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PROLOGUE


Western Australia: March 1870


Bram finished his evening meal and looked round with a sigh. ‘I do miss having the other children around.’


His wife smiled. ‘They were only living with us for a short time. And though they’ve moved out, they and their new family live a mere two streets away, so you’ll still be seeing them most days. You’re never satisfied, Bram Deagan.’


He shrugged. ‘You know it’s my dream to have my family join us in Australia, Isabella darlin’. Why else do we have this fine big home but to fill it with people we love?’


He leaned across to give her a quick kiss on the cheek, then looked thoughtful. ‘And I like to have friends round me, as well as family. I do wish Mitchell and Dougal would find themselves wives.’


‘You know Dougal met someone on his last voyage. His voice still goes softer when he speaks of this Eleanor.’


‘She’s no use to him, though. She’s married already, and she’s gone off to live in England.’ He began to drum his fingers on the table. ‘We should start looking round for someone who’d suit him. Sometimes people need a bit of a nudge.’


‘Leave him to find his own wife, Bram.’


‘He’s nearly forty and he hasn’t got one. And there’s Mitchell to think of, too. He needs another wife to help him bring up his son and give him other children.’


‘Well, there’s a shortage of suitable ladies here in the Swan River Colony, so how’s he going to do that?’


‘They’re calling it Western Australia now. It’s not as pretty a name, is it? Now, about Mitchell—’


‘Bram, don’t!’


He ignored her, still counting off his unmarried friends on his fingers. ‘And what about Livia? If ever a woman needed a husband, it’s her. That makes three of them.’


Isabella grabbed his arm and gave him a shake to get his attention. ‘Darling, you can’t interfere. Both Mitchell and Livia have been married once and are over thirty, and Dougal is old enough to manage his own life. If any of them want to marry, they’re quite capable of finding someone without your help. Besides, you have enough on your plate with our trading business.’


‘I can keep my eyes open, can’t I?’


‘You’re a hopeless romantic.’


He gave her a quick hug, laughing as he had to lean over the stomach full of his baby. ‘That’s because I have the best wife in the world, and will soon have three children. I do hope the new one will be a girl. Ah, you’ve made me very happy, Isabella darlin’.’


‘And you me. You’ve such a gift for loving people.’


They sat for a moment or two longer, clasping hands and smiling tenderly at one another.


But Bram’s frown returned when his wife went up to check on their young son and the little girl they’d adopted. He’d managed to distract her and avoid talking about his troublesome ice works investment, though he’d meant what he said about their unmarried friends.


Isabella kept the accounts for his Bazaar, but he hadn’t told her yet that some new ice-making machinery needed more money putting into it if it wasn’t to fail, because she’d been against getting involved in the ice works from the start.


He hated to leave the venture unfinished, was sure there would be a profit in it one day. Besides, the ice had saved his son’s life when the child had a fever, and never mind the money, he wanted the ice available for other children in need. He sighed. His partner would have to wait a while longer for the money, though. He just didn’t have any to spare at the moment.


Ah, something would turn up. It always did.


The very next day Bram ran into Mitchell in town and seized the moment. ‘Just the man I want to see.’


‘Do you need some more timber? Surely you’re not going to extend the Bazaar again.’


‘No. You and your carpenter have finished my new house beautifully. It’s you I’m worried about, Mitchell. You’ve been talking for a while about finding another wife, but you haven’t done anything about it.’


‘Actually, I have.’


Bram looked at him in surprise. ‘Oh? You’ve met someone?’


‘No. After we talked last time, I did as you suggested and wrote to my family in England, asking if they knew any lady who might be willing to come out to Australia to marry me.’


Bram clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Good man! Good man! Did you send them a photograph of yourself as well?’


‘Yes. Of me and my son. I wanted there to be no mistake about what someone would be taking on.’


‘You’re a fine looking man and he’s a sturdy lad. I’m sure your family will find someone suitable.’


‘What does “suitable” mean? I don’t care about the woman’s looks. I told them that. She can be as ugly as you please. What I care about is finding someone who’s kind and practical, someone who’ll help me make a home for my son and give me other children. I doubt I’ll ever fall in love again. I chose so unwisely last time that I no longer trust myself. The trouble is …’ He sighed.


‘What?’


‘After I’d sent the letter to my cousin, I had second thoughts. How can anyone else choose a wife for me, Bram? How can I be sure she’ll be kind and pleasant tempered without meeting her? Only it was too late by then to get the letter back.’


Bram hoped he hadn’t allowed his satisfaction to show. ‘Well, you’ll have to leave it to fate now, won’t you?’


‘Yes, but what if my cousin sends someone who’s unsuitable?’


‘You’ll give her a chance, surely? Not judge her on a first meeting, when she’ll be nervous. She can stay with us at first, just to keep things respectable.’


‘I can do nothing else but give a woman a chance if she comes all the way to Australia to meet me. If anyone comes, that is.’


As Bram walked away, he decided he wasn’t going to tell Isabella about Mitchell’s doubts. He’d just give her the good news that his friend had asked his family to find him a wife.
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England, March 1870: Eleanor


The journey from Australia to England had taken nearly double the usual two months, because of Malcolm’s mistakes. By the time the ship docked at Southampton on a cold day in March, Eleanor Prescott had no doubt that her husband was in far poorer health than he’d admit. He looked shocking, like a walking skeleton, his skin yellowish white, his eyes sunken.


‘Stop fussing, Eleanor,’ he snapped when she suggested seeing a doctor. ‘I’ll be all right once we’re on dry land again. Just like last time.’


‘But you’ve hardly left the cabin during this voyage.’


‘Because I’ve been conserving my strength to help my brother. I pray Roger will still be alive when we get there. As he wrote in his letter, he needs us to act as guardians to his children now that he’s mortally ill of a growth. So sad that his wife died in childbirth, the baby too. Those other two children will be left orphans.’


She watched him sit down and rest. It was true that after the interminable voyage to Australia, Malcolm had slowly improved in health once they disembarked. But he’d still been frail the whole time they were in Melbourne. And he’d been much worse on the journey back to England.


What did he see when he looked in the mirror? Did he really believe that he’d get better? Who knew? She’d never understood how his mind worked, had made such a bad mistake marrying him.


She could only hope Malcolm would live long enough to sort things out with his brother. He wouldn’t make old bones, that was sure. She’d be happy to take on the task of rearing their niece and nephew … afterwards.


Her more immediate worry was that she and Malcolm had so little money left now. She didn’t know what they’d do if Roger didn’t make suitable arrangements to help them before he died. Emigrating to Australia had been even more of a disaster than the other business ventures in which her husband had got involved.


She could have done better with their money, she knew she could, but Malcolm didn’t believe in women having anything to do with business. He’d refused even to discuss his financial plans with her, let alone listen to her advice.


Eleanor and Malcolm arrived at Courtlands late in the afternoon. It was a pleasant country house in Hampshire, about a hundred years old and showing its age in its sagging roof and paintwork which needed attention.


As they got out of the cab they’d taken from the station, he smiled up at the house. ‘You know, I still think of Courtlands as home. We had such a happy childhood here, Roger and I. We were like twins, since he’s only a year older than me.’ He moved forward, tossing over his shoulder, ‘Make sure all the luggage is brought in, Eleanor.’


But the cab driver was already attending to that, so she joined her husband at the top of the three shallow steps.


He tugged the bell-pull beside the door and somewhere in the house a bell clanged, the sound faint and muffled. Just as he was about to pull it again, they heard footsteps and the door was opened by an elderly maid, who must have been new there because he didn’t recognise her from his last visit, when a butler had opened the door.


‘I’m Malcolm Prescott. I’ve come from Australia to see my brother.’


‘I’ll deal with this, Bertha.’ A lady in her middle years appeared behind the maid, who nodded and went to stand waiting at the rear of the hall.


The newcomer was clad in black silk and didn’t so much as smile at them. ‘Roger said he’d written to you asking you to come back, but I hoped you hadn’t been able to do that.’


Malcolm gaped at her. ‘I beg your pardon? I don’t understand what you mean. And who are you to say such things?’


‘I suppose you’d better come in so that I can explain. Leave the luggage. Bertha will see that it’s brought in. I suppose you’ll have to stay for a night or two.’


She didn’t wait for an answer, but led the way to what had once been Malcolm’s mother’s sitting room.


‘Please sit down.’


‘I’d rather speak to my brother. We’ve come a long way to see him.’


‘I’m afraid Roger died two months ago.’


Malcolm didn’t even make it to a chair. He turned such a sickly white, Eleanor moved to stand nearby, in case. He’d had a couple of fainting fits in the last two weeks and he looked as if he was about to have another one. Sure enough, his eyes rolled up and he would have fallen had she not been ready to catch him and ease him down on a nearby armchair.


‘He looks ill,’ her hostess said bluntly. ‘Very ill.’


Eleanor couldn’t deny that. ‘Sea travel doesn’t agree with my husband. He’ll be better now we’re on land.’


The woman’s expression as she studied Malcolm said she wasn’t fooled by this. ‘Where are you going to be living once we’ve settled matters here?’


‘We were promised a home here on condition we looked after Roger’s children. We have nowhere else to go now.’ Malcolm had insisted on selling everything before they left England, so that he had money to invest when they reached Australia. He’d been so sure he’d make a fortune.


‘Well, I’m afraid there’s no permanent place for you here. I’m Roger’s widow, Daphne, by the way. He married me so that I would be able to look after his children once he died. I used to be their governess. I’m very happy to raise them, but I didn’t promise to look after you two and what’s more, I won’t do it.’


Eleanor looked meaningfully at her husband and moved across to the bay window. Daphne took the hint and followed.


There was nothing for it but to speak frankly. Eleanor kept her voice low. ‘We don’t have any money left, except for a few pounds. We spent the last of what we had on the journey back to England.’ She flushed and under the steely gaze of the widow, felt compelled to explain, ‘Malcolm wasn’t good with money and he took us to Australia on a wild-goose chase, thinking to get rich quickly.’


But since she was better with money, she still had a little hidden in her luggage that Malcolm didn’t know about. If she’d told him about it, he’d have taken it from her and spent it, and then where would she be?


She’d expected Daphne to get angry, but her hostess merely sighed and replied in an equally low voice, ‘A family trait, then. Roger didn’t handle his money well, either, so I’ve not been left well provided for. But with economy and sensible management, I mean to put the children’s inheritance in order so that they can have a decent start in life. And teach them to handle money properly.’


‘Very … um, admirable.’


‘I’m not going to make myself responsible for you two as well, however.’


As Malcolm began to come to his senses, Eleanor could only repeat, ‘But we don’t have enough money to go anywhere else. I’m not asking for much, we can live frugally, but we do need your help. There’s nowhere else to turn.’


The only answer was an angry huff of air, so she went back to her husband’s side.


He was looking from one to the other in bewilderment and she quickly explained to him that he’d fainted on hearing of his brother’s death.


‘Roger!’ He hid his face beneath one hand, fighting tears, his shoulders shaking.


Daphne watched him with a scowl. ‘You can stay here for a little while, as long as you don’t demand much attention from the servants. You’ll have to see if you can nurse your husband back to health, then if— when he recovers, he can find himself a job.’


Malcolm didn’t seem to be taking this in, so Daphne addressed Eleanor, ‘He should be able to manage something clerical, surely, enough for you to live on modestly?’


‘But—’


‘You are not going to move in here permanently … whatever happens.’ She got up and rang the bell. The grey-haired maid appeared.


‘Ah, Bertha. Mr Prescott’s brother and his wife will be staying for a few days. Put them on the second floor. They can have their meals in the schoolroom, unless I invite them to join me.’


Malcolm was now sitting with his head in his hands, weeping openly, muttering his brother’s name again and again.


Daphne turned back to Eleanor. ‘You may think me hard, but it’s a cruel world and I have two children to think of. You look like you’ve got more backbone than your husband, I’ll say that for you. Now, take him upstairs and don’t come down again today. There are books in the schoolroom, if you need something to occupy yourself with, and meals will be brought up to you. Can you sew?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Good. I’ll find you some mending tomorrow and you can make yourself useful while you’re here. Heaven knows, there’s plenty of it needing doing. The house has been very poorly managed. I had to sack the housekeeper.’ She went to hold the door open.


Eleanor helped Malcolm up the stairs and he at once lay down on his bed, closing his eyes, leaving everything to her – as usual.


She turned to the dour maid. ‘I’m sorry to be a trouble, but is there another bedroom I can use? My husband is ill, you see, and doesn’t sleep well.’


The maid studied him, then nodded. ‘He’s very like his brother, isn’t he?’


‘Yes. Very.’ She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. It was Roger who had encouraged Malcolm to invest in the ridiculous enterprise in Australia and travel out to reap the benefits.


‘I’ll have to ask madam if that’s all right.’


Which showed, Eleanor thought, how much in control of her own life Daphne was. She envied her sister-in-law that.


Bertha came back a few minutes later. ‘The mistress says you can have the bedroom next to this one. But you’ll have to make up the bed and keep the room tidy yourself.’


‘I’m happy to do that.’


Malcolm refused a proper meal, contenting himself with sops of bread in warm milk.


Bertha nodded silent approval when Eleanor carried their trays back to the kitchen herself, one by one, refusing help and using the servants’ stairs.


Not until it was dark and she was safely in her own bed did Eleanor allow herself to weep.


Her tears flowed even faster as she remembered Dougal McBride. The ship’s captain had been a true friend to her and she still missed him. Now there was a man worthy of love. He wouldn’t have taken to his bed and left her to do the impossible. He wouldn’t have left her so poorly situated she had to beg for shelter from a stranger.


Well, it was no use thinking of what might have been. Dougal would have sailed back to Australia in the Bonny Mary by now and Eleanor was still tied to a dreary life with Malcolm.


Surely Daphne would agree to help them in some way or other? Perhaps there was a cottage in the village? Perhaps Eleanor could act as sewing woman here. There was always plenty of mending to do in a big house, especially with children around.


Tears flowed again. To be always a dependant! To have to be grateful for help that was begrudged!


Damn you, Malcolm Prescott!


Eleanor met Roger’s children again the following morning when she went to the schoolroom to beg the loan of a book to distract her from her troubles. Malcolm had stayed in bed, taking only a cup of tea and a piece of dry toast for breakfast, and ordering her to leave him to mourn in peace.


The children had grown beyond recognition since she’d last seen them over three years ago. They were a lively pair, Jonathon now eight and Jane six. They seemed as fond of Daphne as the widow was of them.


This pleased Eleanor in one sense, because she wished them well, but it emphasised that she and Malcolm were not needed here.


When she went to check that he was all right, he lay there staring into space, not even responding to her questions or attempts at conversation.


A pile of mending was brought to her bedroom just before midday and she was left to herself for the rest of the day. She didn’t mind helping in this way. At least it gave her something to do with her hands.


About three o’clock, Bertha brought her a tea tray and an invitation for her to dine with her hostess.


‘I’d be happy to. Could you please explain how things are done here? I wouldn’t like to offend.’


The maid nodded. ‘Mrs Prescott likes to dress for dinner. Nothing too fancy, but something better than in the daytime.’


‘May I come down and iron one of my better outfits, then? I have a grey silk, but no blacks, and I’m afraid my clothes are rather old-fashioned now.’


‘I’ll iron it for you, Mrs Prescott.’


‘No, no. I can manage. I just want to mend it first. I tore it last time I wore it. I don’t want to be a trouble.’ She was terrified of being thrown out of the house, didn’t know what she would do.


‘You’re very little trouble, ma’am. And from the mending you’ve done already, your sewing is better than mine or anyone else’s here, so leave the ironing to me. Just bring the dress to the kitchen when it’s ready. If you stay for a few days, we’ll catch up nicely on all the mending. Apart from the household linen, which is wearing out, those children are always tearing their clothes. I’ll tell Mrs Prescott how good your work is. She’ll be pleased about that.’


Eleanor was glad of the maid’s support. ‘I prefer to have something to keep me occupied. My husband seems to be doing nothing but sleep.’


‘He’s failing,’ the maid said bluntly. ‘He has the look of death on him. You can’t mistake it. You do realise that?’


‘Oh, yes. I’ve known for a while.’


When she took out the grey silk, Eleanor decided an hour or so of work would bring it into a more modern style and hide the tear. She’d noticed as soon as they arrived in England that fashionable ladies were no longer wearing crinolines, and now had the material of the skirt pulled to the back, some of the skirts being draped in very intricate arrangements. She could manage a simpler version of this style quite easily, because without the crinoline, her skirt was too long.


She worked quickly, draping the old-fashioned skirt, so that the material was pulled towards the back. She’d have to make it more secure tomorrow, but her stitching would hold for this evening.


When Bertha came back, she examined the skirt and nodded approval. ‘That’s clever.’


‘The bodice will have to do as it is. But I can alter my other skirts. I like sewing.’ It was one thing to enjoy sewing but quite another to make a living from it, however. Seamstresses who worked for other people were paid a pittance, she knew.


When Eleanor went down to dinner, Daphne was waiting for her in the small sitting room. She too had changed her clothes. She studied Eleanor’s outfit quite openly. ‘Bertha told me you’d been altering your skirt. You made a good job of it. No one would know it wasn’t designed that way.’


‘Thank you.’


‘And you’ve worked hard on the mending too.’


‘I’m happy to help in any way I can.’


‘Malcolm still hasn’t left his bed, I gather.’


‘No. I can’t get him to eat or drink much and he won’t talk, let alone decide what to do.’


‘Bertha says he’s failing. She can always tell.’


‘Yes.’ It was a relief not to have to pretend any longer.


Thankfully, her hostess didn’t pursue that subject but led the way into the dining room. Dinner was a simple meal but perfectly cooked, and it was served on good china.


Daphne led the conversation, questioning her about everyday life in Australia.


Without meaning to, Eleanor revealed the fiasco en route back to England that had cost them most of their remaining money.


‘Your husband is even more of a fool than I’d thought. And the captain took advantage of you.’


To hear Dougal maligned was more than Eleanor could bear. ‘On the contrary, Captain McBride went out of his way to help us and if it hadn’t been for him, we’d not yet have reached England.’


Daphne stared at her thoughtfully. ‘You jump to the man’s defence and your whole face softens when you talk of him.’


Eleanor could feel herself flushing and was unable to control it. ‘I don’t like to hear friends spoken ill of. Malcolm and I had a lot of reasons to be grateful to Captain McBride.’


Daphne’s smile showed she hadn’t been fooled about Eleanor’s feelings. She seemed interested in anything and everything, and continued to ask about their travels. By the end of the evening Eleanor felt wrung out.


As the dessert was cleared away, Daphne said abruptly, ‘I enjoy a glass of port after a meal. Will you join me?’


‘I’d love to.’ Though in truth, Eleanor had had two glasses of wine with the meal and oughtn’t to drink any more, not with such a sharp-eyed companion. But she didn’t want to go back to the small bedroom. It was cold and she felt closed in and uncomfortable there.


They moved to sit on two armchairs in front of the fire.


‘Has your husband made plans for after he dies?’ Daphne asked abruptly.


Eleanor’s hand jerked, but she managed not to spill the port. She stared down at the ruby liquid. ‘I’m not sure Malcolm understands how ill he is.’


‘Oh, I think he does. I saw the same thing with Roger. Towards the end, he simply gave up trying to get well. He and his brother are very much alike, don’t you think?’ She stared at Eleanor and laughed suddenly. ‘You don’t think I fell in love with Roger, do you?’


‘I … believe that’s your own business.’


‘I saw a need, made myself useful and secured my future. Roger got a good bargain in me, and I will look after the children, bring them up properly.’


‘I can see that you’re fond of them.’


‘I am. And I think they have some affection for me. But what are we going to do about you once your husband dies?’


Eleanor shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I lie awake and try to think of something. I suppose I’ll have to seek a position as governess or … lady’s companion. I can’t think of anything else.’


‘What about the captain? What was his name?’


‘Dougal McBride. What about him?’


‘Is he married?’


Eleanor shook her head.


‘Was he as fond of you as you clearly are of him? Would he have married you if you’d been free, do you think?’


Blood rushed into Eleanor’s cheeks again, but her embarrassment only seemed to amuse her companion.


‘Well, would he? Or are you just imagining things?’


She raised her head, annoyed by this. ‘He said so, yes. But I’m not free, am I? And even if I become free, Dougal is in Australia and I’m here in England.’


‘Well, you’re clearly fond of him, so after Malcolm dies, you must go back to Australia and see if your captain meant what he said. That would be your best hope for the future.’


Said so brutally, it upset Eleanor. ‘Dougal will probably have met someone else by then. It takes months to get to and from Australia. And Malcolm may linger for some time.’


‘I doubt it. Never mind him. You told me they’re short of women in the Swan River Colony. Even if Captain McBride has got married, you’ll soon find yourself another husband there, I’m sure. If I can do it here, with my plain face and dumpy body, you’ll manage it easily in Australia with your lovely face and slender figure.’


‘I don’t like the idea of going back to offer myself to Dougal. It would seem so … brazen.’ Though he had asked her to go to him if she ever could.


‘She who dares wins.’ Daphne smiled and got up to refill their glasses with port.


Eleanor tried to refuse another drink, because she was afraid of giving too much away.


‘I’m not your enemy, you know. Here. It’s very relaxing to take a glass or two at night. No wonder the men enjoy their port.’


‘Well, all right. Thank you.’ Eleanor watched the ruby liquid swirl into her glass.


Daphne took another sip. ‘This is what we’ll do: I shall pay your fare to Australia and then your future will be in your own hands. It’ll suit me to have you leave the country, because you won’t be able to turn to me again. I won’t support you for the rest of your life once Malcolm dies, however much mending you do.’


‘He’s not even dead yet! How can you talk like that?’


Daphne threw back her head and laughed. ‘Because I was a governess and I escaped. It’s not a pleasant life, teaching other people’s children. One is neither family nor servant. And it’s very lonely, too. Don’t do it except as a last resort.’


She took another sip, rolling the sweet liquid round her mouth with relish. ‘Weak women give in to what life brings them, strong women find a way to better themselves. Which are you?’


Eleanor put down her wine glass, surprised to find it empty and stood up feeling the room sway around her. ‘I don’t think I’m weak.’


She didn’t wait for a response but walked out of the room. As she closed the door and rested her hand on the wall for a moment to steady herself, she heard Daphne laughing softly.


When she reached the second floor, she went to check on Malcolm and found him sleeping soundly.


Suddenly she hated him, admitted to herself that she wanted him dead quickly. He was weak and selfish and stupid, and he’d not only ruined her life, but was leaving her a pauper. Why had she ever thought him kind and gentle? Why had she married him?


Because she’d met no one else willing to take a penniless woman without any close family, that’s why.


But did she dare travel all the way to Australia … just in case Dougal hadn’t forgotten her … hadn’t met someone else? She wasn’t sure she was strong enough to face the humiliation of offering herself to him and being refused.


She didn’t weep that night. Was beyond tears. Just wanted this whole business to be over.


It took Malcolm Prescott longer to die than anyone had expected, two months to be precise. Daphne grew tight-lipped but didn’t try to turn them out.


Eleanor undertook most of the care of her husband, to make sure they caused as little trouble as possible for the household. It was over a year since he’d acted as a proper husband, so at first she was shocked to see how skeletal his body had become.


She took time each day to go for a walk if the weather was at all fine, or simply to sit quietly in her room if it was raining. Without those brief periods of privacy, she didn’t think she could have endured the strain.


When she went into Malcolm’s bedroom one sunny morning in early June to begin her distasteful duties, she found him dead. She could only stand there in shock for a moment or two, unable to think what to do next, unable to believe that her ordeal was over at last.


She went to close his eyes and said a dutiful prayer for his soul. As she turned away, she acknowledged that it was relief she felt most, not sadness. But the relief was tempered by anxiety. What would happen to her now? Would her sister-in-law really send her to Australia?


Did she dare go to Dougal? She’d swung first one way, then the other as she thought about that during the past couple of months, and though she thought she’d go, she still wondered if it was the right thing to do, if it had all been a foolish dream.


It was still early, so Eleanor went down to the kitchen to find Bertha and ask her to tell her mistress when she woke that Malcolm had died during the night.


‘We’ll go and check that, if you don’t mind.’


The bedroom was as still and sour-smelling as ever, and the maid nodded as she pulled the sheet back from Malcolm’s face. ‘Yes, he’s dead. Has been for a while.’ She turned to the widow. ‘Are you all right, ma’am?’


Eleanor looked at her in surprise. ‘Yes, of course. Why should I not be?’


‘You’ve been under a lot of strain ever since you got here. You’ve lost weight and excuse me for saying so, but you look exhausted.’


‘I’m not going to collapse, if that’s what you’re worried about.’


‘What are you going to do?’


She knew Bertha wasn’t prying, but was genuinely concerned, so she answered frankly, ‘I’m not sure. Your mistress made one suggestion, but I haven’t been able to come to a final decision about it. I was too busy looking after my husband.’


She turned to the bed and couldn’t hold back a shiver. ‘I’d better start laying him out, I suppose.’


‘I’ll do that, if you like.’


She looked at Bertha in surprise. ‘Why should you?’


‘I’ve done it many a time before. I laid out his brother, too. It means nothing to me, because he means nothing to me. I think it would upset you more than you realise.’


It was already upsetting her. Eleanor felt sick at the mere thought of cleaning his dead body. ‘But what would your mistress say to that?’


‘She won’t mind, as long as the neighbours know everything’s been done properly. Why don’t you go and sit in the morning room? I’ll get Patsy to bring you some tea. Madam won’t want hers for another twenty minutes. I’ll start on him after I’ve taken it to her.’


‘Thank you. I’m very grateful for your kindness.’


Eleanor felt guilty to be sitting with nothing to do. But she couldn’t raise the energy to pick up a book or even to glance at yesterday’s newspaper, lying neatly folded on a small table.


Within five minutes Patsy brought her a tray with some shortbread and a pot of tea. ‘Bertha says you’re to eat something, ma’am. She says you need to build up your strength.’


But Eleanor couldn’t force down more than half a biscuit. Anxiety was roiling around inside her about her future. She couldn’t settle, so went to stand by the window and stare out at the flowers, then sat down and leaned her head back, closing her eyes for a few seconds.


She jumped in shock when someone spoke nearby.


‘Bertha was right. You’re utterly exhausted.’


‘Daphne!’ Eleanor stared at the clock in surprise. ‘Is it really nine o’clock? I must have fallen asleep.’


‘No wonder. Come and join me for breakfast.’


Daphne tucked into the food with her usual hearty appetite, pausing to say sharply, ‘You need to eat more than that. Never mind whether you’re hungry or not. Force something down. I don’t want you falling ill on me next.’


‘I shan’t do that. I’m never ill.’


‘Nonetheless, humour me.’


They didn’t chat, because Daphne was opening her mail, sorting it into two piles. Once the meal was over, she picked up the papers. ‘We’ll go into my sitting room to talk. Patsy needs to clear up.’


Feeling like a prisoner about to be sentenced, Eleanor followed her.


‘We’ll have to think how best to get you to this captain of yours.’


She’d expected them to discuss Malcolm’s funeral, so this remark startled her and she didn’t know what to say.


‘He’s your best chance of happiness and you’d be a fool not to go to him.’ Daphne drummed her fingers on her chair arm, frowning. ‘Does he have money? Or is he still making his way in the world?’


‘He owns two ships and a fine house in Fremantle, in the Swan River Colony.’


Another silence, then, ‘It’s worth a try, then.’


Eleanor couldn’t hold back a protest. ‘But if he’s changed his mind, I’ll be penniless and alone in a strange country.’ That was one of the main things holding her back.


‘The country can’t be that strange. You lived there for two years.’


‘We lived in Melbourne. The Swan River Colony is nearly two thousand miles from there, and very different.’


She saw that Daphne was waiting for more information and searched her brain. ‘There isn’t even a road between the two places. You have to go round the coast of Australia by ship. People in Melbourne are very scornful about the Swan River Colony, say it’s a backward place and no one ever stays there willingly. Some call it the Cinderella colony. Malcolm and I were only in the west for a couple of nights and he was ill, so we didn’t see enough to—’


Daphne held up one hand. ‘You’re prevaricating. All you need to tell me is: do you have the courage to do this or are you going to sentence yourself for the rest of your life to the misery of being a governess, of never having children or family of your own?’


Eleanor bent her head, avoiding that piercing gaze. She was finding it so hard to think clearly.


‘I can see you need time to think about it, now your burden has gone.’ Her sister-in-law gestured towards the door. ‘I’ll arrange the funeral. I know how things are done round here. Why don’t you go for a walk round the gardens? You can tell me what you’ve decided at dinner tonight.’


As Eleanor opened the door, the sharp voice followed her.


‘It’s a harsh world for women. We have to seize every opportunity there is to better ourselves. Wait!’


She turned to look at Daphne.


‘One more thing. I’m only paying for you to travel steerage. I’m not made of money.’


‘Very well.’ In the hall, Eleanor hesitated, then went outside without fetching a bonnet or shawl. It was a beautiful day and many flowers had opened, filling the whole garden with colour. The sight of them made her feel better immediately.


She strolled round to the summer house, her favourite place. Such a pretty structure, painted white, with seats inside. Sitting there, she looked out at the rose bed, but the flowers became a blur, because tears filled her eyes. Malcolm had only been thirty-six. She was thirty-one. How long would she live?


Dougal was older, she thought, but such a vigorous man he’d looked far younger than Malcolm. She could remember that last night with Dougal so clearly, every word he’d said, the loving way he looked at her.


Eleanor, if you are ever free, or even just in need of a friend, it will always be my privilege to help you … You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted to marry in my whole life, so it’s not likely now that I’ll meet anyone else.


Could she trust herself to those words?


He’d given her instructions on how to find him again, had said he’d send money to England to pay for her passage to Australia. If he’d done that, it’d be in the care of a lawyer whose name he’d written down. If he’d done that … he’d meant what he said. Surely?


She could imagine nothing more wonderful than to marry him, so why was she hesitating now?


She raised her head and squared her shoulders. ‘I’ll do it,’ she said aloud, ‘I really will.’


But before a minute had passed, she was reminding herself not to hope for too much, even if the money was waiting for her at the lawyer’s.


Life had a way of playing tricks on you, as she’d found out after marrying Malcolm.


Eleanor returned to the house to find an empty coffin being carried inside by two burly fellows, supervised by a gentleman in black with long crepe weepers hanging from the back of his top hat.


She hesitated near the front door, watching as they carried the coffin upstairs.


‘Come in here,’ Daphne hissed from across the hall. ‘And don’t come out again till they’ve gone. We’ll need to find you some mourning clothes or it’ll look bad.’


So Eleanor waited out of sight until the men had taken away the coffin, heavier now, causing them to puff and pant as they eased it round the turn in the stairs and through the front door.


Daphne led the way out into the hall, watching the men load the coffin on to a hearse drawn by four black horses. As it pulled away, she turned to Eleanor. ‘I hope you didn’t want to keep the body here to gaze at.’


The words escaped before she could control them. ‘I hope I never have to see Malcolm’s face again.’


‘I don’t blame you. I have never understood the fascination some people have with their dear departeds’ bodies.’ Daphne waved one hand in a dismissive gesture and changed the subject. ‘Now, let us be practical. I’ve remembered that there are some old clothes in the front attic, including quite a few black garments. You’re welcome to take any of them you can use, but you’ll have to work quickly to alter something for the funeral, which will take place the day after tomorrow.’


‘Thank you. I’m grateful.’


Daphne shrugged. ‘They’re no good to me. They’re too small for me anyway. Besides, I’m never going to wear cast-offs again.’ She stroked her silk skirt and smiled down at it, then looked up at her guest. ‘Take any of the old clothes you wish. I’m only going to throw them away. Some of them should fit you. You get to that part of the attics by the stairs near the schoolroom.’


Eleanor nodded and went up, surprised to be left to her own devices to do this. She found some beautiful silk gowns, so old-fashioned they’d be laughable, which was no doubt why Daphne had dismissed them as useless. But the material was still perfect, even under the arms, so they couldn’t have been worn much. She could easily alter them.


She went through them methodically, sorting out clothes which looked suitable, then went through again, sorting out anything which might be useful later.


Afterwards she looked at the piles with satisfaction. She could take enough clothing from here to wear on the voyage to Australia and for many years to come. And altering them would occupy the long hours of the voyage.


It was only then that she realised she’d finally made up her mind. She was going to go to Dougal. She was willing to risk everything to see if Dougal had meant what he said. Because nothing could make her happier than to become his wife.


She went down to check with her hostess, just to be sure. ‘Did you mean it, that I can take as many clothes as I want from the attic?’


‘I never say anything I don’t mean. I have no need of them and would only throw them away.’


Eleanor knew her sister-in-law well enough by now to realise that Daphne didn’t want to seem too soft hearted, so she didn’t comment on the kindness of this act.


She returned to the attics, bringing an armful of clothing down to her bedroom and going back to the attic for more, because there were undergarments there too, as well as shoes and shawls.


She would alter only one black garment, however, because if she boarded the ship in deepest mourning, she would be expected to keep herself to herself for the whole journey, as a recent widow.


She’d had enough isolation because of Malcolm and his stubborn pride, wanted to live a full life now, meet people … marry, have children if it was still possible.


If it was wrong of her not to stay in mourning, she didn’t care. She hadn’t loved Malcolm for a long time, wondered if she ever had. But she’d liked him when they first married, she was sure of that.


After they were married, he’d never talked of his feelings for her. She’d just accepted that he must care for her, or else why would he have asked her to become his wife?


Eleanor intended to ask Bertha if her most worn garments could be given to the poor. They were welcome to the horrid things. She’d had enough of looking shabby.


Was she mistaking this act of Daphne’s for kindness? Perhaps it was merely a way of ensuring that she’d leave here properly equipped to find another husband and thus never come back?


Well, her sister-in-law need have no fear of that. There had been a freedom in Australia for women, ladies or not, that there wasn’t in England. Perhaps because even the ladies worked harder in the Antipodes, many doing menial chores because they had trouble finding domestic help. That brought people closer together, somehow.


She suddenly remembered the lawyer. She must contact him immediately. Dougal had said he’d pay for her passage. If he really had sent her some money, surely that was a sign? She’d write to the lawyer this minute and ask for it to be put in the post quickly.


Whatever happened, she didn’t intend to travel to Australia in steerage class, however. She knew only too well how little privacy or comfort that offered. She intended to travel cabin class, although a second-class cabin would be adequate.


If both Daphne and Dougal’s lawyer helped her, surely she’d have enough money left to manage on after her arrival? If she needed to.


She heard back from the lawyer two days later. Dougal had indeed sent money and Mr Saxby was at her service. He had now moved to London, but was going to Western Australia himself shortly. They could travel together if she wished.


Feeling immensely relieved, she wrote back giving him the name of the hotel Daphne had recommended in London. She could have managed on her own, of course she could, but people always preferred to deal with a gentleman and it would make things easier to travel with Mr Saxby.


For the first time she felt hopeful. And excited.
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England, June 1870: Jacinta


Jacinta was conscious mainly of relief when her elderly husband died, but of course she hid that. She was an expert at hiding her feelings by now.


As she accompanied the doctor to the door, he said gently, ‘I shall not, of course, be charging you for my attendance, Mrs Blacklea. I know how you’re situated. May I ask – what shall you do now?’


‘Bury Claude, then seek the help of his family, since I have no family left.’


He nodded. ‘Very wise. I’ll call at the parson’s on my way home and tell him about Claude. You’ll need to arrange the funeral.’


She took a deep breath and said something that was unthinkable for a gentleman’s widow. ‘I can’t afford to pay for one, so it’ll have to be a pauper’s funeral.’


His mouth fell open in shock and it was a minute before he spoke. ‘Are things so bad, then?’


She nodded. ‘They’ve been bad for a while. Ben and I are almost penniless now. We need the little that’s left to pay for our journey to his relatives.’


The doctor stared at the ground, brow wrinkled in thought. ‘Well, I’m sure the Squire will join me in paying for the coffin, and for a simple funeral. Claude was a friend of ours, after all.’


His tone was disapproving, as if she were somehow to blame, but she ignored that and tried to sound grateful. ‘Thank you. You’re very … kind.’


She’d rather have had the money for her son, though, and left Claude to the pauper’s burial, because that was all he deserved.


‘What about his books?’


‘I haven’t thought.’


‘I should be happy to buy them from you. As you know, Claude and I shared similar tastes in reading material. How much would you be asking?’


‘I’ll accept whatever you think fit. I have no idea of their value.’ She lowered her eyes and added, ‘I know a gentleman like you won’t cheat me.’


‘Hmm. I’ll give it my consideration.’


When she was alone again, she went back to the still figure on the bed and with a sigh, set about preparing his body for burial. It wasn’t as bad touching him in death as it had been submitting to his attentions in bed when he was alive. She still had nightmares about it, had been thankful when he stopped wanting her in that way.


As she worked, she glanced occasionally towards the other downstairs room in their tiny cottage, where her son was playing quietly in front of the fire with a toy dog she’d made him from some rags. He was a bit old for such a toy, but as he wasn’t allowed to play with the village lads, it was very dear to him.


Just before dusk she felt a desperate need for fresh air, so took Ben out for a walk, speaking cheerfully, not attempting to curb his high spirits and need to run to and fro. He’d had to be quiet so often during the long month his father had taken to die. Now he deserved to run about and play like any other nine-year-old.


She supposed she should find a way of setting up a gravestone marker of some sort, but she wasn’t going to spend a penny on Claude, if she could help it.


As she was passing the rear of the church she noticed the pile of planks that had been lying there for over a year and stopped to study them. Grass had grown between them and died in the winter, leaving the new grass to push through a tangle of dry stalks. She walked across to them, leaving Ben to investigate a spider’s web and poke a stick at its occupant.


Did she dare take a couple of planks? Would anyone mind? Whose were they anyway?


She looked round but there was no one else about, so she began to poke among the pieces of wood, finding two of the right size to make a cross. She was glad the gathering dusk hid her theft.


It was a struggle to drag the bigger plank home on her own. Ben managed to drag the shorter one, thinking it a fine game.


Luck was on her side, for once, and they didn’t meet a soul. Whether any of the neighbours could see what she was doing from behind their curtains, she couldn’t tell. If they were watching, they didn’t come out to interfere. Or to help.


Claude had always made it clear that even though he lived in a humble cottage, in what he called ‘reduced circumstances’ and she called ‘poverty’, he considered himself far above his neighbours in status and wanted nothing to do with them. That had kept her and her son so lonely, though she hadn’t always obeyed his edict to have nothing to do with the villagers.


Before she prepared their meal, Jacinta went to knock at the carpenter’s house just along the lane, intending to beg the loan of a saw, hammer and a few nails. Surely it couldn’t be all that difficult to cobble together a rough cross?


‘What do you want them for, if you don’t mind me asking, Mrs Blacklea? I don’t like lending my tools to people who aren’t used to them.’


She hesitated, then explained.


Mr Ketch looked at her gravely. ‘I’ll come round and do it for you, shall I?’


‘I can’t pay you, I’m afraid.’


‘I’m not asking for payment, any more than you did when you helped me nurse my wife last winter.’


Her voice wobbled as she thanked him, because kindness was a rarity in her life and doubly precious to her now. By the time they got back to her cottage, she was in control of herself again, had to be, for her son’s sake.


When Mr Ketch had finished making the simple cross, he looked sideways at her. ‘Do you have some paint for the name? I’m no good at carving.’


‘No. I’d thought to burn it with the poker. I used to do pokerwork when I was a girl, so I know how.’


He smiled. ‘If you don’t mind my saying so, Mrs Blacklea, you don’t seem much more than a girl to me now.’


‘I don’t feel young any more, Mr Ketch.’ Hadn’t since that dreadful day she’d been married off to elderly Claude Blacklea.


When Jacinta’s parents had died suddenly of a fever, her aunt had waited till after the simple funeral, then said bluntly, ‘You’ll have to marry, Jacinta. And I’ve found a man for you.’


‘Who?’


‘Claude Blacklea is looking for a wife.’


‘Not him. Please, not him!’


‘He’s the only one offering. I mean what I say. Your parents left you no money, only debts, and I have daughters of my own to provide for. You’re too pretty to live with us. You’ll damage their chances.’


‘But—’


‘If you refuse, I’ll throw you out of my house and leave you to beg on the streets. If you marry Mr Blacklea, he’ll pay the debts and look after you. Well, marriage or begging? Which is it to be?’


So Jacinta had married Claude.


And it had been as bad as she’d expected … except that he’d given her a son to love. And that made up for the rest.


Was she only twenty-nine now? She felt much older. Maybe once she’d made a new life for herself and her son, she’d feel younger again. If his family would just make her a small allowance, she could manage. She was good at managing on very little money.


She realised Mr Ketch was speaking again. ‘I beg your pardon. What did you say?’


‘You’ve had a hard few months, Mrs Blacklea. I hope things will brighten for you in the future.’


She could only nod and wish he’d stop being kind. She wasn’t used to kindness and couldn’t afford to break down and weep when she had so much to do.


The following morning, it took Jacinta an hour to burn the words on the wooden cross with the tip of the poker. Ben watched in fascination, dying to have a try, but she didn’t want him burning himself. And anyway, she wanted to get this over and done with as quickly as possible.


She wrote the words to appease others. The sign ought to have included the word Fool, but you couldn’t put that on your husband’s grave, however much he deserved it. But no true gentleman would have ignored his family’s needs as Claude had. He’d not wanted a wife, only a servant who didn’t need paying any wages.
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The next afternoon she attended the brief burial ceremony, paid for by their wealthier neighbours.


When it was over, the doctor slipped an envelope into her pocket, an envelope that clinked.


‘It’s a fair amount,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll send my man to collect the books tomorrow morning before you leave.’


‘Thank you.’


She nodded farewell to him and the trio of gentlemen who had attended, then laid one hand on her son’s shoulder. ‘Come along, Ben.’


No one offered to help her with anything else.


Unfortunately, Ben was in a contrary mood that day, unsettled by the strangeness of everything. ‘I want to go and walk in the woods.’


‘Not today, dear. I have some people coming to see me.’


He opened his mouth to protest, caught her eyes and shut his mouth. But he looked sulky.


Her visitors were waiting for her already, the woman standing by the door, the young man peering through the window. He turned as she approached, not looking in the least ashamed of his rudeness. Well, he was a Prynne, from the meanest family in the village. Jacinta knew she’d have a fight on her hands to get a fair price out of them.


‘Sorry about your loss, Mrs Blacklea,’ the young woman said, but her eyes had already taken on a possessive gleam as she followed Jacinta into the cottage.


‘How much do you want for your furniture?’ the man asked.


‘Fifty pounds.’


‘We can’t afford that. I’ll give you twenty.’ His smile was smug, as if he was certain he was about to get a bargain.


The fact that they were intending to take advantage of her desperate need only stiffened Jacinta’s resolve. She let them knock the price down to forty pounds, which she’d expected, then drew herself up and stared him in the eye. ‘Any lower would be grossly unfair and well you know it, Mr Prynne.’


‘I’m not a rich man. I’m surprised you need to haggle with poor people like us. You’re gentry, after all.’


So she told him what she’d kept secret for years. ‘My husband lost all our money, so I have almost nothing left. And I’m so angry about your low offer that I’ll burn the furniture rather than let you profit from my distress.’


He gave her a disbelieving look, so she picked up the Bible, knowing how much the Prynnes prided themselves on being good Christians, and brought it to her lips. ‘I swear that on this holy book.’


They both gaped at her, then he said, ‘You can’t mean it!’


She brandished the book at him. ‘Oh, but I do. Have I not sworn an oath on this Bible? How can you in all conscience cheat a widow with a small son to support and no other money coming in?’


As they exchanged glances, she folded her arms and stared stonily back at them. ‘I really will burn everything if I don’t get my price. Forty pounds is a bargain and well you know it.’


He took a deep breath. ‘Throw in the rest of the bits and pieces, including his books, then we’ll give you thirty pounds.’


Jacinta shook her head. ‘Those pieces are promised to other people who have agreed to pay my price, and I’ve sold the books to the doctor. Forty pounds and not a penny less.’


‘Thirty-five, then.’


‘I am a desperate woman, Mr Prynne. If you won’t, in all Christian charity, deal fairly with me, then at least I’ll make sure you don’t profit from my distress.’ She picked up the Bible again and clutched it to her bosom.


‘Thirty-five is all we can afford.’


She let the silence pool around them, then walked across to run her fingers across the gleaming wood of the dining table. ‘This will burn quickly, with all the wax I’ve polished into it.’ She waited then repeated, ‘Forty. You know they’re worth double that.’
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