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			‘A sweeping tale of family secrets, betrayal, jealousy, ambition and forbidden romance . . . Fans of The Thorn Birds and Downton Abbey will love the epic scope of this novel’
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			‘I thoroughly enjoyed this immersive story which spans both generations and continents. The evocative details and impeccable research make for a delightful reading experience and I can pay it no greater compliment other than to say, I wish I’d written it’
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			‘This is an epic dual-time novel which draws the reader in right from the start and keeps you in thrall until the very last page. The writing is superb, the descriptions detailed, lush and evocative’

			CHRISTINA COURTENAY

			 

			‘A gripping story full of family secrets: the price of love and loss within two generations . . . convincing and poignant’

			LEAH FLEMING

			 

			‘Rich in evocative detail – the complex mystery kept me guessing right up to the last page’
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			THE HEIRLOOM

			 

			 

			A surprise inheritance. A hidden past.

			 

			Brisbane, 2024: Barista and budding artist Mia Curtis is shocked to receive a package all the way from England informing her she’s the heir to her late grandmother’s cottage. Feeling lost in her own life, Mia travels across the world to claim her inheritance, where she begins to unravel the secrets passed down through the generations of women in her family.

			 

			Sussex, 1821: Philadelphia Boadle wakes to find her husband, the tailor Jasper Boadle, dead. As the daughter of the local cunning woman, Philadelphia is soon accused of murder by witchcraft. Her future and that of her own daughter is at stake, unless she can convince the village she’s done no wrong . . .

		

	
		
			

			 

			For my mother, Lorna Jones, 

			from whom I inherited my love of reading
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			Brisbane, Australia

			2024

			The parcel sat unopened on Mia’s kitchen table for a second day running. Each time she entered the kitchen her eyes were drawn towards the table despite all intentions to ignore the parcel. Something about it bothered her. She couldn’t put a name to the feeling, only that since the courier had delivered it two days earlier her hands had felt twitchy, her neck itchy, and the dermatitis was flaring on her chest again. The white plastic package rested innocently enough alongside a fruit bowl of ageing lemons and a single overripe banana, but she found the red Royal Mail logo unsettling. That and the way the address label spelled out her name in capital letters, as if admonishing her. So much so that last night she had lain awake puzzling over how she had offended the unknown sender. She had always been prone to these rambling midnight debates of the self-­flagellating variety.

			‘Stop being so ridiculous,’ she told herself, as she fixed a bowl of muesli with a splash of oat milk and a sprinkle of almonds. ‘It’s just a parcel.’

			In the middle of these deliberations, her phone erupted into peals of laughter and a message from her friend Kate flashed across the top of the screen. Last month, in a moment of whimsy, she had downloaded a kookaburra ringtone from some dubious app, and now it was haunting her.

			Open it!

			Yesterday, when she mentioned the arrival of the parcel, her friend had asked why she hadn’t opened it already. A perfectly reasonable question since, unlike Mia, Kate wasn’t riddled with uncertainties. She never had a ‘bad’ feeling about anything and always operated on the principal of deserved gratification.

			A second message followed. 

			You know you want to

			Maybe she should ignore both her friend and the parcel’s unknown sender and consign the package to her cache of out-­of-­sight, out-­of-­mind objects at the back of the wardrobe where she put everything she wanted to relegate to the past. It could languish there with the birthday card from her seventeen-­year-­old high school sweetheart and the acceptance letter for the fine arts degree that mocked her from inside its yellowing envelope. Things she didn’t want to think about but couldn’t quite face throwing out.

			Except those things were the past. This parcel wasn’t anything – yet. It was just a parcel.

			The kookaburra laughed again and she glanced at her phone, expecting further instructions from Kate. Except this time, it was her mother checking in on her.

			Hi darling.

			For some reason, her mother’s messages had the uncanny habit of arriving at the exact moment Mia was poised on the cusp of a decision. She knew this apparent prescience was illusory, for it showed little discrimination between major life decisions and inconsequential choices. A message could just as easily arrive when she was choosing what shoes to wear for a night out, or finally deciding to give her latest lover the toss after refusing to recognise his serial infidelities for months.

			Clearly her mother messaged her too often.

			Don’t do anything hasty today. Xoxo 

			She put the phone face down in disgust. Her mother was prone to cryptic messages. When questioned as to their meaning she usually explained them away by saying she was only passing on the daily horoscope and laughed them off with an airy wave. (Celia had long ago perfected the art of the airy wave and the shoulder shrug as if to say you could believe as you liked but that wouldn’t change the facts.) Except, Mia did not believe in astrology. She believed that the future was governed by the intersection of past events with the random nature of the world. Nine times out of ten she could safely predict that today she would cycle to the café, make three hundred cups of coffee and then cycle home again at four thirty. Because that’s what she did most days. Of course, there was always the chance that she might come down with chickenpox, be hit by a falling crane, or the creek might flood and the bridge would prove impassable. In her experience no horoscope ever predicted events like these. And Celia knew that as well as she did. Her mother was just being her usual overprotective, overly imaginative self.

			She stowed the phone in her backpack where she couldn’t hear it, where she could safely ignore both her mother and her friend. Then she grabbed the overripe banana for later, knocking over His Majesty’s package in the process. The sender’s name and address reproached her with its neat businesslike font. 

			 

			Ellis and Associates

			High Street

			Lewes 

			BN7 1XG

			UNITED KINGDOM

			 

			‘You’re such a baby. It won’t bite.’ She could almost hear Kate’s voice teasing in her head.

			She supposed she would have to open it sooner or later, so why not now? After all, it might be important. She picked up the package between thumb and forefinger, dangling it as if it were contaminated. Then she settled on one of the cane chairs she had inherited from a former housemate who had decamped to Perth in the name of love, and proceeded to tear open the plastic seal.

			She was just about to open the thick yellow envelope inside when she heard the sound of rapping on the back door. Her flat was situated at the rear of a 1920s weatherboard house that had been divided into two sometime in the 1970s, judging by its olive-­green kitchen cupboards and geometric brown and white floor tiles. It might be expected that by the age of thirty she would have graduated to something newish – or at least renovated – but so far, her lifestyle had not lent itself to permanence.

			The colour scheme wasn’t her favourite but the rent was cheap, the ceilings high, and she loved the cedar-­lined walls of the old Queenslander. It even came with a box room she had turned into a studio, ignoring the way tendrils of bougainvillea kept finding their way in through the weatherboards. From the back veranda she could look out over a tangle of lush sub-­tropical greenery to the houses climbing an adjacent hillside in one direction, with brown glimpses of river in another. Her friends all agreed that it was perfect for house parties, of which it had seen quite a few.

			She set aside the envelope and ambled to the back door in her Uggs and saggy-­bottomed trackpants, secure in the notion that it wouldn’t be him of Friday night’s woeful encounter. For he hadn’t been heard from since he demolished the last two slices of bread in her pantry before exiting in a flurry of ‘I’ll DM you’ early on Saturday morning. The feminine silhouette on the other side of the ribbed glass panel proved her correct. In fact, a halo of dark brown hair and a certain restless impatience told her that Kate had decided to take parcel matters into her own hands.

			‘Hi, lovely, I thought you might turn up,’ she said, smiling as she opened the door.

			‘The suspense was driving me crazy, even if you’re a pillar of indifference. I mean, if it isn’t something you ordered, what could it be?’ 

			Kate pushed past her down the pale lemon hall Mia had spent two weekends painting when she moved in last summer. Even paupers couldn’t live with brown walls.

			‘I don’t know.’ She didn’t mention the anonymous British stranger she may or may not have offended, or His Majesty’s debt collector chasing down some long-­forgotten parking fine from her now distant working holiday. These were the imaginings of an insecure person, obsessive thoughts her friend tended to dismiss with a wrinkle of her perfectly snub tanned nose or a flourish of her expertly manicured hand.

			‘Anyway. I googled it.’

			‘What did you google?’

			‘The name and address. I could read it on the photo you posted.’

			Of course, she could read it! – If she enlarged it enough.

			‘I don’t know why you’re so fascinated by a package,’ Mia said.

			‘The fact that you won’t open it is what fascinates me. It reminds me of the times you decide not to go on a picnic for no discernible reason, and then it pours with rain and the sky electrifies. Or when you change your jeans for a slip dress at the last minute, and an old boyfriend turns up unexpectedly at the same party. That’s what fascinates me,’ Kate said, turning to stare at her friend over the top of her rose-­coloured sunglasses before heading towards the kitchen.

			Mia followed. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she insisted.

			‘Yes, you do. Anyway, it turns out that Ellis and Associates are probate genealogists,’ her friend said cheerily as she perched on a chair, her hand inching towards the yellow envelope peeking out from the white plastic.

			Mia frowned. ‘What’s a probate genealogist? I mean, I know what a genealogist is but—’ 

			‘Did you never watch that reality show Heir Hunters when you lived in London?’

			‘No. I remember being tormented by several episodes of Love Island but . . . no.’

			‘Well, probate genealogists trace missing heirs,’ Kate announced with a flourish of the yellow envelope. ‘So, if one is writing to you, it probably means that you, my dear Miss Curtis, are somebody’s heir.’

			Mia was silent for a few moments, digesting this piece of information.

			‘I don’t know anyone who would leave me money,’ she said after a while. ‘And I can’t think of anyone related to me.’ 

			One or two of the friends she’d made in London had stayed with her for a few days when they passed through Brisbane on their way to somewhere else. And she still kept in touch with a few others on social media, but the tyranny of distance couldn’t make up for boozy lunches, snug road trips and group hugs. The truth was, they had grown apart.

			‘Maybe . . . but apparently, they know you. You must have a distant relative or something,’ Kate said, her voice rising excitedly, her fingers drumming on the table, itching to open the envelope.

			‘Not that I know of.’

			‘I mean your mum did come from there.’

			‘So she says.’

			‘You could be heir to a fortune. Or a title . . . just don’t forget your friends when you move into your grand estate.’

			Mia tried to focus on her friend’s words but she was somehow stuck on the idea of having British relatives. Her mother had been born in Sussex and moved to Australia straight after uni. But her mother’s parents had died long before Mia was born, and Celia had no siblings. While Mia’s father came from a long line of Aussie battlers – descended, according to family legend, from British convicts and Prussian peasants. So, who could possibly be hunting her?

			‘I can see you drifting about in a ruined Highland castle with your plaid shawl and your heaving bosoms.’

			‘What?’

			‘Aha, I knew you were listening!’

			‘Honestly, Kate, you’re such a fantasist. Don’t go all Outlander on me over some stupid parcel. And my bosoms aren’t large enough to heave.’

			No, not a castle. She closed her eyes, trying to picture the ruined grandeur of her friend’s imagination, but all she could conjure was a cobbled street lined with quaint Tudor buildings and a charming old pebbled cottage, like something out of a movie set. Probably one of the many picturesque villages she remembered from her time in the UK.

			Kate clicked her tongue, shaking her head in reproof. ‘You’re so frustrating. Just open it,’ she said in a slow hiss. ‘Maybe some elderly cousin twice removed has left you a few pounds in his will. You’re not exactly rolling in money, hon.’

			She was right, of course. Mia put up a hand to the long unkempt locks that had last seen a hairdresser – well, she couldn’t remember when. Plus, she hadn’t bought any new clothes for at least a month, and she really should pay some of those outstanding fines now that she had sold her car. She had been saving her money for . . . well, she wasn’t quite sure why, but it had seemed like a good idea. You never knew when you might need it. Maybe she would actually go back and finish her degree one day. Or buy a house. Or something.

			Kate was right. She was acting like a child haunted by unfounded fears. It was only a package, after all. ‘You do it,’ she said, relenting.

			Her friend didn’t need telling twice. She snatched up the envelope and inserted one perfect pearl nail beneath the flap. Then, with a brief sideways glance, she tore it open, withdrew a wad of documents and placed them squarely on the table in front of Mia with a questioning look.

			Mia shook her head. ‘You read it, please.’

			‘Okay, here goes . . .’

			Dear Ms Curtis, she read aloud, pausing every few sentences to check on Mia, whose tanned and freckled features grew more puzzled with each revelation, her deep blue eyes narrowing, her fingers raking unconsciously through the dark tangle of strands framing her heart-­shaped face, her small neat lips pressed tightly together.

			 

			We have been retained by Thayer and Daughter, Solicitors, executors for the decedent, Ms Henrietta Foord Sutton, to locate missing beneficiaries to her estate in the county of East Sussex, England. After a thorough search of our extensive databases, records of births, deaths and marriages, digital archives, and by pursuing local enquiries, we believe that you may be a beneficiary.

			Ellis and Associates has been in the business of probate genealogy and asset recovery for more than a decade. Unlike some probate researchers, who work on a speculative basis, in most cases solicitors or estate executors will retain our firm to trace missing heirs and trust beneficiaries for a negotiated fee. We will not and do not ask you for payment.

			Our work includes proving the relationship to the decedent of any beneficiaries located by us. The Treasury Solicitor requires evidence of kinship. To that end, we may ask you for copies of such documents as birth certificates, parental marriage certificates et cetera, should you wish to proceed.

			I’d be pleased if you would contact me by email, telephone or letter in order to expedite this matter.

			Kind regards,

			Reid Ellis

			 

			‘Who is Henrietta Foord Sutton?’ Kate asked, when she reached the end of the letter.

			While her friend was reading, Mia’s thoughts had been in disarray, so much so that she didn’t reply at first. The shiny white parcel had landed on her doorstep with a metaphorical thud, an unwanted intrusion into the quiet world she had built around herself these last few years, one where routine was a bulwark against any unwelcome thoughts from the past.

			‘It’s probably a scam,’ she said after a while, taking a deep breath. She had known it wasn’t ‘just’ a parcel, after all.

			‘They’re not asking you for money, or to sign anything . . .’

			And yet the deceased’s name sent fingers of alarm creeping up Mia’s spine. She didn’t know who the dead woman was, she had never heard her mentioned, or seen her name written anywhere. But she knew the family name, and she had an undeniable feeling that she should know who she was. That someone should have told her and, for whatever reason, they hadn’t.

			‘. . . and they enclose a letter from the solicitors. So maybe it is legit,’ Kate added, shuffling through the pages enclosed with the letter. ‘Maybe you really are an heiress.’

			Maybe she was . . . but heiress to what exactly? Money? Property? A family heirloom? Or something less tangible, such as – a bunch of lies? And more to the point, did she want to find out? Yet despite her reluctance, she couldn’t resist glancing down at the ream of papers Kate was now poring over in fascination. As well as the two letters there was a glossy brochure and a chart.

			‘What’s this?’ she asked, drawing the single sheet of paper with its little orange boxes and grey arrows closer, even as her eyes zeroed in on the lone blue box labelled with the ominous heading ‘Deceased’.

			And directly below that heading a single name. A solitary direct descendant.

			‘Table of Consanguinity.’ Mia read the title of the chart aloud.

			‘It looks like a kind of sideways family tree,’ Kate said. ‘And there you are, right below your mum, who’s right below . . . oh, I see . . .’ her voice trailed off.

			‘Mmm, there’s my mum sitting right below the deceased. Funny about that.’

			And there were other names and relationships stretching out to the right of the deceased. Parents, grandparents, great-­grandparents, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, first cousins . . . first cousins once removed, second cousins, third cousins . . . so many boxes. Some already occupied by names, others waiting to be filled. All those relations. And yet there she was, right below her mother, who was right below her mother who was, apparently, the ‘Deceased’ – Henrietta Foord Sutton. Suddenly, she could barely breathe.

			And right on time, her phone chortled with laughter once more and her mother’s name lit the top of the screen again.

			‘You’ve got to get rid of that ringtone,’ Kate said, jumping in surprise.

			‘I don’t know. It’s kind of apt, don’t you think? Since it seems someone has been laughing at me my entire life.’ How could she?

			Well, it appeared that for whatever reason, her mother had lied. And if she had lied about her own mother’s existence, what else had she lied about? Who else had she lied about? Who else had she wiped from her lineage – their lineage?

			‘Sutton was my mother’s maiden name and Foord is her middle name too,’ Mia said, frowning. ‘An old family name . . . she always said. Handed down to the eldest daughter through the generations.’

			Except that the custom had petered out by the time it came to Mia. Her mother had decided to erase custom and heritage. The question was why? What possible harm could a granny cause? What possible harm could your ancestors bring? Those pesky Suttons and Foords. Who knew what other denizens of Sussex might lurk on the heir hunter’s Table of Consanguinity?

			Her mother had denied Mia that kinship.

			The thought was like a punch in the eye – her dark blue eyes that came from neither her father nor her mother. The real question was, whose legacy were those eyes? And what else had she inherited?

			She looked down at the Table of Consanguinity sent by the probate genealogist. The coloured boxes dropped off the page with the deceased’s great-­great-­grandparents, but Mia could still see them in her mind’s eye, stretching out into eternity. All those boxes filled with people who each shared a sliver of her DNA. People her mother had assured her were of no importance, since she had no living relatives. People whose lives had begat hers.

			Yes, someone definitely had a lot of explaining to do.
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			Sussex, England

			1821

			Philadelphia was hunting a spool of ribbon to trim the dame’s second-­best bonnet when she entered the workshop that morning, little expecting her life was about to become a public spectacle. For rather than ribbon, she found her husband draped over a spindle-­back chair. His shears lay splayed on the floor while his nephew stood forlornly beside him. Her first thought was that Jasper would be furious with the apprentice who had been so careless with his shears. Then she noted that his neckcloth was awry, his chin flecked with spittle and his complexion pale as a perch’s belly, and she realised more was amiss than the discarded shears. It was the fixed and staring eyes that told her he was dead.

			‘He is gone,’ Isaac said, when he saw her hesitating at the foot of the stairs. She must have been standing there for some time, frozen by the sight of her husband in such a state. Her nephew’s words broke the trance. ‘And I did not save him,’ he cried, his shoulders slumped.

			His cry was reminiscent of a fox kit calling for its mother, and she felt its tug in her breast. Poor lad, he was eighteen and already a man in body, yet for all his broad shoulders and square chin, a child still in many ways. He looked to her for comfort as he would have looked to his mother, yet she did not know if she had such comfort in her with her husband lying dead in his workshop.

			‘What should we do?’ he asked, his eyes begging her to take charge even as he straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin.

			The question jolted her out of her trance. She was seeking ribbon, a length of yellow silk jacquard from France. She had not expected to find her husband dead on a chair when she rose that morning. She had not expected to be made a widow before she broke her fast. Already, her legs were trembling beneath the printed India cotton of her gown. Her heart was racing beneath her corset. But Isaac looked to her for reassurance and she must find it, despite her shaking legs. He was only a boy, no matter how harsh his father’s discipline or how stern his uncle’s tutelage, and she a woman grown. She must put aside her fears, for there was no one else to help them. 

			‘Hush, now,’ she said after a moment, coming to his side.

			She made to lay a hand upon his shoulder, then thought better of it, bending instead to retrieve the shears and place them upon the low platform that served as the tailor’s work table. She sighed as she glanced through the casement window to the street. It promised to be a long day, for already sunshine poured through the open drapes, saturating the workroom with soft light. And if the day began with death, how might it end and who might it touch?

			‘You have opened the drapes already.’ The damask drapes, which shielded the shop window at night, had been raised. Left open, any passer-­by could see that Death had come to the Boadle household.

			‘I didn’t think. I always open them, readying the shop for the day.’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, the tears only a blink away. ‘They will know soon enough.’ 

			She risked a glance at her husband’s face, swallowing the bitterness that rose to her throat and quelling the impulse to cry out. She must be strong. Jasper always expected her to be strong.

			‘We must think on what to do.’

			She must think, and clearly, for the household’s sake: the two apprentices and Jenny, the maidservant, who depended upon the tailor’s workshop for their livelihoods. And then there was Marjory. How would she explain her father’s death to his daughter? She was such a loving child, and Philadelphia had always tried to protect her from life’s harshest realities, from things she did not need to know. The child was Jasper’s own sweet dove. She must safeguard her daughter’s inheritance too, for there were those who would take advantage of a widow whose husband owned a thriving tailor’s workshop. Especially if that man had a book of debts totalling 27 pounds 2 shillings and 6 pence at last tally, debts that might be overlooked if turmoil were to consume them. A man whose wife – nay, widow now – many in the village misliked, though her family had lived in the parish for generations.

			She shook herself, shrugging off the old bitterness. There was no place for that here. Nor fear. Nor, indeed, grief. So many things must be considered, and so little time. Some might think it cold, but she must act swiftly to protect her little family.

			‘We must think upon what your uncle would have us do,’ she said to her nephew, for Jasper had always known best. Except her husband’s pale eyes, which had been quick to flash in both anger and delight, now stared back at her, flat and lifeless. His complexion, which tended to ruddiness, appeared deprived of all blood. And apart from a yellowish crust at one corner, his fine lips cast a blue tinge.

			‘What would you have me do?’ she whispered to the dead man. 

			Of course, he could not answer. He would never speak again.

			She forced herself to look away and gather her thoughts, noting that apart from the shears all else was in its place. Spools of thread and ribbon lay neatly wound. Bolts of cloth were shelved. Cushions bristled with needles arranged according to their size. The tailor’s mahogany candlestand rested on one corner of the work table, kept within easy reach as he sat cross-­legged at his work. Nothing was out of place. All was in order except her husband. And, possibly, her family’s future.

			Perhaps she was dreaming still. She had always been prone to vivid dreams. Yes, that must be it. But it did not feel like a dream. It was all too real, even the smell of vomit that lingered in the air. She glanced at Isaac, considering him with a sigh of affection. He had grown so tall this last year, his shoulders broadening so as to burst the seams of his jacket twice. His boyish cheeks had sprouted whiskers that glinted red in the morning light. He promised to be quite handsome in a year or two and already seemed to know it. As did her maid, Jenny, from the way she trailed after him with her eyes. Silly child.

			When she returned her attention to her husband, she discovered he was still dead. She was not dreaming.

			‘Did you find him like this?’ she asked his nephew.

			‘When I came down from the attic at dawn, he was gasping and clawing at his neck. The others were yet sleeping.’ He made to reach for her then, the poor motherless boy, his head lowered as if he might find comfort at her breast.

			‘You did not think to raise the alarm?’ she asked, stepping back half a pace.

			She wasn’t his mother; although she had cared for him since the day his father apprenticed him to his uncle, some five years earlier. Cared for him, tended his hurts, even taught him what she could of her garden and its secrets when he showed an interest. No one else cared for the herbs she cultivated and the flowers she nurtured. Only her mother, Susanna, who had perished of the dropsy two years past. Susanna, who was sorely missed. She would have known how to be going on with this predicament. Susanna always knew. Philadelphia swallowed another sob.

			‘I did not know what to do. I loosened his neckcloth. I fetched a cup of water. I . . .’ He nodded to a stoneware cup sitting on the corner of the work table. ‘He vomited copious amounts. All down his shirt. I tried to wipe it up and then . . . and then I watched over him . . .’ he paused to inhale deeply, ‘in case he should come to himself and have need of me. I did not want to wake you. You do not like to be woken.’

			‘I would have made an exception in this case,’ she said, gently.

			Isaac’s eyes glazed over as he continued. ‘Before I knew it, he was clutching at his heart and then . . .’ He could not complete the sentence, so great was his distress.

			‘And then he-­he was g-­gone?’ She stumbled over the question.

			‘Yes . . . it was too late. He . . . he was gone.’

			A clattering of pots from the kitchen at the rear of the house told her that Jenny was awake and setting porridge to cook and bread to bake. Soon the entire village would be out and about. Soon every householder within a mile would know that her husband was dead and begin asking why a strong and vital man like Jasper Boadle had died, so suddenly, so swiftly. In a chair, of all places. They would be looking for someone to blame, and who would come to mind first? If she was not careful, there would be a hue and cry, calling for the coroner, and there were plenty in the village who were fond of a good inquest. Why, the blacksmith had been paid as a juror three times last year, and yet all three of the deceased were proven to have died of natural causes.

			‘You were greatly shaken,’ she said to her nephew, the hint of a question in her voice.

			‘Yes. I was greatly shaken.’ He nodded, the tremor in his right hand proving the truth of her words.

			‘Poor boy, you were not thinking clearly.’ This time there was more certainty in her voice. How else could they explain his slowness to act? There must be no room for uncertainty, no taint for the gossips and slanderers to seize upon.

			‘No, I could not think straight,’ he said, taking up her theme. ‘Not with my uncle writhing on his chair as if he was being strangled from the inside out. He . . .’

			She put up a hand, shooing ineffectually at the air. ‘Have a care for the feelings of his poor wi . . . widow.’ She faltered over the untried word. She was a woman without a husband now. A woman without protection.

			‘I am sorry, Aunt, I did not think.’ He stared down at his uncle’s stiffening body then back at her. There was longing in that look, longing that must be put to rest before another saw it. They might mistake it for something it was not.

			‘We should attend to your uncle.’

			She returned her gaze to her husband. Jasper had always been a fine figure of a man, full of manly vigour and so elegant in his dress. Now he lay crumpled in a chair and not yet forty years of age. Now he had dropped dead before breakfast, when she had expected to have him by her side for decades. She was ill prepared for such an occurrence, for how does one prepare for the death of one’s partner? She felt all awry with the shock of it. Now her bed would be cold . . . and her hearth too, if she was not careful.

			‘I think we must summon aid,’ she said to her nephew, who had covered his eyes with his hand. 

			It was too late now to help Jasper, but she sensed that she would need allies in the days to come. She closed her eyes momentarily, trying to think. They would need witnesses, friends at their backs when the whispers began, as they surely would. As they always did. But who in the village could be trusted with such a business? And what was the proper course of action when a man had died all of a sudden, with no inkling of ill health. Her mother would have known how to deal with it, but she was gone. The folk of this village had not fully trusted Susanna Foord, anyway – lest they were in direst need.

			‘Perhaps we should fetch the constable,’ she mused aloud. ‘But your uncle complained of a treacherous stomach last night, did he not?’ It was true Jasper had complained of stomach ache last night. ‘So, the surgeon might suit better . . .’

			Then again, the surgeon would prove superfluous to a dead man.

			‘I could fetch my father. He will know what to do in a case such as this,’ Isaac said, peering at her from downcast eyes.

			She stood a moment considering the boy’s suggestion. Jasper’s brother, Enoch, was a respected carrier with two carts and six horses. He was well known in the village, having married a farmer’s daughter whose family had lived in the parish as long as Philadelphia’s. And he had arrived there a good ten years before his brother, Jasper, established his tailoring business. The carrier’s word would be heeded, and he above all others should have their interests at heart. Yet should and would were not always one, and Enoch had not welcomed her into the Boadle family. Even after ten years of marriage, he rarely showed her any sign of affection, though she saw him every other day. Sometimes she suspected he misliked her still.

			‘Mr Earle might be prevailed upon to assist us,’ she said, surprised to find she spoke the words aloud.

			‘But why would a man like Thomas Earle wish to involve himself with our troubles, Aunt?’

			Why indeed? She had been milliner and confidante to his wife for years, except poor Marianne Earle was gone now too. Why should Thomas Earle remember his wife’s milliner with anything more than a passing nod simply because he had smiled at her on occasion? Because he had spoken to her kindly once or twice? He was one of the greatest landowners in the parish and far above a mere milliner or tailor in his standing.

			No, she wasn’t thinking straight. Enoch’s voice was loud enough to be heard the length of the parish. And, despite his misgivings about the suitability of her marriage, and his wish that his brother had married elsewhere, he would do right by his brother’s widow and child, surely? For the past could not now be undone. It was too late for any other plans he may have harboured.

			‘What shall you tell him?’ she asked, glancing up at her nephew. Though she could not blame him, he seemed all topsy-­turvy with events, and might say anything if questioned harshly. The constable, for one, could be excessively righteous if he took against you.

			‘I shall tell the truth. That my uncle felt sickly last night but believed he would be well by morning. That the squire was expecting him to fit his new riding breeches this morning.’

			Jasper would never have delegated the squire to one of his apprentices, that was sure. And he was usually of a robust constitution, not one to make a fuss of a little stomach ache. Why, he had once hobbled three miles with a sprained ankle to attend upon the squire. Even so, there were those who would find fault no matter what course she took. Those who had always looked askance at the Foord women.

			‘I should have fixed him a posset last night,’ she decided, dabbing at a fleck of vomit on his collar with her apron, but the vomit had dried already and would not budge, no matter how hard she rubbed.

			Isaac stared down at his uncle. ‘I do not think one of your possets would have helped him.’

			Perhaps not, and yet she could not ignore her disquiet at this small neglect. Jasper had not been himself last night. He had returned home late after a prolonged meeting with a certain local smuggler – negotiating the purchase of French silk, so he had said. Smuggling was an integral part of the local economy and could not be avoided altogether, although she could not say her husband’s recent dealings sat comfortably with her. Still, she should have at least offered a posset for his poor stomach. Then again, Jasper had never been one to trust in her possets. Indeed, he often questioned the hours she spent in the garden tending even the most common of herbs.

			Well, she must not dwell on it, there would be regret enough in the coming days. Guilt, grief and regret . . . the customary widow’s garb. Besides, despite this small neglect, she had always striven to be a good wife, even in the face of her husband’s sometimes less than warm affection. She had done her best. From the moment the tailor had presented her with a golden thimble as a token of his affection, a token that had once belonged to his mother, she had striven to be the woman he desired. The woman he respected. A woman he would honour.

			‘Shall I fetch my father then?’

			She still was not sure that Enoch would do right by her. There was much to consider, bygones that yet lingered like rotting memories. She sighed, leaning over her husband to stroke his cheek with a forefinger and finding it cold. She had loved and admired this man from the moment she set eyes upon him, ten years before. A mutual attraction. Fate, some would have called it. The Lacy sisters could bleat all they wished that she had stolen him.

			‘Perhaps,’ she said to her nephew. ‘But first we shall make him more comfortable.’ Her husband had been such a fastidious person in life, he deserved no less in death. ‘He would not like to be seen in such a state,’ she added, looking up to discover that her nephew had already disappeared.
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			Sussex, England

			1811

			The mud was so deep that Philadelphia held her petticoats high as she passed by Farmer Sutton’s wagon, on the morning she met the man who would later become her husband. The wagon was rickety with hay, the path clodgy with the morning’s rain, and she did not wish to arrive at the inn splattered in mud. Her ankles were trim and her feet nimble in new wool stockings and she avoided the churned mud on the high street by skipping sideways. She had donned a new petticoat of pale green linen – stitched by rushlight after her mother was abed – worn with her second-­best short gown in dark blue, and a newly washed apron. A handkerchief of printed yellow cotton was tucked into the low neckline of her gown and her cap was spotless. In any case, Mistress Tupper, the innkeeper, was bound to have words for her tardiness. Best not give her cause for more.

			The King’s Head fronted directly on to the high street, built of flint rubble like her mother’s cottage, although far larger and boasting three floors altogether. Her employer was fond of telling anyone who would listen that old King Hal, the eighth of that name, had once stepped in for a cup of ale after a hunting trip to Ashdown Forest. She was as proud of the visit as she was of the chatelaine she wore chained at her waist, tinkling with keys, a silver case of sewing needles, a tiny embroidered purse and a nib pen (although Philadelphia knew for a fact that she signed her name with an X).

			Spotting her mistress’s plump figure in a window of the half-­timbered upper storey, Philadelphia avoided the front entry and headed for the arched gateway to the walled yard with its well and stables, small orchard and kitchen garden beyond. The King’s Head wasn’t situated on one of the great roads, nor was theirs a popular seaside village, so there was no need for a coach house, an ostlers’ room or a forge, yet it was on a well-­travelled local route. She thanked the Lord they did not have so many customers that they must keep their own hogs, for she knew who would be put to caring for the creatures.

			Her pattens clattered across the cobblestones and she stopped to hang them by the rear door alongside Joan’s, the other serving maid, before entering the kitchen. The smell of roasting meat greeted her, a half lamb turning upon a spit powered by Laddie, the poor turnspit dog, who trotted a dozen miles a day upon his wheel but never managed to escape Mistress Tupper’s kitchen. She reached up to stroke his long, dangling ears, wishing she could set him free, then set about finding him some tasty morsel. She was feeding him a sliver of cheese, small enough that the mistress would not notice it missing from the great wheel of cheddar, when she heard her name echoing through the inn and quickly wiped a wet hand upon her apron.

			‘Philadelphia Foord! I will box your ears, you slatternly maid!’ The landlady growled as she trundled into the kitchen from the hall. ‘Never here when you are needed . . .’

			‘Beg pardon, Mistress Tupper,’ she said, bobbing a curtsey, ‘but my mother was late to home last night and—’

			‘I am not interested in your excuses, miss, you are lucky I do not send you packing . . .’ She paused to inspect Philadelphia from head to toe, frowning at the almost imperceptible mark upon her apron. ‘Well, at least you are almost clean. I declare young Joan must have rolled in mud when she emptied the chamber pots this morning.’

			‘’Tis a clean apron, mistress.’

			‘Well, do not stand there. The master has a guest in the parlour. You are to prepare a pot of coffee and take it in to them with a plate of my gingerbread. Use the Davenport rather than the plain stoneware. But no more than a dessertspoon of coffee, mind.’

			It must be a fine guest, indeed, if the mistress were serving coffee rather than ale, for despite the busy smuggling trade on the nearby coast, coffee remained a luxury. Philadelphia set to work boiling two heaped spoons of coffee in a pot of water, then added a shaving of isinglass for clarity. She let the pot stand by the fireside while she assembled a plate of her mistress’s famous gingerbread, laden with treacle and spices, and set a jug of cream (the master preferred more cream than coffee), a bowl of Lisbon sugar and two cups on a tray. Once the coffee had stood for several minutes she placed it on the tray with the gingerbread, tweaked the kerchief at her neck so that it covered all but the barest glimpse of skin, and headed for the parlour on the further side of the common room.

			Even at this early hour several customers slumped before tankards of her master’s home-­brewed ale, while a couple of travellers broke their fasts upon fresh baked rolls, ham, cheese and dishes of tea. She hurried past them, careful not to spill a drop of the precious coffee, veering around the stout oak pillars, black with age, which propped up the massive roof beams, before stepping through a low doorway to the parlour where the more affluent travellers took their refreshment. This morning there were no well-­to-­do merchants or gentry staying at the inn. Only the master and a single guest occupied the room, both with their backs turned to her.

			Mr Tupper was garbed in his best coat, a tight-­fitting cutaway in brown-­and-­yellow striped linen with an enormous collar, so high it covered him to his cheeks. He wore it with a blue-­and-­yellow plaid waistcoat peeking out below, and dark brown breeches. When she entered, his arms were extended as if about to take flight so that his coat threatened to burst at the seams, while the tails parted across his large backside. Clearly, he had expanded somewhat since the coat was made. In contrast, the other gentleman was a picture of elegance in his coat of dark blue wool, and cream pantaloons tucked into high black boots.

			‘Good morning, Mr Tupper,’ she said. ‘The mistress bade me bring coffee.’

			‘You can put it there, girl,’ he said, indicating a spot on the trestle table. ‘Mr Boadle is making me a new suit. What d’ye think, Philadelphia? Shall I be the next Beau Brummell?’

			She caught her breath at the realisation that the elegant young man in the blue morning coat must be none other than the new tailor who had set up shop in the village – the man it was rumoured the brick maker’s daughter, Lettice Lacy, had set her cap at. The same man who was now turning to face her, a long strip of paper cut with tiny notches draped in his hand.

			‘I am sure, sir,’ she managed at last. Mr Brummell and his circle’s doings had reached even here, on the Downs.

			‘He has me measure now, don’t you, Boadle?’ The innkeeper slapped his knee in high good humour at his pun.

			‘I believe I will soon, Mr Tupper, if you will hold still for one last measure. We do not wish to make the waist too tight, do we?’

			The tailor helped the other man out of his coat, with only the slightest fuss when it came to squeezing free of the shoulders. When Tupper stood in his shirtsleeves, Boadle held one end of his paper strip just above the man’s belly button and reached it around his waist to his spine, before cutting a final notch with a small pair of scissors and standing back with a satisfied smile.

			‘Now we have your measure, sir,’ the tailor said.

			‘What do you say, girl? You always have an eye for a frock,’ Tupper said, with a wink. ‘Shall we choose the green-­and-­brown plaid for me coat or the fine red wool?’ He gestured towards a thick book lying upon the trestle. 

			‘I would not know, sir,’ she said with a shrug, for all books were enigmas to one who cannot read.

			‘It would be my pleasure to show you, Miss . . .?’ the tailor said, with a questioning look.

			‘Foord. Philadelphia Foord, sir,’ she replied, glancing up at him through lowered lashes. ‘Of Puckridge Cottage.’ 

			Had he heard tell of her mother’s shame? Of her inherited shame? Anybody in the village would have been happy to inform him that her name was written in the bastard registry. Yet he did not blink at her introduction, merely nodded.

			This was the first time she had seen the man for herself, close to, and she found it difficult not to stare. He was taller than her master by a head although half his width. His hair was brown with a reddish tint, curling about his ears and forehead with only a lick of pomade to keep it in place, so different to Tupper’s moth-­eaten old wig. His eyes were pale grey with a hint of blue, and she could not help noticing his fine legs in their fitted pantaloons. The man looked altogether too splendid for their village. Little wonder that Lettice Lacy was so taken with him.

			Still, she hesitated when he beckoned her closer to where the book lay in wait upon the table beside him. She was not the only girl in the village who could not read, but that did not make her less self-­conscious. The Lacy sisters had a tutor come to teach them their letters but there was no charity school in their village for the likes of Philadelphia. 

			Squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, she took a step closer, with quaking arms. Man, or book, either might prove a threat to her peace of mind, but the heavy tray was the greater risk. Her employer would have her hide if she dropped it.

			‘Here is my book of cloth samples, Miss Foord,’ said the tailor, opening the book to a place marked with a length of green ribbon. ‘See, here is the plaid your master prefers.’ He touched a small square of bright green and brown check, his hand pale and well-­shaped, except for calluses on his thumb and several fingers. It was strangely incongruous, set against his fine apparel and clean-­shaven chin.

			‘And here,’ he added, turning a page, ‘is the preferred red wool.’ He glanced up, catching her staring at his hands. ‘Tailor’s hands, from holding scissors and the like, a hazard of our trade.’

			She felt heat flush her cheeks and tried to look away but he caught her eye quicker than an otter snares a trout, and she could not wriggle free. He kept her there for a moment, his grey eyes holding hers of deep blue, before she gave two quick shakes of the head and broke free.

			‘What think you, Philadelphia?’ asked Tupper.

			‘Both are very fine, sir.’

			‘Perhaps you have another preference?’ the tailor asked, turning over the pages, inviting her inspection.

			The cloths were all beautiful in their own way. She knew without even touching them that they would be soft and closely woven. More beautiful than anything she was ever likely to wear.

			‘Do not be afraid to feel their texture,’ the tailor said, as if reading her thoughts.

			Balancing the heavy tray, she tentatively reached out a hand to touch a sample that caught her eye as he flipped through the pages. It was of a blue so dark that it almost matched her eyes, and woven in a worsted so fine that it shone with a subtle lustre.

			‘I think . . . I think this dark blue wool would look very distinguished, sir,’ she ventured after a while.

			‘Miss Foord has excellent taste. This cloth is the finest French shalloon, a lightweight twill suitable for every season. It would indeed set your figure to advantage. And these darker hues are all the fashion in London.’

			‘You do not think it too . . . dull . . . for a man of my stature?’ Tupper asked, unconvinced.

			‘Not at all. You will be the envy of all your clientele. A coat cut from this cloth would put Mr Brummell to shame.’

			‘Well, the girl does have good taste. Even my dear wife has commented upon her caps and aprons. “Too fine for a serving maid,” she told me just the other day. “That girl has designs above her station,” she said.’

			‘’Tis only white embroidery that I fashion by my own hand,’ Philadelphia protested, thinking herself in trouble again.

			‘Yet it has the delicacy of lace with those exquisite van Dyck points,’ Jasper Boadle said, inspecting the cap – and the face beneath it – with such a pleased smile that she returned her attention to the tray and its contents lest her expression reveal more than she wished. ‘The right costume can turn a washerwoman into a lady,’ he added. 

			‘Hah! Do you aim so high then, Philadelphia?’ asked Mr Tupper.

			‘Or an innkeeper into an earl,’ the tailor said, with a wink for his patron. ‘I could not have chosen better myself.’

			‘Then we must have it!’ her master said, with a clap of his hands so loud that she almost spilled the coffee.

			‘Yes. We certainly must,’ said the tailor, but his gaze was all for Philadelphia. The cloth of finest quality was forgotten in the depths of her midnight-­blue eyes.

			She lowered her lashes to escape his gaze but could not rid herself of the thought of him, a thought that stayed with her all through that day and the next as she scrubbed floors and served ale to the Tuppers’ customers. She kept seeing an image of the handsome tailor standing by her side, his arm looped about her waist, holding her as if she were too precious to release. 

			Was this the foresight her mother always warned her to treat with care – or mere wishful thinking? She supposed she would have to let matters take their course. One way or another, the future would reveal itself.
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			Brisbane, Australia

			2024

			It was almost dark by the time Mia wheeled her bike up the path to her parents’ house. She’d had plenty of time to fume and stew while she brewed cup after cup of latte and macchiato at work. And after the long ride to their house from the café, she was literally steaming in the humid January dusk. She leaned her bike against the iron railing, looped and locked the cable, then took the steps to the front veranda two at a time. Her father had finally finished repainting the weatherboards of their 1970s ranch-­style house, and the scent of Dulux Weathershield filled the air. Not bothering to knock – for what could they possibly be doing that warranted privacy? – she turned her key in the lock and headed straight for the kitchen at the rear of the house.

			‘Ow! That hurts!’ 

			Sunday was roast night at the Curtis household and her father was cutting up pumpkin. Badly, it seemed.

			‘I told you not to slice towards you, it’s suicidal,’ her mother could be heard trilling from the living room.

			‘Hi, Dad,’ she said, plucking a tissue from the box on the kitchen bench, before removing his thumb from his mouth and wrapping it in the tissue. ‘Hold tight while I fetch you a Band-­Aid.’

			‘Thanks, darling, I don’t think it’s very deep.’ Her father grimaced and clung to his thumb obediently.

			‘Oh, hello, Mia,’ her mother said as she entered the kitchen, cradling an empty wine glass. As usual, she wore her old gardening shorts with an unfashionable T-­shirt from the ‘Class of 19’ with the names of her former Year 12 English students printed on the back. ‘I didn’t hear the door.’

			‘I thought you’d know I was coming,’ Mia said, reaching into the cupboard above the sink where a jumble of medical stuff lived. ‘You usually do.’

			‘Well, I did think you might call by on your way home from work. We haven’t seen you for a couple of weeks. I did a nut roast.’

			Mia couldn’t see her mother’s face as she dabbed her father’s thumb with disinfectant, but she could feel her gaze zinging the back of her scalp as if burrowing into her thoughts. What did she know?

			‘Thanks, love,’ her father said when she’d finished applying the Band-­Aid. He picked up his Tooheys and saluted her, adding, ‘I hope you’ll stay for dinner despite the bloodied pumpkin.’

			‘I’m sure it’ll be fine after a wash. And so will you,’ she said, frowning at her mother, who was topping up her glass from a bottle of Pinot Grigio on the counter. Her mother’s freckles were blooming through sunburned skin, and her chin-­length brown bob hosted several scraps of leaf litter.

			‘Don’t look so disapproving, it’s only my second. As you can see, your father isn’t too badly wounded and he’s quite capable of putting on a sticking plaster by himself. Besides, I’ve been slashing at that overgrown bougainvillea on the shed all afternoon and developed quite a thirst.’

			‘It’s not the wine I disapprove of, Mum.’

			‘Well, something’s niggling you, I can see that,’ Celia said, concentrating on her glass. ‘I could swear I saw puffs of steam coming from your ears a minute ago.’

			‘I just remembered I left the . . . um . . . the . . . um . . . thing­amabob turned on in the office,’ Mike said, his eyes shifting from one woman to the other. ‘I’d better go turn it off.’

			‘You do that, darling, we can’t risk leaving the thingamabob on, can we?’ Celia took a sip of wine, waving to her husband with a resigned expression.

			‘Go ahead, Dad. Mum and I will survive without you for a bit.’

			‘I might do a bit more on the Curtis family tree while I’m in there. I’ve hit a bit of a road block in the mid 1800s.’ He considered both women over the top of his black-­rimmed glasses, raised his sandy eyebrows questioningly, and when neither tried to stop him, gave wife and daughter a friendly wave and headed for the study.

			‘Your father does hate confrontation,’ Celia said with a resigned lift of her eyebrows, when he was gone. ‘Remember that year he went camping with your uncle for a week when you were sitting your Year Twelve exams and I was feuding with my principal? And he always did hate camping.’

			Mia sighed. In many ways, her mother was Mia’s rock. Unfortunately, rocks can be crushing if you don’t take suitable precautions. ‘And who could blame him for hating confrontation?’ she said, with an exaggerated shrug.

			‘So, are you going to tell me what the problem is?’

			Mia rested her hands on her hips, considering how to broach the subject of her mother’s betrayal. She had always assumed they possessed an unspoken mother‒daughter pact of at least moderate honesty. If they couldn’t bring themselves to tell the truth, then they wouldn’t say anything at all. Celia didn’t need to know the details of Mia’s worst mistakes, and she didn’t need to know all her mother’s youthful indiscretions. Or did she? Now she was discovering she had been fooled all these years. It wasn’t only that Celia had confided almost nothing about her family in Mia’s three decades, it was that she always claimed her parents were no longer living. Now it turned out that, until recently, Henrietta at least had been very much alive.

			She decided to get straight to the point. ‘Who is Henrietta Foord Sutton?’

			If it were possible to pale beneath her sunburn, Celia’s face would have turned white. As it was, she drew a surprised breath, her fingers clenching the wine glass so tightly the knuckles paled.

			‘Name ring a bell, Mum?’ Mia prodded. ‘The Sutton bit sounds familiar to me. And, oh yeah, Foord is an old family name, isn’t it?’ Except there had been no mention of a Henrietta. Why had Mia never asked? Or had her mother waved away her enquiries with a practised hand? Her memory was strangely fuzzy on the subject. Who didn’t know their grandmother’s name, dead or not?

			‘Has she written to you?’ Celia asked, an expression of alarm in her pale blue eyes.

			‘Not exactly. More to the point, has she written to you?’

			For a few moments Celia appeared dazed, shaking her head slowly and staring into space. ‘She doesn’t know where I am,’ she said after a while. ‘At least, I hoped she didn’t. Given what you’ve just said, I’m not so sure.’

			‘You still haven’t answered my question. Who is Henrietta Foord Sutton?’ Mia glared, defying her mother to evade the truth, for Celia was an expert at evading truths she neither liked nor approved of, almost as adept as Mia, who was practised at ignoring things she did not want to remember.

			‘Henrietta is my mother. But I suspect you know that already.’ Her voice was steady but the tension was noticeable in the muscles of her arms. 

			Unlike Mia, her mother was wiry rather than curvy. In fact, she had often wondered where her curves came from, given both her parents and her paternal grandparents verged on skinny. Of course, she had never met or even seen a photograph of her maternal grandparents, had she?

			‘Was your mother. Henrietta was your mother. Parents dead. No siblings. No family at all. Remember?’

			Celia frowned and reached for a second wine glass that rested on the counter beside the open bottle, as if awaiting Mia’s arrival. She poured a generous splash and handed it to her daughter. ‘You might need this.’

			‘Better top up your own then, too,’ Mia suggested. ‘So . . . are you going to tell me how I suddenly come to have a grandmother?’

			As she uttered the words, she remembered that Celia probably did not know her mother was dead and she flinched at her own callousness in not breaking the news immediately. Before she launched into any accusations. Imagine if someone held back on telling her that Celia was dead? No, she couldn’t imagine it. It was too awful. She wasn’t usually so insensitive. In fact, her last boyfriend, the serial philanderer, always complained that she was too sensitive. (Not that she believed him – well, not truly.) It was just that . . . Henrietta wasn’t real to her yet, she supposed. She couldn’t just conjure a real-­life grandmother out of nowhere and then tell that grandmother’s daughter she was dead. Apparently, to all intents and purposes, Henrietta had been dead to Celia for thirty years.

			How did you tell someone their mother was dead?

			‘I think we need to take this outside,’ Celia said, picking up the bottle and heading towards the back veranda.

			Words quivered on the tip of Mia’s tongue. She should tell her mother the news now, but she didn’t know how she would react after all these years. Celia might have renounced her past, but Henrietta was still her mother, and not even being on another continent could change that. She deserved to know. Unfortunately, it appeared that Mia was the only one able to tell her.

			Maybe the news could wait a few minutes, to give them both time to acknowledge Henrietta’s existence first.
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			As Celia led the way outside, she took a deep breath of perfumed air, inhaling the scent of eucalypt and tea ­tree. Her garden and the bush beyond always had a calming effect on her, and she was in desperate need of that calm now. The rear of their house was situated on a ridge looking out over remnant bushland towards the Brisbane River, the river that coiled like a giant brown snake through Queensland’s capital. When she and Mike first moved to the suburb, twenty years before, the reserve had been a neglected jungle of overgrown lantana and potato vine. A small army of committed volunteers, themselves included, had transformed it into a tract of dry rainforest, a haven for more than a hundred species of bird, and a favourite haunt of their adventurous daughter as she grew older and more difficult to keep at home.

			She took a seat in one of the rattan armchairs while Mia took another opposite her. Then she waited silently for her daughter to explain in more detail what was bothering her. Usually, silent waiting did the trick with her students. But when nothing was forthcoming from her daughter, she bit the bullet and opened negotiations. Getting started was the tensest part of any conversation with Mia. It seemed like she was always on tenterhooks around her daughter lately.

			‘I did message you not to do anything hasty today,’ she began, realising as soon as the words left her mouth that they were probably a mistake.

			‘Really? This is how you explain why for thirty years I didn’t know I had a grandmother alive and well and living in Sussex?’

			‘Well, as far as we know she’s alive and well. I haven’t seen her for almost forty years.’

			Henrietta could be dead but Celia didn’t let herself think about that. After all, it would be forty years next February since she left England. She had called a halt years ago to her secretive, almost compulsive annual enquiries directed to the one friend she had sworn to secrecy about her whereabouts. They had gone so quickly, those forty years, flown through her hands, even when she tried to hold fast and savour them. Although not at first. At first, the place in her heart where her mother had once lived festered like an open wound. She had wanted it to heal yet she had wanted to punish herself with the pain too.

			‘Mum!’

			She snapped back to the present. She must have closed her eyes for a second.

			‘You can’t go to sleep on me now. We’re arguing.’ 

			Celia sighed. ‘Do we have to?’

			‘You’ve kept my grandmother secret from me my whole life. Of course we have to argue. You lied to me.’
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