopsticks. Well, he had to use a spoon himself.


  He worked his way through several courses of the most superb food he’d ever eaten, not surprised as the other Europeans were about its quality. He’d thought he wasn’t hungry today, but he found differently once he tasted the food, which was much more elaborate than that they’d eaten at the Lees’ house.


  Isabella explained to their guests what each course was and after cautious tastes, most of them ate heartily.


  Mr Lee managed to hold his own in conversations in English and his mother fired occasional staccato comments at the other ladies, showing an understanding of what she’d heard.


  No one lingered after the meal, except for the main group, but their guests were very complimentary about the food.


  Bram heard one woman say as they walked away, ‘A wonderful meal, I must admit, but I don’t know why they have to eat with those primitive little sticks.’


  He frowned, thinking it rude to say this so loudly.


  Mr Lee smiled as he watched the guests leave and said quietly, ‘Useful to know these people and for them to know me. They don’t know they rude.’


  ‘Well, I don’t like it and you don’t deserve it. But I don’t think they mean to be rude. They did enjoy the food.’


  Mr Lee was still smiling. ‘I know.’


  ‘I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for giving Isabella to me. I’ll look after her, I promise you. And I shall never forget this wonderful meal.’


  Bram turned to his wife. His wife! ‘Are you ready to leave now, Isabella? Do we have to pick up your things from home?’


  ‘No. They’ll have been taken to the ship.’


  ‘And your improved cabin awaits you,’ Dougal said. ‘I’ll go ahead and make sure everything is all right.’


  Bram whispered to her, ‘He’s refused to let me see it, so I have no idea what it’ll be like.’


  ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine.’ She turned to the Lees. ‘You’ve been very kind to us. In so many ways. I don’t know how to thank you enough.’


  ‘Important to make good start to marriage. You come see me tomorrow, both of you, make final arrangements about trade goods.’


  When they went outside, Bram asked, ‘Do you want to ride back in a rickshaw?’


  She looked down at her beautiful gown. ‘I’d better. I don’t want to get the hem of this dirty. I’ll change out of it as soon as we get back and keep it for best. The Lees have been so kind to me.’


  ‘They’re very fond of you.’ He took her hand, delaying her for a moment. ‘I’ve been waiting till we were alone. I just wanted to say – I’ll do my best for you, always.’


  She nodded. ‘I know. As I will for you. Our situation is – a bit difficult.’


  ‘We have no need to rush into anything until we’re both ready, not tonight either.’


  She shot him a glance, wondering if she’d misunderstood, but when he repeated the last phrase, she relaxed a little. ‘You’re a kind man, Bram.’


  ‘I hope so. Life’s hard enough without adding unkindness to the mix. Now, come on, Mrs Deagan. Let’s find out what Dougal’s been doing to our new cabin.’


  On the deck was her pile of luggage, and a big pile it was too. A sailor was standing next to it, on guard against pilferers.


  ‘I have a few pieces of furniture and I brought a few trade goods for myself,’ she whispered. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


  ‘Why should I mind?’


  The sailor smiled at them. ‘Congratulations on your marriage, sir, madam. If you’ll tell me which is your cabin luggage, Mrs Deagan, I’ll have the rest taken down to the hold.’


  She indicated the various items she wanted to keep with her during the voyage, then waited for the sailors to clear the pile away, before Bram took her to the cabin they would share.


  He stood back to let her go first, waiting in the doorway, smiling at her exclamation of pleasure. The cabin was larger than the one he’d been occupying and somehow the sailor who was also the ship’s carpenter had made a double bed for them. It had a beautiful cover on it, quilted, the material a series of bright reds and pinks that seemed to glow with life and colour. It must have been made in Singapore. He’d never seen quilts like that anywhere else.


  That gave him an idea, then he grew annoyed with himself for thinking of trade goods at a time like this.


  The sailors had put Isabella’s trunk in a corner and someone had previously gathered together Bram’s things, which were piled next to them.


  From behind them Dougal said, ‘The bedspread is my wedding present to you. Mrs Lee helped me find it. She said it had to be red.’


  Isabella turned round. ‘Thank you so much. The colour’s not only associated with weddings but, um, fertility.’ She tried to hide her blush by looking down at her wrist. ‘That’s why I kept these ribbons on, because it was important to them that I wear something red.’


  ‘You look beautiful,’ Bram said, his voice soft. He saw Dougal smile and walk away, and was glad to be left alone with her.


  As he shut the cabin door, Isabella realised she was feeling nervous again. She found it difficult to breathe steadily, didn’t dare look at him. Stupid really.


  He took her hand, holding it as if it were very delicate. ‘I said we’d not rush into anything and I meant it.’


  She felt more able to look at him then. ‘Silly to be so nervous, isn’t it? People get married all the time.’


  ‘You’re not the only one to be nervous.’ It was his turn to look embarrassed. ‘I’ve not been married before, either.’


  ‘But you must have – done that sort of thing.’


  He shook his head. ‘No, I’ve not. I lived in a small village, where everyone knew everyone. I worked in the big house from when I was ten. There, the female servants were kept right away from the male servants, and very strict the family were about it, too. You could be sacked for even speaking to one of the maids.’ His voice took on a bitter tone. ‘Old Mr Largan, though, he could do what he wanted, and what he did was so terrible, I’ll not sully your ears with it. But his servants had to behave like monks and nuns.’


  She was astonished, but this confession reassured her. She was glad he wasn’t trying to pretend about anything, but she couldn’t find appropriate words to say this, so gave his hand a squeeze, hoping he’d understand how she felt.


  He smiled at her then, his lovely cheerful smile, and that lifted her spirits.


  ‘We’d better sort out our things or we’ll fall over them in the night.’ She waved one hand towards the piles of luggage and bundles of who knew what.


  ‘We’ll do it together.’


  They worked in harmony, stopping to drink some tea and eat cake that the ship’s cook had baked especially to celebrate the wedding. The cake was a bit lop-sided, but tasted fine.


  ‘I’ve not had fruit cake in years,’ she said, delighted. ‘I’d forgotten how delicious it is.’


  Only when it was time to go to bed did she feel her cheeks grow hot again. It was hard to undress in front of a stranger.


  He cleared his throat. ‘I’ll, um, just go for a stroll round the deck while you get ready.’


  She didn’t pretend not to understand what he was doing. ‘Thank you.’


  She folded up the beautiful quilt and put it on top of her trunk, then put on one of the pretty new nightgowns she’d found in her luggage. Xiu Mei and her mother must have done that. How kind they were! How she was going to miss them.


  Bram came in, carrying a bottle of wine. ‘Dougal says we should have a drink, but to tell you the truth, I’m not much of a drinker.’


  ‘I’m not, either. We’ll keep it for another time, shall we?’


  When he started to get undressed, she closed her eyes, then grew curious and peeped out through her lashes. He had a wiry body, and he moved easily and gracefully. It was a hard-working body, not carrying an ounce of fat. Good. She couldn’t have borne to marry a lazy man like her father.


  When Bram slipped into bed, clad in a nightshirt, he sighed wearily. ‘I’m not pretending, Isabella, or trying to avoid you, but I hardly slept last night and I’m exhausted. Not a good time to be trying out new things, eh?’


  ‘You’re right.’


  ‘But I would like to hold you.’ He reached out to take her in his arms and she wriggled till she was comfortable in the crook of his arm.


  ‘It’s nice to have this again,’ he said in a slurred, sleepy voice as they lay quietly together.


  ‘What?’ Hadn’t he said he’d not had a woman before?


  ‘Not being alone in bed. I always shared with my brothers till I left home. We talked a lot in the dark. You can say things in the dark that you can’t in daylight. I missed that.’


  She heard him yawn, his hand slackened in hers then he was asleep, as quickly as that.


  She smiled in the darkness. Not a frightening man, her husband. She’d been a fool to get so het up about it all. She was sure now that he’d deal gently with her. In every way.


  In the morning, Isabella woke early, but Bram was awake before her, lying on his side smiling at her. He must have been watching her.


  ‘I fell asleep on you without even a good night. What a poor excuse for a bridegroom I am.’


  ‘I wasn’t far behind you. I was exhausted, too.’ She looked at the new clock, sitting on the floor beside the bed, because they hadn’t found anywhere to tie it down yet. ‘We should get up. Mr Lee starts work early and we have a lot to talk to him about.’


  ‘We need to count the money before we go to see him, the wedding presents, I mean. I didn’t want to start doing that without you. We could maybe buy some extra trading goods with part of it. What do you think?’


  ‘I agree. But we should keep some for emergencies and setting up the shop.’


  He got out of bed. ‘Let’s get something to eat first. I think better on a full stomach.’


  To her relief he made no attempt to touch her and looked away as she got up. She had a quick wash and dressed.


  She did the same for him, pretending to sort out some clothes that were already neatly arranged while he got ready. She wondered how long it would take for them to grow comfortable with one another.


  After a simple breakfast of boiled eggs with huge chunks of bread, they went back to the cabin and counted their gifts.


  Her eyes filled with tears. ‘He’s been so generous.’


  Bram was silent for a few moments. In one day he’d trebled his capital, thanks to Mr Lee. He’d never forget what he owed the man, never. He saw her looking at him, a question in her eyes. ‘Yes, very generous. And we’ve even received a pile of sovereigns from the wedding guests.’ He laughed softly. ‘Very practical people, the Chinese. The Europeans were shamed into giving us presents, I know, but I’m not handing the money back. They’re not short and we are.’


  ‘We should spend the Chinese money here on trade goods and keep the sovereigns for Australia, don’t you think?’ she suggested.


  ‘That’s a good idea. And … will you help me choose the trade goods? I know very little about what women like to buy. Do we choose things which are pretty or things which are useful?’


  ‘Some of both, I should think.’


  They strolled across to Mr Lee’s house, not needing rickshaws because she was wearing her dark, practical clothes once more. He was wearing his shabby everyday things too. She felt more comfortable with him when they weren’t dressed up, more comfortable with herself, too.


  She was determined to help him in every way she could, determined to make as much money as possible. That way they would not only have a better life, but she’d be able to afford to look for Alice. Surely she’d find her cousin one day?


  Xiu Mei looked up with a smile as they entered the shop. ‘He’s waiting for you.’


  They walked along the corridor and found Mr Lee in his room.


  ‘Lee-Sang,’ she said by way of greeting, bowing slightly.


  He inclined his head to her then to her husband. ‘You look well.’


  ‘We’d both like to thank you for your generous gifts,’ Bram said. ‘Isabella and I’ve discussed it and we thought we should spend some of the money on trade goods, but perhaps we could change some of it into English money so that we have something to work with when we reach Australia. Is that possible?’


  Isabella felt warm inside at this further sign that he was treating her publicly as an equal. That meant a lot to her.


  At the end of a busy day shopping for trade goods, they followed the coolies who were carrying their packages back to the ship, packages which contained dress materials, two rugs and some quilts as well as a great many smaller items.


  Dougal was sitting on deck, looking relaxed. He waved to his mate to oversee the new goods being stowed in the hold. ‘It looks as if you’ve been busy. Come and sit down, Mrs Deagan.’


  ‘Call me Isabella,’ she said. ‘I’m not used to Mrs Deagan yet.’


  ‘And I’m Dougal. What have you bought today?’


  ‘So many things, I don’t know where to begin.’


  He seemed genuinely interested so she went through some of them and answered his questions about prices, in turn asking what prices they could expect for these goods in Australia. The answers made her blink and exchange quick glances with Bram. No wonder some traders got rich.


  They had a pleasant, relaxed evening and it wasn’t until they got to the cabin and she bumped into Bram in the confined space that she remembered they hadn’t yet consummated their marriage. She could feel herself growing stiffer.


  He sensed it at once and took her hands. ‘Don’t be afraid of me, Isabella. Never. I’ll not touch you in that way until we’re both ready.’


  She swallowed and tried to summon up a smile, but couldn’t.


  When they were lying in bed, he again wanted to cuddle and reached to pull her close.


  She was getting to like lying in his arms, enjoyed being able to chat and was sorry when he turned away from her with a murmured, ‘Go to sleep now, wife!’


  She lay in the darkness, hearing his breathing slow down, wondering at him. Did he not want her? Or was he as considerate as he seemed?


  Did she want him?


  Not yet, she admitted. Not until she knew him much better.


  How long would he hold back, though? She wished she understood this side of men better.




  6


  Alice Beaufort sighed as she looked at the clock. Parker was late again. He had no idea of time and it drove her mad sometimes, trying to make sure he was home for meals, and that he didn’t bring noisy friends back late at night and wake their little daughter. This was a very small house in a terrace of similar dwellings. Luckily, at two, Louisa was too young to understand a lot of what was going on, but Alice worried about how the child would be affected by their quarrels as she grew older.


  When she heard footsteps outside she didn’t rush to open the front door and throw herself into his arms, as she had when they were first married. She waited, foot tapping, praying he’d be alone.


  He was, but when he smiled at her owlishly, his lips loose, his body swaying, her spirits sank.


  ‘You’ve been drinking again. Oh, Parker, you promised me you’d come straight home with the money. And you said you’d never get drunk again!’


  ‘I’m not drunk. I jus’ had a few drinks with my good frien’s.’


  ‘What about the money? Did you get it? Did your family send any extra this time?’


  He came across and pulled her to him for a crushing kiss, but she shoved him away, hating the smell of rum on his breath. ‘The money, Parker! I need money to buy food.’


  She hadn’t understood when she married him what a remittance man was, but she understood all too clearly now. His family had grown tired of his debts and his embarrassing attempts to prove himself an artist, so had sent him as far away as they could: to Australia. They now paid him a fixed amount every year to remain there. They were ashamed of him, wanted nothing more to do with him, but they didn’t want him to starve.


  They no doubt understood, and she did too now, that Parker was never likely to make a living by his own efforts. And they understood his carelessness, as well. The money was paid quarterly, she guessed because they knew they couldn’t trust him to make it last out for a whole year.


  She’d fallen in love with him because he was handsome, gentle and kind, unlike Renington. And because he didn’t care about her past. Not many men would marry another fellow’s mistress. But she soon found out that Parker was totally impractical. It had been a rude awakening for her, because she was more used to letting others take care of her, but she’d managed to find them a house and keep the rent paid, at least.


  His family were merchants and sounded to be rich, but she’d never be able to meet them, or introduce them to their granddaughter, because if Parker went back to England they’d stop paying his money. ‘Well?’ she asked even more sharply.


  He pulled a face but turned out his pockets and she saw with dismay that he’d spent quite a bit of the money already. ‘Is that all you have left?’


  He fumbled in his pockets again and found one more sovereign, then patted his clothing and nodded.


  She counted the money and quickly stuffed it into the hanging pocket under her skirt.


  He tried to grab it back. ‘You’ve not left any for me.’


  ‘This has to last us three months. Three whole months, Parker. Or do you want your child to go hungry?’


  ‘Of course I don’t.’


  ‘You’ve spent nearly half your allowance tonight. In one night! ’ That caught his attention.


  ‘I can’t have.’


  She burst into tears suddenly. ‘You have. I don’t know how I’m to manage.’


  He sat down, shoulders drooping. ‘But I only bought a few drinks.’


  ‘Then someone must have picked your pocket.’


  ‘No! They’re my friends. They’d not steal from me.’


  ‘They do steal from you. Every time they come near you. They stole from me, too, till I forbade them to come here again. Look at me! I haven’t had a new dress for two years. Everything I own is shabby.’ She continued to sob and though she leaned against him when he put his arms round her, it didn’t mean she’d forgiven him.


  When she’d wept herself dry, she sat up and said firmly, ‘There’s only one thing for it, Parker. Next quarter, I’m coming to the lawyer’s with you and I’m taking charge of the money straight away.’


  He flushed. ‘How will that look? As if I can’t be trusted to handle money.’


  ‘You can’t. And I don’t care how it’ll look.’ She played her trump card, knowing how much he loved their little daughter. ‘Do you want Louisa to go hungry and be dressed in rags? She’s growing all the time, needs new clothes regularly.’


  He shook his head, looking miserable. ‘I can’t believe that’s all there is left. Show me.’
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