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This book is dedicated to the memory of Allan Frewin, whose warmth and humour are sorely missed by his family and many friends.


Thanks once again to Eric Hare, my nautical mentor, whose input is invaluable.


PROLOGUE

Western Australia: 1869

Bram Deagan watched his assistant check that the Bazaar had been tidied up properly at the end of the day. He couldn’t help marvelling sometimes that this spacious store was his. Two years ago he’d come to Australia with a little money and a few goods, risking everything to set up as a trader, bringing in goods from Singapore.

His gamble had paid off so quickly, he felt breathless sometimes. He was selling some goods himself and allowing other people to rent stalls in his Bazaar or let him sell their goods for a percentage. What upset him was the thought of his brothers and sisters living in poverty in Ireland, those who were married as well as those still at home. He knew only too well how hard their life was.

He turned as Isabella came into the Bazaar. Forgetting about business, he moved towards her, holding out one hand. Oh, he was a lucky fellow, he was so! He’d found himself a wife in Singapore, and now he had a baby son and an adopted daughter.

Isabella took his hand and they stood there smiling fondly at one another like a pair of young lovers, instead of a happily married couple of thirty-two.

‘Are you too tired to take a stroll with me in the last of the evening sunshine?’ she asked. ‘Sally will look after the baby.’

‘Never too tired to spend time with you, my love.’ He nodded as his assistant came to stand nearby. ‘Go home now, lad. You’ve worked hard today and deserve your rest. I’ll finish locking up and let the night watchman in later.’

As Bram and his wife strolled along the street, he took a deep breath and put his hopes into words. ‘Our Bazaar is doing so well, Isabella. I can hardly believe it. I just wish . . . Well, you know I have another dream and . . .’

She finished it for him. ‘You want to bring your family out to Australia and help make better lives for them.’

‘Some of my family. Not my parents.’ His father had tried to coerce his sister Ismay into marrying a man she hated, even condoning rape to force her into it. Just thinking of what his father had done made Bram feel sick with disgust.

Isabella’s voice was soothing. ‘No, of course not, my darling. But Ismay’s happily married to Adam now, so everything has turned out for the best. And since Dougal and Adam have bought another ship together, well, things are going to be even better, aren’t they, with more regular shipments of goods?’

He nodded. No use dwelling on the past. ‘Do you think my other brothers and sisters will want to come to Australia? Would you mind if I suggested it to them and got permission to sponsor them?’

She laughed. ‘Fancy asking me if they’ll want to come, when I’ve never even met them. And no, of course I don’t mind you bringing them out here.’

‘Ah, you’re a wonderful woman. I do love you.’ They stopped walking to smile at each other again. If they weren’t in the street, he’d give her a hug. Ah, he gave her a quick hug anyway.

A little flustered by this public display of affection, she pulled away. ‘Stop that! How many of them do you think might come, Bram?’

‘The more the better. I doubt they’ll all come.’ He grinned. ‘And even if they do, I won’t expect them to live with us.’

She frowned. ‘I hope they don’t all come at once. We’re not rich.’

‘We’re rich by their standards. And that’s partly thanks to you. Your silks are selling so well. You’re a very good businesswoman, and thank goodness I have you to do the accounts.’

‘I love silk and Xiu Mei sends me some beautiful lengths.’

‘It was a lucky day for me when you went to work for Mr Lee in Singapore.’

‘I was lucky too. The Lees are lovely people. I’m glad we’re still dealing with them. Just one thing, Bram. We’ll need to buy a new house before any of your family arrive. We’ve been thinking about it for a while. Time to act.’

He loved her so much, he’d buy her the moon if he could. ‘We’ll do it soon.’

‘I know you don’t want to move. We’ve been very happy in our little cottage.’

‘We have. The new house won’t be the same, however grand it is.’

‘Nothing ever stays the same, Bram. But given your position in Fremantle trading circles, you do need a better house.’

‘I’m not a member of the elite. Bateman, Marmion and the Samson brothers nod to me in passing, but I don’t even want to be as rich as them. I’d have to neglect my family to manage businesses that big and I won’t do it.’

‘It’s a wise man who knows when he’s happy.’

‘You’re happy too, aren’t you?’

‘You know I am.’

‘So, I’ll write to Ireland and ask Kieran Largan, the landowner, to put my offer to all my brothers and sisters. Then maybe he will help any of them who want to come, as he did my sister Ismay.’

‘I’d have thought you’d write to your family directly.’

‘Most of them aren’t much good with the reading and writing, and anyway, I can’t send a letter to the house, because my father would probably throw it away unopened. I don’t even know where my married brothers are living now.’ He paused and smiled dreamily. ‘I don’t think all my brothers and sisters will come here, though I wish they would. Just imagine it, the nine of us together in Australia – even the little ones, like Padraig, Ryan and baby Noreen. No, that won’t happen, more’s the pity. But some will come here, surely?’

He started walking again, with her arm in his, saying softly, ‘I can dream of that, can’t I? Dream of having some of my family living near me?’



1


In Lancashire, Maura Deagan, senior housemaid at Brent Hall, cast a quick look over the drawing room, nodding approval. The new maid was a hard worker and had learned her job quickly, thank goodness.


Maura turned as she heard footsteps, nodding to the butler who joined her in the doorway. She always tried to slouch when standing next to him, because she was three inches taller than him, taller than most of the indoor servants, the only tall person in her family that she knew of.


‘You have a knack for finding good maids, Deagan, and for training them too.’


‘I do my best, Mr Pearson.’


‘The mistress wishes to see you. She’s with the housekeeper.’


‘I’ll go at once. Thank you for letting me know.’


She found Mrs Brent sitting with Mrs Jerrold, who was on very good terms with the mistress. Both of them smiled warmly at Maura.


‘Do sit down,’ Mrs Brent said, with one of her fluttery waves of the hand.


Maura knew better than to take an easy chair in the presence of her mistress, so sat bolt upright on the edge of a spindly chair.


‘Miss Walton has written to give notice. Her mother is no better, so she will have to move back home permanently to care for her.’


Maura tensed, not wishing ill to Miss Walton, but hoping this meant what she thought.


‘I’d like to offer you the position of Assistant Housekeeper in her place, Deagan.’ The mistress cocked one eyebrow and waited.


Maura couldn’t help beaming at her. ‘I’d be delighted to accept, ma’am, and I promise you I shall do my best to give satisfaction.’


The housekeeper nodded approval. ‘That’s good. I’m certain you’ll do a good job, Miss Deagan.’


Maura nodded. Addressing her as ‘Miss’ showed that she’d risen in the servants’ world. She would eat her meals with the senior staff after this.


‘Now . . . you’ll need to move into the Assistant Housekeeper’s bedroom, so if you can pack Miss Walton’s things for us, we’ll send them to her.’


‘I’ll see to that today, ma’am.’


The housekeeper made a gesture of dismissal, so Maura stood up and left the room quietly. But she was unable to resist twirling round for joy once she’d left the family’s part of the house.


‘You got the job, then?’


She turned to see the butler smiling at her. ‘Yes, I did, Mr Pearson.’


‘You’ll be housekeeper here or elsewhere before you’re through, Miss Deagan.’ He smiled and walked on.


She certainly hoped so. It was her dearest ambition and she was working very hard to achieve it. Not that she minded hard work. She went to examine the bedroom that would be hers from now on. Miss Deagan’s room. A place of her very own. She’d done it, climbed up another rung of the ladder.


She’d come to Brent Hall as a junior housemaid after her husband died, and had known within days that she’d found a safe place at last. You shouldn’t be relieved at someone’s death, but she had been. Vincent had been her family’s choice and they’d nagged and browbeaten her into accepting him.


But he’d been even duller to live with than she’d expected, though at least he’d never ill-treated her, as some men did. That was probably because he was too lazy to bother thumping her, just as he’d been too lazy to bother her much in bed, which was probably why he hadn’t fathered a child.


That last thought was part sadness, part relief. If she’d been left with a child, she’d not have been able to take advantage of the opportunity to make a new life for herself. She’d come to Lancashire before she told her family what she was doing. The doctor’s wife had found her a place as maid at Brent Hall. It was a good distance from Shilmara and the north-western part of Ireland, far enough that they couldn’t stop her doing what she wanted.


She’d sent money to her parents when she first came here, mainly for her mother’s sake, but after they’d died a few years ago she’d refused to send anything to her brothers. Sean and Eamon especially would have wasted it on drink.


She kept sending letters every year, though. It seemed wrong to lose touch completely with your family.


Well, reminiscing wouldn’t get the work done. She ordered Miss Walton’s trunk brought down from the attics, and had packed it within the hour. Then she brought in the maid of all work to clean out the room thoroughly, just on principle. This time she didn’t have to ask anyone for clean sheets, because managing the bed linen was now one of her tasks.


By nightfall, she had her own possessions in place. She didn’t have much: a few books, a couple of good ornaments she’d bought second-hand during her annual week’s holiday, which she’d spent in Manchester last year, having a fancy to experience city life. There was also a Bible.


Father Patrick hadn’t approved of anyone in Shilmara besides him reading the Bible, so of course when she was given one at Brent Hall, as all the servants were, she’d started to read it gradually, in between reading any other book she could get her hands on. The words in the Bible were so beautiful she had to go slowly and sometimes ask Mr Pearson or Mrs Jerrold what they meant.


She didn’t hesitate to do that, because she wanted to improve herself. She’d listened carefully to how the master and his family spoke as well, and now felt she had only a hint of an Irish accent.


In the evening the housekeeper came up to check that everything was all right, bringing her an old spirit burner and matching kettle, somewhat dented. The family had no more use for it, but Maura was delighted because she’d be able to make herself a pot of tea whenever she wished.


If she stayed here at Brent Hall for the rest of her life, she’d be more than satisfied. It was a large house, with twenty indoor servants. The family had lots of visitors, who brought their own servants, so there was always something going on and new people to chat to after work. Maura did so hate to be bored and idle.


Perhaps she’d look around for a position as housekeeper somewhere else in a few years’ time. Who knew where that might take her?


But she’d never, ever marry again, even to fulfil her old dream of having children of her own. She looked in the mirror on that thought. She was thirty-five, with threads of grey in her dark hair at the temples, getting past the age of child-bearing anyway.


You couldn’t have everything in this world. Some people had almost nothing. She should be content with the comfortable life she’d made for herself. And she was . . . most of the time.


Since it was the first fine day for a while, Kieran Largan decided to get some fresh air and sunshine. In Ireland you could only rely on two things about the weather: it would soon change and rain was never far away. Still, the rain made the place beautifully green and lush as long as you raised your eyes above the mud.


He rode round his own acres first, gazing up at the hills on the other side of the lough. The water was sparkling in the sunshine today and a light breeze was riffling the surface. He turned his gaze to the fields closer at hand, where his horses and cows were grazing peacefully. All was as it should be in his little kingdom.


Skirting the woods, he let his mare pick her way delicately along the path that led to the village.


The three cottages he’d built in the past year were a sight to gladden any landowner’s heart: neat and tidy, weatherproof, with gardens full of summer flowers and vegetables. He’d made sure they were offered only to good tenants who would look after them. And he’d also insisted they kept their own bodies and clothes clean, as well as the cottages. He didn’t want the new places infested with lice and fleas.


He wished he could afford to build better homes for the rest of his people, but thanks to his father’s bad management, he had to be careful with his money.


Reluctantly Kieran made his way into the village itself. He’d promised his wife Julia that he would speak to Father Patrick. Again. The priest didn’t believe in educating girls and was making a nuisance of himself at the little school which Julia paid for with her own money.


Before Kieran inherited the estate, the girls had fulfilled their educational obligations by learning to chant the alphabet, read simple words, count up to a hundred and do plain sewing for an orphanage run by some nuns – when the girls bothered to turn up, which wasn’t nearly as often as they were marked present.


And his father had not only allowed this, but encouraged it.


No chance of letting the boys and girls share a school in Shilmara, even now, because Father Patrick would throw a fit and forbid it in church.


Unfortunately, the man couldn’t let well alone with the girls and regularly erupted into the school to check on what was going on. And the priest would often accost Kieran to complain about the schoolmistress, or the lessons, or anything else he could find to pick on. What a sour-tempered fellow he was! Not a good example of a modern priest.


Kieran had had a word with the bishop’s secretary only the previous month about getting someone younger assigned to the parish, but they said they couldn’t move Father Patrick, because the old man had been there for forty years.


Speak of the devil. He braced himself as Father Patrick stumped out of the church and stood waiting for him, arms akimbo.


‘You’ll do me the favour of having a word with that young besom of a schoolmistress, if you please, Mr Largan.’


‘Oh? Why?’


‘She’s teaching those girls compound arithmetic now, as if simple sums aren’t enough. She’ll addle their brains, so she will, and then what sort of wives and mothers will they make? And she doesn’t have them saying their prayers often enough. They’ll grow up into heathens like her.’


‘Miss Drew isn’t a heathen; she’s just not a Catholic.’


‘And what is that but a heathen?’


‘We’ve had this argument before.’ Kieran suddenly grew so angry about the priest’s interference that he added sharply, ‘I came here today to ask you to stay out of the girls’ school from now on, Father. Let Miss Drew get on with her work. She’s a very capable woman and my wife is supervising what she does.’


The old priest stared at him incredulously, then seemed to swell up, anger turning his face a reddish purple colour. ‘If I can’t go into that school, then neither will those poor little girls,’ he roared. ‘Their parents will listen to me and keep them away from contamination.’


‘The law says all children must attend school. There’s been no attempt to ensure there was a proper school for girls in all the years you’ve been parish priest, so I think you have nothing to complain about if my wife takes charge of their needs.’


The priest opened his mouth as if to let out another bellowing complaint, then clutched his chest, his eyes rolling up. The world seemed to stop moving for a moment and Kieran could only stare aghast as Father Patrick fell like a log and lay there, his belly jutting up, one arm outflung.


Suddenly jerking into action, Kieran yelled for help, dismounting to kneel by the still figure. But he could see at a glance that the priest was beyond help, as ugly in death as he had been in life. He reached out to close the staring eyes.


The villagers crowded round, exclaiming and pushing.


‘Stay back.’ He chose two men and told them to carry the body back to the tiny presbytery, where the housekeeper, Kathleen Flynn, was standing at the door, waiting for the man she’d served for over thirty years.


It was the first time anyone had ever seen her weeping.


Unfortunately, the body was so heavy, they had to ask another man to help them. Whoever had gone hungry in this poverty-stricken village during the bad times, it hadn’t been Father Patrick.


A week after they buried the priest, the sickness appeared in the village. At first no one thought anything of it, beyond a brief sadness when a couple of children and old Bridie Malone fell ill and died, because children and old people were always at risk.


But then others fell ill, people of all ages, many of whom had seemed to be in good health. Some of them died too.


Terrified of whatever it was passing to his own wife and small children, Kieran brought in the doctor from Enniskillen to ask his advice.


The doctor examined the sick people and came up to the house, standing outside and asking that Kieran come and speak to him there.


‘Keep your distance, Mr Largan!’


‘What on earth is it?’


The doctor spread his arms in a helpless gesture. ‘Typhus, I’m afraid.’


Kieran’s heart sank. ‘How has that come about? Do you know how it starts?’


‘We do have some idea. Medical knowledge is always improving. It’s passed through lice, usually. Body lice and less often, head lice. Dirty houses and people let it sneak in and then they in turn spread it to others.’


‘I see.’ Kieran remembered his obligation as host. ‘Can we offer you some refreshments before you go? We can bring something out here, if you prefer it.’


‘No, thank you. There have been several similar calls, so I fear we’re in for an epidemic of typhus in the district. I’ll be checking myself for lice each day before I join my own family. Such a bore but at least I have the facilities set up to do that in my stables. Do you have somewhere to check and delouse people?’


‘Yes, in a room off the laundry. But it’s only needed usually for new servants. My wife makes sure our house servants keep themselves clean. I’m keeping an eye on the tenants of my new cottages, but I can’t do much about the other cottages or the people in the village, especially those with absentee landlords.’


‘Pity, that. But if you can take some extra precautions, you’ll be doing yourself and the village a favour. I fear this is likely to be a bad outbreak. Buy the poorest people some clean clothes, if necessary, and make sure they wash them and their own persons and change their clothes regularly. There are plenty of garments for sale second-hand at the market in Enniskillen. Ask the new priest for help. People will always listen to a priest.’


‘They haven’t sent us one yet.’ He’d had to bring in a priest from the next village to say the last rites for those who died and that man had been reluctant, making sure to keep his distance from people.


‘Well, let’s hope your new priest arrives soon, Mr Largan. You’ll need all the help you can get. In the meantime, you’ve young children of your own, so you’d better keep your family and servants clear of the village for several weeks, until there have been no more cases reported for two or three weeks. And afterwards you’ll have to find some way of cleaning up the whole place permanently if it’s not to happen again. Maybe you should consider building a washhouse and a bathhouse too, in the village.’


‘Good idea.’ It wouldn’t cost a fortune. He’d manage it somehow.


The doctor looked at Kieran sympathetically. ‘It’s hard to be faced with this, I know. You’re a good landlord and doing your best for your people after years of neglect.’


‘Well, at least you seem clear about what we should do. That’ll help.’


‘I’ve lived through it before. We had serious outbreaks of typhus in Ireland after the potato famines of the forties, and it still crops up from time to time. Watch out particularly for people with running noses, a cough, vomiting or a high fever. Some get a rash of red spots on the trunk, arms and legs.’


Fear settled in Kieran’s heart as he watched the doctor’s man drive his master away in the smart little gig. If anything happened to his family, he didn’t know how he’d face it.


He decided to write to the bishop again, asking urgently for a new parish priest to help deal with this, emphasising that there was no one now to give the final rites and bury people decently.


Three days later Father Hilary O’Neill arrived in the village in a cart loaded with trunks and odd items of personal furniture. He smoothed his black cassock as he stared round, feeling the weight of responsibility for his first parish settle on his shoulders.


As he’d been told, the presbytery was easy to find because it had a cross on the roof and stood next to the church. Both were small, but were neat enough structures, built of the local stone. The church had a couple of small stained glass windows which would brighten it up, he was sure. He did love a stained glass window with the sun shining through it.


He walked up to the front door of his new home and hesitated, not sure whether to knock or just go inside. He didn’t want to startle the housekeeper.


The matter was solved for him by the door being opened by a thin, elderly woman with a pinched mouth.


‘I’m the new parish priest: Father Hilary.’


She didn’t attempt to smile, but crossed herself. ‘Heaven help you, then. ’Tis a bad time for you to arrive, Father. You haven’t touched anyone yet, have you?’


He looked at her in surprise at this final comment.


‘There’s typhus in the village and the doctor says it comes from lice. You’ll find no lice in this house, but there are all too many elsewhere, so I don’t want you bringing them in.’ Her scornful sniff said what she thought of the people in the village. ‘I’m Kathleen Flynn, Miss, housekeeper here.’


The house was immaculate, but Kathleen peppered her tour with so many instructions about what he should and should not do that by the time it was over, Hilary was already certain he couldn’t live with the woman.


‘Remember not to go near anyone till the epidemic is over,’ she repeated as she finished showing him round.


‘If someone needs me, of course I’ll go to them.’


She stared at him in horror. ‘But you might bring the typhus back with you!’


‘I’m sure I can wash myself each day and check the seams of my clothing.’


She shook her head and walked away, muttering.


Later that day a man rode up to the presbytery. Kathleen appeared in the priest’s study without knocking. ‘’Tis Mr Kieran, the landowner. He won’t be coming into the house, not till the epidemic is over.’


Hilary watched the man for a moment longer from the window, noting how easily he sat in the saddle as he waited for someone to come out to him. He was quite young, though older than Hilary, and had a kindly expression, not an arrogant one, thank goodness.


‘What are you keeping him waiting for?’ the housekeeper said in her shrill voice.


Hilary went outside and introduced himself.


‘I’m sorry for not dismounting to shake your hand, Father. I will help you in any way I can, though.’


‘I understand,’ Hilary said. ‘Is there somewhere in the village to nurse the sick? In case a lot of people succumb?’


‘Not really. The only buildings of any size are the church and the two schools, and the schools aren’t very big at all, just one room each.’


‘Then we must take people into the church, if necessary.’


‘If you need money, ask me. And once this is over, I’ll make sure we clean things up properly, I promise you. I hope I’ll have your help and support with that?’


Father Hilary nodded. ‘Oh yes, you will for sure. I can keep an eye on the village for the time being, with your permission. If things get bad, I’ll send for some of the nuns I’ve worked with who look after the poor. They’re wonderful with the sick. I’ve never succumbed to anything before, so shall put my trust in the Lord that he’ll continue to protect me. And you can be sure that if I come to the big house, I’ll wash myself first and change my clothes.’


The man on the horse smiled at him suddenly, a very sweet smile. ‘I think you’re the breath of fresh air we need for this parish, Father Hilary. May I wish you a very warm welcome, in spite of these sad times.’


Which was a good start to the day, Hilary thought, as he watched Mr Kieran’s horse trot away.


That evening Kathleen presented Hilary with a burned offering of a meal, slamming it down on the table with a scowl. He pushed the plate aside. ‘Can you do no better than that?’


‘I’ve been busy. It takes a lot of work to keep a house clean in times like this, if others won’t take care.’


‘And we’ll be even busier if the epidemic continues. I can’t eat this. I presume you have some bread and cheese? If not, I must go and beg one of my richer parishioners for food.’


She continued to glare at him. ‘There’s bread and jam.’


‘That’ll do for tonight.’ He glanced at her sour face and decided he didn’t want to live with her. He always did have trouble turning the other cheek to people who upset him. But it would look bad to dismiss her, so he tried a bit of cunning. ‘I shall need your help from tomorrow setting up a soup kitchen for the poor. We must all lend a hand while the typhus is in the village.’


‘What?’ She made a throaty noise of revulsion. ‘No! I’ll not do it. I’m not going near them till it’s over.’


‘I must insist.’


‘In that case, I’ll have to give notice. I’m too old to change my ways and I’ve no wish to risk catching my death from those feckless folk.’


‘They’re all God’s creatures. We can’t turn away from their needs.’


She sniffed. ‘I’ll be leaving tomorrow. I’ve a brother who will take me in till I find another place. I’m owed some wages. Father Patrick died suddenly.’


‘Let me know how much.’


He didn’t protest about the amount she named, which he was sure was larger than the reality. He took the money from a cash-box he’d found in the desk, a box with more money in it than he’d expected in such a poor parish. Well, he could put it to good use once he was sure it belonged to the parish and not Father Patrick himself.


He wasn’t sure how he’d find another housekeeper, but the Lord would surely provide.


The butler stopped Maura on her way to luncheon in the servants’ hall. ‘There’s a letter for you, Miss Deagan. Well, I think it’s for you. Wasn’t Phelan your married name?’


‘Yes. But I reverted to my maiden name after my husband died, as I told Mrs Jerrold when I started here.’ She looked at the envelope he was holding out, feeling apprehension run through her. Letters from Shilmara were written by the parish priest on behalf of her brothers, usually to give her bad news. The first one after she’d come to Brent Hall had been to say that her parents had died. Father Patrick had added the hope that she wouldn’t change the arrangements for sending money to help her family, since times were hard.


She’d been too late to attend the funeral, so had merely written back to her brother Sean saying she was sorry their parents had died, but she wasn’t going to send any more money. She needed to save as much as she could for her own old age. She didn’t want to be dependent on anyone again, not ever.


There had been no replies from any of her brothers. Which didn’t surprise her. They hadn’t had much education. Her nephew Bram could write, but he was in Australia. Two of her other brothers had emigrated to America a while back, followed by their children and families. The priest had written to tell her about that each time. So many people were leaving Ireland. Cruel, it was.


She took the envelope from the butler reluctantly, studying the writing on the envelope. It was very neat, nothing like Father Patrick’s untidy scrawl, and she didn’t recognise it. On the back it said Fr Hilary O’Neill, Shilmara. Had they a new priest in the village, then? She hoped so.


‘You think it might be bad news?’ Mr Pearson asked gently.


‘It’s the only reason anyone from Shilmara would write to me.’


‘Perhaps you’d like some privacy in which to open it, Miss Deagan?’


She was tempted to say she’d open it later, but she’d never considered herself a coward before and wasn’t going to start now. ‘Thank you, yes. I’ll go up to my room for a few minutes, if that’s all right. I’ll just let Mrs Jerrold know.’


‘I can tell her for you. I have to consult her about something.’


Maura walked slowly up to the rear attics where the women servants were housed. It was quiet at this time of day. Her room had been cleaned and her bed made. That daily service still delighted her, visible proof of how she’d risen in the world.


The small room with its dormer window was bright with sunshine. She took the letter to the table near the window, stretching out one hand to catch the warmth of the sun’s rays. She came here to read in the evenings sometimes, but at that time of day she needed a lamp.


She sat turning the envelope round and round in her hands, not wanting to open it, then clicked her tongue in exasperation. ‘Oh, don’t be such a coward, Maura!’ She ran her finger along the top of the envelope to open it, spreading out the single sheet it contained.




Dear Mrs Phelan,


I’m the new priest in Shilmara and I’m writing on behalf of your family with sad news. There has been an epidemic of typhus in the village and many have died.


I’m sorry to tell you that your brother Eamon and his wife, and all but one of their five children, have succumbed to the contagion, which has taken some families and spared others.


The survivor is a little girl of nine, your niece Brenna. She’s being cared for by Mr Largan at the big house, together with other orphaned children, but we need to make more permanent arrangements for her.


Since others in your family have either left the country or cannot find the money to feed another mouth, you seem to be Brenna’s only close relative left. I’m hoping that you’ll take on this task of raising her. If not, she’ll have to be sent to an orphanage.


Mr Largan says he’ll help you in any way he can and will pay the cost of your fare to Shilmara, whether you’re coming to make arrangements for an orphanage or to stay here.


Yours in God,


Hilary O’Neill





Maura stared at the letter in horror, then reread it slowly. But the message stayed the same.


She couldn’t believe so many of her family had died at once. Her brother Eamon had been a strong man. And four of the children dead too . . . ah, that was sad. Tears filled her eyes as she stared down at the letter.


There was no getting out of it: she’d have to go back to Shilmara, something she’d vowed never to do. She couldn’t leave her niece to go into an orphanage.


But oh, she didn’t want to go back!
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Kieran heard the church bell tolling and looked across the luncheon table at his wife. ‘Another one. Padraig Deagan this time.’


Julia’s shoulders sagged and tears came into her eyes. ‘Oh, that poor boy! How many more must die? Life in the village is going to change drastically after this.’


He covered her hand with his for a moment. ‘We must do our best for them afterwards, turn the village into a cleaner, better – and safer – place for us all.’


There was the sound of a horse clopping slowly past the front of the house, an animal that always sounded tired. ‘There’s the post arriving. Are you expecting anything?’


‘Not particularly, though it’s always nice to have letters from my family.’


Five minutes later, the butler brought in a silver tray with several letters on it and presented it to his master. ‘Kevin Gill is taking a cup of tea in the kitchen, sir, in case you wish to send any replies back with him.’


Kieran examined the first envelope, which he was sure had been deliberately placed on top by his butler. ‘This is from Australia. Bram Deagan’s handwriting.’ He shuffled through the rest then passed them to his wife. ‘Nothing from my brother Conn again and the next ship won’t reach England for a while. What’s he doing with himself lately that he can’t put pen to paper?’


She took the letters, glanced briefly at the handwriting on each but didn’t open them. ‘I’ll stay till you’ve read the one from Bram. It may be something you need my help with, as it was when we made it possible for his sister to leave for Australia last year.’


Kieran used the silver paper knife, which was always brought with the mail, to slit the envelope open. After scanning the letter, he let out a soft ‘Oh!’ then reread it before passing it to her.


Julia read it more slowly, then looked up at him sadly. ‘He doesn’t even know about his brothers emigrating to America, let alone the deaths.’


‘They said they’d write to tell him, but clearly they haven’t done so yet, so I’ll have to do it for them. There hasn’t been time for my letter about the deaths of his parents to have reached Australia. It’s probably not even got as far as Gibraltar yet. Sean and his wife went so quickly, it surprised everyone. And now Bram’s lost his younger brother Padraig as well. And he won’t know where the other brothers are, not even the one in England. He’ll be devastated.’


‘We must hope the two who went to America manage to find good jobs and then can pay you back the money you lent them for their passages,’ she said rather sharply. ‘You’re all too generous with your tenants.’


‘We have so much compared to them. It’ll take time for the Deagan boys to have anything to spare in America, if they ever do, so I don’t mind if they don’t repay me. In any case, it was money particularly well spent because leaving may well have saved their lives.’


‘You’re a lovely man, Kieran Largan.’ Her voice was soft and the smile she sent his way was full of love. ‘Do you think Bram’s Auntie Maura will have received the letter from Father Hilary yet? He wrote to tell her that her niece Brenna had been orphaned and needed her, and now there are two more children in the family left orphaned as well. What are we going to do about Ryan and Noreen?’


Kieran shrugged. ‘Maura should have got Father Hilary’s letter by now, but if she comes straight back to Ireland, my letter about her brother Sean will probably cross her en route, which means we’ll have to tell her the news when she arrives.’


‘It’s asking a lot for a single woman to take on responsibility for two nieces and a nephew, don’t you think? How will she support them? She won’t be able to continue in service.’


‘We can help her a bit at first.’ He laid one hand gently on her arm. ‘We must, Julia. We have rooms here and the food won’t cost us much.’


‘Maybe she’ll refuse to take the children. She has no reason to love her family. They nagged her into marrying Vincent Phelan and from what I’ve heard he was a lazy fool.’


‘If she doesn’t agree to raise them, I suppose the children will have to go into an orphanage.’


Julia looked at him. ‘I know that you want to care for your tenants, Kieran, but there will be too many orphans after this outbreak. With the best will in the world, we can’t afford to take care of them all, not while we’re still struggling to pull the estate into better shape.’


‘I suppose not. But we can look after them till they find somewhere decent to go. That we can do, at least. I’ll not turn any people from Shilmara out to tramp the roads.’


He reached for Bram’s letter again, reread it and tapped it with his forefinger. ‘Maybe what he’s suggesting will help Maura.’


Her face brightened. ‘Of course. That’s it. She can take Noreen and Ryan to their brother in Australia! She and Brenna can go too. Bram wants his family to join him.’


‘But will Maura want to go?’


‘I don’t think she’ll have much choice with three children to care for.’


Maura realised with a start that she’d been sitting in her bedroom for some time and should have been back at work. She slipped the letter into her apron pocket.


When she went downstairs, nothing had changed and she felt it ought to have. Staff were going about their duties, all was in perfect order – except for her life, which had just been turned topsy-turvy. She’d better go and see the housekeeper and ask for leave to deal with this.


Mrs Jerrold’s door was half open, which signified she was available if anyone needed her. She looked up as Maura hesitated in the doorway. ‘Do come in.’


‘Would you mind if we closed the door?’


The housekeeper nodded and gestured to a seat, waiting till Maura had taken it. ‘Mr Pearson said you’d received news from home.’


‘I have, yes. Bad news, it is too.’ She held out the letter. ‘Read it for yourself.’


When she handed the letter back, Mrs Jerrold said, ‘You’ll need to go back to Ireland to sort things out, of course.’


‘I suppose so. I’d hoped never to return to Shilmara.’


‘Were you that unhappy there?’


‘Yes. The old landowner at Shilmara was a dreadful man, who tyrannised his tenants, and my father was a bully who pushed me into marrying a fool. My eldest brother Sean tried to do exactly the same to one of my nieces just a few years later, but Ismay ran away. She had more courage than I did.’


‘I’m sorry you have to go back, but you can’t deny you now have responsibility for a little girl who’s been left alone in the world.’


‘I know I have to arrange something for Brenna.’ She looked at the housekeeper. ‘But once I’ve done that, I intend to return.’


‘You’re not thinking of looking after her yourself, then?’


‘I’m happy here. I won’t leave the child in need, but I’ve given up my dreams of a better life for my family once, and I won’t do it again. As soon as she’s old enough, I’ll find her a place in service.’


‘Very well. You’d better leave by the first train.’ Mrs Jerrold rang the bell on her desk and asked the maid who answered it to fetch the master’s Bradshaw.


The railway guide was over a thousand pages long, but it was easy enough for the two women to work out that if Maura left within the hour, she could catch the local train to Manchester and go on from there to Liverpool, from where she’d take the night ferry to Ireland.


It was happening so quickly Maura felt a sudden wave of terror as she left the housekeeper’s room. But the thought of Brenna steadied her. The child needed help and though she’d never met her, Brenna was her niece. Maura sometimes felt very alone in the world. How much worse must that be for a child of nine?


She hurried up to her bedroom to pack, sighing as she took a last look round. She had loved having her own room, relished the ordered life at Brent Hall and enjoyed the companionship of the other staff.


And why was she thinking of it in the past?


‘I’ll be coming back,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not giving up my life for my family again. I’m not.’


In Wiltshire, Hugh Beaufort gazed down at his little daughter in despair. Adèle was lying in bed, her face pale and her breathing laborious. She was wasting away before his eyes, often ill, and yet she never complained.


 He looked at the doctor pleadingly. ‘Is there nothing else you can do to help her?’


‘It’s in God’s hands now, Mr Beaufort, I’m afraid. In God’s hands.’


Then God was unkind, Hugh thought, to make a child of eight suffer so. But he didn’t say that aloud because the doctor would be shocked, and heaven knew there had been enough to shock people round here since the child’s mother ran away five years ago.


The doctor cleared his throat to get Hugh’s attention. ‘If she survives the night, you’ll have some hope.’


‘Till the next attack.’


‘If she recovers from this one, the best thing I can suggest is taking her to live in a warmer climate permanently.’


‘That would help?’


‘Sometimes it helps. We never know who will benefit. Some do; some don’t. But we both know she can’t go on like this. She’s had to fight for her life during each of the past two winters. It’s late summer now and for the first time, she’s fallen seriously ill before the winter. Her body is worn out, Mr Beaufort. It can’t cope with another cold season, however well you heat the rooms.’


‘Where do you suggest we go? Italy is in political turmoil from what I hear, and so is France.’


‘I did hear of someone going to Egypt.’


‘I don’t think a country as alien to our way of life as Egypt would make either of us happy.’


‘What about Australia, then?’


‘Australia.’ He frowned as he stared at his daughter. He’d once dreamed of visiting Australia, but not for this reason. ‘Hmm. I’ll look into it.’ If Adèle survived the night.


Hugh wasn’t a religious man, but as the long hours of darkness passed, he kept watch over his child and prayed as he’d never prayed in his whole life before. If she pulled through, he would, he vowed, do anything, even give up the home he loved and take her to Australia.


And when morning came, he was given his first taste of a miracle: his daughter was still alive, ghost pale, sleeping restlessly, but breathing more easily at least.


Now it was up to him to keep her alive.


Hugh didn’t want to leave his family home, but if it was the only way to help Adèle, then he’d do whatever was necessary.


Even go to Australia.


He suddenly remembered that his father’s cousin had sent his son to Australia. Parker Beaufort was dead now, but Hugh could consult them as to why they’d chosen Australia. Surely they’d know a lot more than he did about the country?


He gazed out of the window at the garden. It was getting a faded autumnal look, after the lushness of summer. Berries already glowed red on the rowan tree, one of his favourites. It looked so beautiful when its foliage was young. There were still flowers here and there, but leaves were starting to fall and collect in sheltered spots.


Anguish speared through him. He’d never expected to move away from Weston Abbas once he’d inherited it. But then, he’d never expected to love his daughter so much, and still didn’t understand how Sylvie could have abandoned the child to run away with another man.


He didn’t miss his wife, but Adèle longed for a mother, he knew.


That he couldn’t provide though. He was never going to marry again.


Maura sagged back in her seat as she stared out of the train window on the last leg of her journey. When they arrived at Enniskillen, she’d have to hire someone to drive her to Shilmara.


Or should she find lodgings for the night?


When she saw Seamus O’Dwyer in his donkey cart, waiting patiently outside the station for a last fare, she decided to go straight to Shilmara. She trusted him.


‘Are you looking for work, Seamus?’ she called.


He frowned at her as if unable to place her, then his face cleared. ‘Is it yourself, Maura Deagan – Phelan, I should say.’


‘I go by the name of Deagan again. And yes, it’s me. How’s Fionulla?’


‘She’s well and so are the children.’


‘How many do you have now?’


‘Five living. We lost two.’ He crossed himself quickly.


‘I’m looking for a ride to Shilmara.’


‘Haven’t you heard? They’ve got the typhus there.’


‘Yes. The new priest wrote to tell me. I’ve come to make arrangements for my niece. It seems the rest of my brother Eamon’s family have died, his wife and the other children.’


He stared at her in shock. ‘All of them?’


‘All except for my niece Brenna. So . . . can I hire you to take me and my luggage there?’


‘As long as you don’t want me to go into any of the houses or touch anyone?’


She was surprised at this till he explained that the doctor had spread the word about how the disease was passed on. ‘Well, that explains it. We both know my family aren’t – weren’t the cleanest people in Ireland.’ Nor had her husband been, however much she nagged him.


She stood thinking furiously, then said, ‘I’d better buy Brenna some new clothes, then.’


‘I heard tell Mr Kieran has the survivors in one of his barns, and has cleaned them up. She may be there.’


‘He’s the one who wrote to me, so I suppose she will be, but I’m still not going empty-handed. We don’t need charity. Where can I buy some clothes for her? And I shall have to stay the night, after all. Can you suggest somewhere? And will you drive me to Shilmara in the morning?’


‘You always were full of questions. But today I’m full of answers. You can stay with my wife’s aunt. She takes in lodgers and she keeps a clean house. She’ll know where to buy some clothes, and yes, I’ll take you to Shilmara tomorrow morning. Though I’ll have to charge you the usual rates. I have a family to feed.’


‘I can afford to pay my way, as long as I’m not extravagant.’


‘Jump up then and I’ll take you to my wife’s aunt. It’s on my way home, so I won’t charge you for that.’


‘I insist on paying, Seamus.’


He looked at her, clearly torn both ways.


‘You can’t afford to be too generous. I’m paying.’


‘I’ll be thanking you, then.’


In the morning, Maura spent an hour shopping for second-hand clothes, then Seamus arrived to pick her up. As they jogged along, it began to rain and she unbuckled her umbrella from the side of her portmanteau.


‘You always did think ahead,’ he said with a grin.


‘Do you carry nothing to keep yourself dry with?’


He fumbled beneath the driving bench. ‘I use a sack for the moment. My cart’s hood collapsed a few weeks ago, but I’m getting a better one put on the new cart I’ve ordered.’


She saw the pride on his face. ‘You’re doing well if you can buy a new cart.’


‘I’m doing all right. I work hard, I don’t drink and my Fionulla is a good manager.’


‘Vincent was lazy and he drank.’


‘You should have taken my brother when he offered.’


‘Dan’s a full six inches shorter than me. I couldn’t.’


‘Not six inches. Four maybe. Oh, all right, five. He’s married now anyway. Two children. Tell me about the grand house you work in.’


Seamus was interested in anything and everything. He always had been. So the time passed pleasantly enough.


An hour later they arrived at the big house, which had the same name as the village: Shilmara. ‘If Brenna is staying in the barn at the big house, I’d better speak to Mr Kieran first.’


Seamus hesitated as they came to the end of the drive, looking at her questioningly, as if uncertain whether to stop outside the front of the house.


‘The back entrance, of course! I’m still a servant.’ She knew she was speaking too sharply but was unable to keep her voice calm. She didn’t want this burden. Oh, she didn’t want it at all!


She glanced towards the small lake to the left of the house, but then they turned to go round the house and she didn’t look back at it. The water looked dull and grey today anyway, no glinting ripples. In weather like this, she always felt the water seemed flattened by the rain beating down on it.


There was no lake at Brent Hall, only the nearby moors, rolling in green waves to the horizon. She liked to look out of the attic windows at them, see the shadows of clouds racing across them.


She wished she was back in Lancashire now.


Hugh waited until Adèle was out of danger before going to see his relatives. They were happy to see him, less happy to talk about their son and he had to drag the information from them. Only by explaining about Adèle did he persuade them to confide in him.


‘We don’t talk about Parker,’ James Beaufort said. ‘He . . . made his own bed, was an utter fool with money. It couldn’t go on. So we sent him to Australia.’


‘Don’t I remember that he got married out there?’


‘Yes, but she was a nobody. Alice something or other. We don’t associate with her now he’s gone.’


‘She had no children, then?’ Silence. He looked at them in surprise. ‘Did he have children there?’


‘She claims her daughter is his. We don’t accept that.’


The thought of someone abandoning a child upset Hugh. ‘What if she really is his daughter?’


Another silence, then Claudia Beaufort said hesitantly, ‘That does worry me, I must admit, Hugh. But how do we find out from this distance?’


‘If I go to Australia, I can find the child for you, see if she resembles anyone in our family. After all, the red-gold colour is pretty common in the Beauforts.’ He touched his own hair, which was darker than that of most of his relatives, but still on the golden side of brown. ‘They were living in Sydney, were they not? Shall I go there? Is it the best place to live?’


‘The widow has moved to the Swan River Colony and remarried. She wrote to let us know, asking for money for the child, something she’s done several times.’


‘It doesn’t matter to me where I go as long as the climate is warmer than here. I can just as easily go to the Swan River Colony and look for the child.’


Claudia looked pleadingly at her husband.


James scowled and stared at the floor, drumming his fingers on his chair arm.


Hugh waited. This was obviously a bone of contention between the two of them.


‘I suppose you’ll never give me any peace if I don’t do this, Claudia.’


‘Please, James. I can’t bear to think of our grandchild in want or being brought up roughly. I weep sometimes to think of it.’ She turned to Hugh. ‘If she seems to be a Beaufort, perhaps you could arrange for her to be brought back to England? I’d be happy to take her in.’


‘What about her mother?’


‘Pay her off. I won’t have her here. He found her penniless in Singapore. No decent woman would be living in such a place on her own, without husband or family.’


He didn’t argue with her that the mother might not want to let the child go. Time enough to worry about that if she did seem like Beaufort’s child. ‘Very well.’ He turned back to James. ‘So . . . tell me why you chose to send Parker to Australia? Was it because of the warmer climate?’


‘No. It was because it was the furthest away of anywhere in the world. That was the main reason.’


Hugh stared in shock at this blunt response.


‘And we paid him to stay there. The money stopped if he came back. They call that being a remittance man. He was still fiddling with his ugly paintings when he was killed. The widow sent one back to us. It’s in the attic. I wanted to burn it.’


Hugh hadn’t realised how sharp the break had been with Parker. These two had kept their real feelings and reasons quiet, even from their family. Parker had been a fool, and had gone through a small but adequate inheritance in a few short years, but had the poor fellow deserved so distant an exile?


‘What did he die of?’


‘He was murdered by a deranged neighbour.’


‘Good heavens! I’m so sorry.’


‘It’s a rough life out there. I’d hoped it’d be the making of him, but obviously not.’


Did he and Adèle deserve the same rough life? Hugh wondered. They’d done nothing wrong to merit exile. Hugh sighed. No, he mustn’t think like that. There were good reasons for him going to Australia and he could come back if . . . He broke off there. She would live. She must.


He’d thought of selling his estate and buying another one in Australia. Now, he was beginning to wonder if he should keep Weston Abbas and rent it out. Yes, that’s what he’d do. Maybe one day he’d be able to come back. Maybe.


But he’d take a piano and a guitar with him, because he couldn’t live without his music.


Should he try to start some sort of business in Australia? Here, he had his estate to manage, and plenty of musical friends to associate with. But what would he do with himself there? He didn’t like to sit idle. He’d already taken a share in various small trading ventures with some like-minded friends. Perhaps he could do some trading on his own behalf out in the colonies. The British Empire was, after all, full of people who needed various basic necessities and a few luxuries too. They might not find everything they needed in the Antipodes.


He’d have to look into it, ask around, learn quickly when he got there. In the meantime, he’d have a lot to do in a short time because they must leave before the winter set in.


Above all, this move was for Adèle. He’d take her nursemaid and perhaps the governess. He must make sure his little girl was well looked after by the two women, in all the ways a man couldn’t manage, however much he loved his daughter.


On the way back he made a detour to London, where he purchased a new cottage piano, a beautiful instrument which he fingered lovingly in the shop. He arranged for it to be carefully crated and shipped out on the same vessel he would be sailing on, and would let them know which one it was when everything was settled.


On this visit to London, he didn’t go to see his musical friends, wasn’t in the mood for playing, couldn’t even settle to listening to a concert at the moment, which was unusual for him.


His heart was weary as he took the train home. Only for his beloved daughter would he even contemplate leaving everything else he loved.


But if she grew better, ah, then it would be worth it. He had to hold on to that hope.


When Seamus reined in his horse near the kitchen, Maura closed her umbrella and jumped down from the cart, hurrying across to knock on the door, leaving her umbrella propped against the wall outside.


She asked the woman who opened it if she could see Mr Kieran.


The woman, whom she knew by sight, looked at her warily and kept her distance. ‘Have you stopped in the village?’


‘No. We’ve come straight from Enniskillen. Why do you ask?’


‘Mr Kieran’s orders. We don’t want the typhus bringing here. Come in then, Maura Deagan.’


She was taken first to the servants’ hall and offered refreshments while Mr Kieran finished talking to his land agent.


‘We’ll look after Seamus,’ Cook told her. ‘He can sit in the stables with the men there and we’ll send him out refreshments.’


‘I can’t send him away yet because I’m not sure where I’ll be staying tonight.’


‘Probably Mr Kieran will find you a bed . . . given the circumstances.’


Maura wasn’t hungry, but forced a little food down and drank two cups of tea, trying to be sensible. Sensible! She felt like running away, felt as if some terrible fate was hanging over her head.


When a maid came to summon her, she found Mr Kieran and his wife waiting for her in a small, rather shabby parlour. Even the servants’ quarters weren’t as shabby as this at Brent Hall.
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