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PART ONE
1863–1865






CHAPTER ONE



July 1863
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The men had to drag the two girls on to the train. The older one fought and spat defiance every inch of the way and the younger one, more easily overpowered, wept loudly and bitterly.


Ismay Michaels saw one or two bystanders step towards them uncertainly and if there hadn’t been a priest involved, she thought they might have helped her – but there was, so no one actually did anything.


Panting, the men shoved the girls into a compartment.


‘This defiance will do you no good,’ Father Cornelius warned.


As the train pulled away Ismay straightened her clothes and helped her sister Mara do the same, then sat as far away from their parish priest and his helper as she could. ‘You’ve no right to do this! No right at all. We could manage on our own.’


The priest sighed and repeated, ‘You’re only just turned fifteen and your sister’s eleven. There’s no way you could earn a living and make a home for yourselves now your parents are dead. You know there isn’t.’


‘Keara promised she’d come back here to Ireland and we’d all live together.’


‘Well, your sister is needed in England to help her mistress who’s expecting a baby, so she can’t do that now and—’


‘I’ll never forgive her for abandoning us, never!’ Ismay put her arm round Mara’s shoulders. ‘Neither of us will.’


‘Keara’s doing what she thinks is best for you. Why, Mr Mullane himself has arranged for the good Sisters of St Martha and St Zita to take you to Australia. You’ll be able to make far better lives for yourselves there than you could if you stayed in the village.’


‘I don’t believe you. And anyway, we don’t want to leave Ireland.’


When they got off the train, Ismay fought again, on principle, but once the big door of the convent thudded shut behind her she stopped struggling because what was the point? She became aware of Mara’s trembling hand clutching hers and her little sister’s tear-stained face, so put an arm round her. She didn’t dare give way to tears, had to be strong now, so focused on her anger as she stared at the inside of the convent. Everything here was made of stone – big, square stones that seemed to press down on you – and the chill of the place made her shiver. Or perhaps it was fear of what was going to become of them now.


Two brisk young nuns in long black habits and white wimples came into the parlour.


‘These men have kidnapped us!’ Ismay announced at once.


After a startled look at the priest, the taller nun said quietly, ‘Thank you, Father. We’ll see to them now.’ When the two men had left, she said, ‘I’m Sister Catherine and I’ll be going to Australia with you. If you’ll come to the kitchen we’ll find you something to eat. Everyone else is in bed, but we waited up for you.’


They trailed after her, Ismay still with one arm round her little sister’s shoulders. When the nun set some cake in front of them, Mara whispered, ‘Will we eat it, Ismay?’


‘I suppose so.’ After finishing the cake and drinking a big glass of milk each, they followed the nuns to a long, narrow room whose walls were lined with shelves bearing piles of neatly folded clothes.


‘Now, what size are you?’ the tall one wondered, shaking out a skirt. ‘I think this one will fit you, Ismay. Just try it on for me, will you?’


The girl shook her head. ‘We don’t want your horrid old clothes. We just want to go home.’


The nun’s voice became steely. ‘Either we do it by force or you take those clothes off this minute and try the skirt on.’


For a moment Ismay stared at them defiantly, then her shoulders drooped and she blinked furiously. ‘I’ve got something in my eye,’ she muttered as she saw Sister Catherine looking at her in concern. Taking off her clothes as slowly as she could, she tried on the ones she was given, then took them off again and donned the plain white cotton nightdress the nun handed her. She managed to hide the fact that she was amazed at having brand new clothes, or a long dress just for sleeping in. The shoes amazed her as well – two pairs each, plus a pair of slippers. What did you need two pairs of shoes for? You only had one pair of feet!


Sister Catherine and the other nun picked out a whole pile of clothes in their sizes. ‘Right then. You two carry the shoes and we’ll take you to your bedroom.’


The room was very simply furnished and immaculately clean. Even the wood of the bedheads was polished. Ismay studied the two narrow beds and so far forgot herself as to go and finger the soft blankets and sheets. There were also two chairs, a small washstand with ewer and bowl, and two clean, neatly folded towels. The beds were high enough to show the plain white chamber pot underneath one, and at the foot of each stood a sturdy metal trunk, lid gaping open.


The nuns placed most of the clothes in the trunks, leaving out skirts, blouses and sets of underclothes for the next day.


Finally Sister Catherine stepped back and nodded in satisfaction. ‘There, that’s everything you’ll need for your journey. You may as well go to bed now. The others went to sleep a while ago.’


‘Others?’ Ismay asked.


‘The other orphans. We’re taking a group of ten girls out to Australia.’ She hesitated then said quietly, ‘It won’t be so bad, you know. You’ll be well looked after.’


‘They shouldn’t be sending us to Australia at all! We have a sister in England working for the Mullanes and we should be going to her.’


‘She must have given her permission or you wouldn’t be here.’ Because Sister Catherine could see how very unhappy they were, she added, ‘None of us has a choice about going to Australia.’ At their looks of surprise she added with a slight smile, ‘I don’t particularly want to leave Ireland, either, you know.’


The other nun cleared her throat and gave her companion a disapproving glance, so Catherine cut short what she was about to say and finished, ‘Sleep well, girls.’


The two women left as quietly as they seemed to do everything else, taking the candle and locking the door behind them.


Ismay immediately got out of bed and sat very upright on the edge, swinging one leg. Mara hesitated but lay where she was, pulling the blanket up with a tired sigh. ‘Shall we not go to sleep now?’


‘Not yet, no.’ When her eyes had adjusted Ismay found the moonlight bright enough for her to investigate the rest of the contents of the trunks. Underneath the clothes were all sorts of things: a prayer book, sewing materials, writing implements.


It was as she started to put the things back that the idea occurred to her. ‘I’ll show them what I think of their horrid clothes!’ she muttered and took the scissors from the sewing kit. The idea was so monstrous that she hesitated for a moment, then with a toss of her head began to cut up their new clothes.


‘Ismay! Ismay, what are you doing? Don’t!’ Mara whispered, horrified.


‘Why not? Look what they’re doing to us. You go to sleep. This’ll take me a while.’


It took her a couple of hours to do the job properly, by which time her fingers were blistered. Once her little sister fell asleep she didn’t even try to hold back her tears and the resultant pile of rags was well watered.


In the morning they were woken by bells. A short time later Sister Catherine came in, mouth open to say something, but stopped short and stared at the pile of shredded cloth beside each trunk, her expression changing to one of shock, then horror. ‘What have you done, child?’


‘No worse than you’ve done to us,’ Ismay repeated, expecting a slap. She was puzzled when the nun looked at her instead with compassion written clearly on her face.


‘I’ll have to tell Reverend Mother about this and she’ll be furious. Oh, Ismay, can you not accept what’s to happen to you?’


‘No, I can’t and I never will!’


An older nun was brought to see what the new girl had done and stood for a moment looking at the pile of ragged pieces of cloth and muttering under her breath a prayer for patience. Her voice grated with the effort it took her to say, calmly and evenly, ‘If you do that again, Ismay Michaels, I’ll separate the pair of you. Permanently. Send one to Australia and leave the other here.’


Mara gave a wail and flung her arms round her sister.


Ismay stared back at the grim-faced nun. ‘You’ve no right to do this.’


‘We have every right. You should be grateful that your landlord has paid for you to go to Australia. You’ll have a far better chance of a decent life out there. They’re crying out for decent young women as maids and wives.’


‘Well, we’re not—’


The old nun raised one finger in warning. ‘Quiet! Just remember what I said if you want to stay together!’


If they separated her from Mara, Ismay didn’t know what she’d do. She bit back an angry sob, looking at the hard, unyielding face that was not at all like Sister Catherine’s whose expression was kindly. ‘I hate you!’ she flung at the Mother Superior.


More clothes were found. When they were alone again, locked in the room even in the daytime, Ismay and her sister sat on one of the beds cuddled up close.


Mara made a sad sound in her throat and wiped away a tear with a corner of the new white pinafore. ‘Do you think maybe Keara doesn’t know about this?’


‘Of course she does. How can she not be knowing? Didn’t they send a letter to Father Cornelius to say she wanted us to go? She couldn’t even be bothered to tell us herself or –’ her voice faltered for a moment as she fought to control it ‘– come to Ballymullen to say goodbye. As far as I’m concerned, she’s no sister of ours and I hope I never see her again as long as I live. If I ever do, I’ll spit in her face, so I will.’


Mara continued to sob quietly.


A few tears escaped Ismay’s control but she made no attempt to wipe them away, just hugged her sister close. She was the elder and she had to look after Mara now. If anything happened to separate them, she was sure she’d die of grief.


Malachi Firth crept into the house. He’d hoped his family would all be asleep by now, but there was a lamp still burning in the kitchen. Outside, the small Pennine village was blanketed in mist so thick he’d had trouble finding his way home, even the couple of hundred yards from the alehouse. Damned mist and rain! That’s all they’d seen for weeks. Lancashire must be the rainiest place on earth. Sometimes he longed for a sunny day.


As he closed the back door he saw his father rise up from the far end of the scrubbed wooden table, scowling at him as usual, and Malachi’s heart sank.


‘You’ve been with those louts again! What do you mean by staying out till this hour when you’ve a long day’s work ahead of you tomorrow?’


Malachi scowled right back. He wasn’t drunk or even tiddly, couldn’t afford it on the meagre wages his father paid him. ‘They’re good lads and I only had a glass or two of ale! Where’s the harm in that?’


‘They’re ne’er-do-wells and you shouldn’t hang around with folk like them. Your brother shows a deal more sense in the friends he makes, and our Lemuel doesn’t waste his time at a common alehouse, either.’


That was because Lemuel’s wife hardly let him breathe without permission, but Malachi knew better than to criticise her to his father since she’d recently borne a son to carry on the family name. ‘I do my work here and I’m entitled to a bit of fun in my spare time.’ Besides, it’d been a singing evening tonight and Malachi, who had a good baritone voice, dearly loved a sing-song. He’d won five shillings for being the best singer, by popular acclaim, but his father thought singing in public below the dignity of a Firth and a master cooper’s son. Malachi winced as the deep voice roared out its scorn.


‘Fun! What’s fun got to do with it when you’ve a trade to learn? You’d be better saving your pennies than wasting them on ale. How will you be able to set up your own cooperage when your time comes if you don’t save your pennies – aye, and your farthings too?’ He gestured round him. ‘This place must pass to the eldest son and don’t think I’ll split it between you.’


Suddenly the thoughts Malachi had been holding back for a while burst out. ‘Coopering’s a dying trade, Dad, and we all know it, even if you won’t admit it!’


‘Folk will always want barrels and buckets making.’


‘I don’t see any point in slaving through an apprenticeship when there’s not enough work to go round.’ Malachi never normally voiced his thoughts, but he agreed with those who said a galvanised bucket was better than a wooden one, and lighter too. Even before the Cotton Famine had impoverished so many in Lancashire, coopering had been losing custom to factory-made goods. But he didn’t want to start that old argument again.


His father made angry noises in his throat at this rank heresy.


Fed up of the continual carping, Malachi turned to go up to his bedroom, then swung round in shock as a thud behind him shook the wooden floor. John Firth lay spread-eagled on the rag rug, motionless apart from one twitching foot. Alarmed, Malachi yelled for his mother to come quick.


But there was nothing she could do – or the doctor when he eventually came.


His father lay unmoving in his bed for two long days and nights, then died abruptly of another seizure.


Afterwards Malachi’s elder brother cornered him in the kitchen. ‘I hope you can live with yourself!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You drove Father to an early grave, worriting him with your boozing and not buckling down to learn the trade like you should have done. I’m telling you straight: I shan’t be taking over your apprenticeship, you ungrateful pup! You can move out of here and find yourself another job – if you can. I don’t even care what becomes of you.’


Defiance made Malachi shout, ‘I was leaving anyway. Think I’d want to work with you!’ He glared across at the brother who was both taller and stronger than he was and who had never scrupled to use his strength to get his own way. Lemuel took after their father’s side, tall men with rock-hard muscles, while Malachi took after their mother, thin and dark-haired, full of nervous energy, with a mind that wouldn’t be still but must always wonder at the world around him.


She came quietly into the kitchen to say reproachfully, ‘Shame on you both to quarrel like this with your father lying unburied above you!’


Lemuel folded his arms and scowled. ‘I meant what I said, Mam. He’s not staying here when me and Patty move in and I’m not continuing with his apprenticeship.’


She looked from one to the other and sighed. ‘No. It wouldn’t work, not with you two so different.’ They’d always quarrelled, right from the time they were little lads, to her great sorrow. ‘But I’d be grateful if you’d keep the peace until after the funeral, then we’ll decide together as a family what Malachi should do.’ Her glance held both young men captive as she added loudly and clearly, ‘And there will be no throwing him out of this house, Lemuel, because if you do, you throw me out as well. Your brother has as much right to a decent start in life as you do and this is his home, too.’


Lemuel shuffled his feet, then shrugged acceptance of her edict.


That evening Malachi managed to snatch an hour with his mother after Lemuel and Patty had gone home. Everything was ready for the funeral. And afterwards – well, everything would change.


‘I’m worried about you,’ he said abruptly.


‘About me? Why?’


‘Because of how Father left everything. He ought to have left you a share.’


‘He trusted Lemuel to look after me.’


‘Lemuel, maybe, but not that spiteful bitch he’s married to.’


Hannah Firth sighed. ‘There was no changing your father. He was set in his ways when I wed him. He’d never leave the business or house to a woman.’


‘Why did you mar—’ He broke off, knowing he had no right to ask this question, especially now, when it seemed doubly disloyal to that still figure lying upstairs.


Hannah sighed. ‘I had my reasons. It wasn’t a love match, but he was good to me in his own way.’


‘What shall you do now? You’ll never be happy with Patty in charge here.’


His mother gave him a sad smile. ‘What choice do I have?’


‘You’re young enough to do something else. Why, you’ve hardly any grey in your hair, even, and you’re still as active as a young woman. You could even marry again.’


She put one finger on his lips. ‘Shh. Now isn’t the time to discuss that sort of thing.’


But Malachi lay awake and worried about her. His sister-in-law Patty was already giving herself airs and looking round the house with a proprietorial air. Lemuel wouldn’t stand up to her. He didn’t dare breathe without his wife’s permission.


The following day, after the funeral guests had left, Patty sat feeding her baby son in the kitchen while Hannah Firth led her sons back into the front parlour. ‘Time to talk,’ she said briskly, holding her own sadness at bay. ‘Have you had any thoughts about what you want to do, Malachi?’


He hesitated, knowing it would hurt her, then said in a rush, ‘Emigrate to Australia.’ He looked out of the window at the rain that had fallen steadily all day. ‘I’m sick of grey skies and damp air. They say it’s sunny all the time in Australia.’


Lemuel let out a scornful snort. ‘Nowhere’s sunny all the time, you fool! And what are you going to do in Australia that you can’t do here?’


‘I don’t know yet. Sell things, perhaps.’ Dealing with customers, even if it was only a young couple buying a bucket, was the only side of the cooperage that Malachi enjoyed and he was good at it, too. He looked at his mother, pleading silently for her understanding. ‘I’ve been thinking about going for a while, but I thought I might as well finish my apprenticeship first. Now . . .’ He shrugged. He watched her nod, could see the sadness in her eyes, but could do nothing to help her.


‘I know you’ve been restless, son. But you’ll do this properly, so until we have it all worked out, you’re staying here. I’m not sending you out into the world penniless, not if I have to sell my wedding ring to fund you.’ She looked at Lemuel as she said that and he shuffled his feet and avoided her eyes.


Patty came to the door of the parlour, rocking her baby in her arms and scowling at them. ‘I don’t think that’s fair, Mother Firth. Your husband left the business to Lemuel, not Malachi. He has no right to any of the money.’


‘What do you think about that, Lemuel? Is it fair that he gets nothing, not even a start in life?’ Hannah stared at her elder son, knowing that although he was under his wife’s thumb and had been even before they married a year ago, he was an honest soul, as like his father as any son could be. At twenty-two he was already set in his ways while Patty, three years younger, bade fair to become a shrew. Hannah was dreading living with them, absolutely dreading it. But she wouldn’t burden Malachi with that. He, at least, should go free.


Lemuel looked from one to the other, then muttered, ‘I’ll give him a bit of a start, but I’m not depriving my child of his inheritance. If Dad had wanted Malachi to have owt, he’d have left him summat more than his watch.’


Hannah didn’t say that there hadn’t been as much to leave as John had hoped, for the coopering trade had been going downhill even before these difficult times. She watched Patty toss her head and storm back to the kitchen. ‘Tomorrow we’ll start planning,’ she told her sons, then went through into the kitchen to help her daughter-in-law clear up, biting her tongue when sharp orders were rapped out as if she didn’t know how to run her own home. Patty was taking charge even before she moved in.


Not until Hannah was alone in bed that night, her last in the big front bedroom, did she give way to her grief – and if she was crying for the loss of her younger son, not her husband, no one else would know that from looking at her reddened eyes.


Tomorrow, when Lemuel and Patty moved into the house, she’d be taking the small room at the back of the kitchen where her own mother had ended her days. She wasn’t looking forward to living in another woman’s house, but that’s what happened when your man died and there wasn’t enough money to give you a separate home.


Almost she wished she could go out to Australia with Malachi. She was only forty-two, after all, not old in looks or ways. But she didn’t dare suggest going because she knew Lemuel would kick up a fuss and refuse to give them any money for fares if she tried. For her younger son’s sake, she must just accept her new role in life and be grateful she still had a roof over her head.


But it was going to be hard living with Patty. One of the hardest things she’d ever done.


A few days later the nuns took the orphans to the docks and escorted them to the steamer which took them all across to Liverpool where they stayed in another convent. The porter from their own convent went with them to help keep an eye on the two rebels.


Ismay felt no excitement at her first sight of England, just dismay that they had found no opportunity to escape. They were closer to Keara than they’d ever be again, and here she was, helpless to find her older sister.


As they crossed the dock a few days later towards the much larger ship which would take them to Australia, the stern-faced nun who would be the Mother Superior in charge of the convent in Australia from now on held Mara’s arm tightly, and the porter from the Irish convent held Ismay’s arm even more firmly.


Sister Catherine, following with the rest of the orphans, felt her heart go out to the two Michaels sisters. Most of the other girls being sent out to Australia under the nuns’ migration scheme were pleased to be going. She sent up a brief prayer that the two rebels would find happiness in their new life, then turned her thoughts firmly back to getting the other girls settled in their tiny four-berth cabins while the older nun and the Matron in charge of the single women’s quarters made sure the Michaels sisters were safely locked up.


Not until the ship was under way were Ismay and Mara let out of the tiny cabin at the end of a row which the two nuns would occupy from then on because it was one of the few with a proper door, not a blanket hung across the entrance.


On deck the two girls joined the other orphans, all easily recognisable by their dark clothing. A few were weeping as the ship moved slowly away from land. Sister Catherine moved among them offering quiet words of comfort, but like theirs her own eyes kept going back to the horizon.


Ismay stood with Mara by the rail and watched England fade into a misty outline, seeing nothing but a blur of colours through her unshed tears. Anger hummed within her and it helped her find the courage to continue looking after Mara and make the best of their present circumstances. At least she had one sister still. That was the most important thing.


Suddenly the clouds parted and shafts of sunlight shone down through them. There was an ‘Oooh’ from the passengers as a rainbow arched across the sky, perfect in every shimmering detail.


Mara stared up at it, entranced.


‘A rainbow for hope,’ Ismay said quickly. ‘It’s a sign, that’s what it is.’


‘Do you really think so?’


‘I’m sure of it, yes.’


‘Remember how Mam used to ask us to take her back a pennyworth of sunshine when we went to the shop?’ Mara said wistfully.


‘That rainbow’s worth more than a penny,’ Ismay declared. ‘It’s a twopenny rainbow, that one is. Ah, Mara darlin’, we’ll be all right, I’m sure we will. And every time we see a rainbow, we’ll remember Mam, eh?’


Mara smiled and leaned her head against her sister’s shoulder, comforted, but Ismay’s expression was bleak and the colours of the rainbow ran one into the other as tears threatened again. She had to summon up more anger to keep them at bay and even then she was sure Sister Catherine knew how close she’d been to sobbing aloud.


*


Malachi continued to work with his brother so that no one could say he wasn’t earning his keep, but the atmosphere in the house was full of tension.


Most of all he resented the way Patty treated his mother, who had until this time been mistress here but who was now ordered around and treated as a servant by her sharp-tongued daughter-in-law, and a rather stupid servant at that.


‘Why do you put up with it, Mam?’ he asked.


His mother shrugged. ‘What else can I do, love? When your husband dies, you’re dependent on your children.’


‘Maybe you should come with me to Australia, then? I’d never treat you like that.’


‘Don’t be silly. I’m far too old for that sort of thing. And I have my own room here, with my favourite bits and pieces. That’s a great comfort to me.’


He spent part of the last evening with his friends at the alehouse, to Lemuel’s loudly expressed disgust. What did his brother’s feelings matter, though? After tomorrow morning he’d not see Lemuel again, not miss him either.


At the alehouse people popped in all night long to wish Malachi well. An hour after his arrival, his closest friends began nudging one another and John Dean disappeared into the back room.


While he was gone the others sat Malachi on a chair and with much laughter blindfolded him. He sat straining his ears, wondering what they were planning, and heard a murmur which heralded the return of John.


‘Hold thy arms out, lad,’ his friend’s deep voice said in front of him. ‘We’ve got summat for thee, summat to remember us by.’


Resigned to them playing some sort of joke on him, Malachi did as they asked and found himself holding something quite large. When they whipped off the blindfold, he stared down at what was surely – it couldn’t be, but yes, it was – a guitar in a sturdy canvas case.


‘My uncle’s had this in his attic for years,’ John said, grinning. ‘So we bought it off him as a going-away present.’


Malachi couldn’t speak for a moment. John of all people had known how he’d longed for a musical instrument of his own, any instrument would have done. But of course his father wouldn’t have one in the house. ‘Eh, lads.’ His voice was so husky with emotion he had to pause for a moment and swallow hard, then managed only, ‘I don’t know how to thank you enough.’


He undid the buckles holding the case shut and pulled out the guitar. Someone had polished it – he could smell the beeswax.


‘My uncle fitted new strings,’ John said. ‘And we bought you some spares.’


Gently, Malachi ran his fingers across them. The notes came out sweet and soft.


‘There’s this, too.’ John thrust a small book at him. ‘It tells you how to play it.’


Malachi bowed his head and said hoarsely, ‘Eh, lads, I’m going to miss you all that much!’


‘Don’t go, then!’ someone shouted. ‘Who’ll sing to us now?’


He raised his head, aware that they must be able to see the tears in his eyes. Well, to hell with that! ‘I shall think of you every time I play this.’


He didn’t stay much longer, wanting to spend a quiet hour with his mother.


Patty and Lemuel continued to sit up until well past their usual bedtime, with Patty making snippy little remarks about how she hoped he wouldn’t be sorry about what he was doing – when he knew perfectly well she hoped he would fail in Australia.


In the end, Hannah said quietly, ‘If you two want to stay up late tonight, Malachi and I can go into my room to chat.’


‘I suppose we’re not good enough to sit with you!’ Patty snapped.


Lemuel shushed her and gave her a push in the direction of the stairs. As he turned to his brother, he hesitated then said, ‘I wish you well, though I doubt you’ll succeed out there. You’re not steady enough to settle to any sort of work. But it’ll be no use coming back to me for help. I must put my own family first.’ After a brief hesitation he held out one hand.


Malachi breathed deeply, annoyed at his brother’s words, but shook the hand and contented himself with saying, ‘One day I’ll make you eat those words.’


Lemuel turned to his mother. ‘You allus did favour our Malachi, but I hope you’ll remember from now on that I’m the man of the house and it’s me who’ll be looking after you, not him!’


When he’d gone upstairs after his wife, Malachi held out his arms to her. ‘Come and give us a cuddle, Mam. A good big one. It’ll have to last a long time.’ He could feel her shaking with the effort of holding back her tears. Well, he felt like weeping like a babby himself, he did an’ all.


They didn’t even try to go to bed, neither wanting to waste a minute on sleep. Sometimes they talked, sometimes they sat quietly. Hannah held his hand most of the time and once she dozed for a while, her head on his shoulder.


He looked down at her dark hair, surprised to see how few grey threads there were in it. He was glad she looked younger than her age; young enough to remarry, he hoped, and escape from Patty. He blinked furiously. Hell, he hadn’t thought it would hurt this much to leave her.


In the morning, when he heard his brother stirring upstairs, Malachi shook her awake and said urgently, ‘I just wanted to say, Mam, that if you ever want to come out and join me in Australia, you’ll be welcome. I’d walk through fire for you and don’t you ever forget that.’


‘Well, don’t forget to write and let me know your address, then,’ she said for the twentieth time.


‘As if I would.’ He had to have another hug as he spoke.





CHAPTER TWO



August 1863
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As the voyage got under way, the ship’s doctor arranged a programme of activities and entertainments for the passengers, with music provided for dancing two or three evenings a week by a group he called the ship’s band, though it was made up of three men only, making thin music with a fiddle, concertina and penny whistle.


On the first dancing evening Ismay stood on deck with the rest of the steerage passengers watching the dancers, one foot tapping away, her body swaying in time to the music. ‘I wish the nuns would let us join in,’ she whispered to her little sister. ‘They don’t seem to approve of anyone having fun.’


‘Reverend Mother says we should use the time on this voyage to improve ourselves.’


‘We go to her reading classes in the daytime, don’t we? And to Sister Catherine for arithmetic?’ Ismay made a scornful sound in her throat. ‘Ach, that old Mother Superior is just trying to persuade everyone to become a nun like her.’


‘They must have a lovely peaceful life, though,’ Mara said wistfully. ‘I bet they never go hungry, either.’


Ismay shot her a startled glance. ‘We’ve not gone hungry for a while. Do you still worry about that?’


Mara nodded. ‘I do, yes. It was only when Keara went to work in the big house that we had plenty to eat. Now we haven’t got her and I worry what’ll happen to us in Australia.’


‘I’ve told you and told you not to talk about her!’ As she saw tears welling in Mara’s eyes, Ismay forced the anger back and gave her little sister’s hand a quick squeeze. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout at you.’ She looked down at her dark, sensible clothes and sighed. ‘Who’d want to dance with us anyway? Sure we look like a pair of dirty old crows in these things!’ At fifteen she cared that her dark blue skirt was made with the minimum of material from a coarse, hard-wearing wool that was totally unsuited to the warmer weather. Each skirt had a deep hem in case the girls grew taller and this made them hang badly. They wore grey blouses in a sensible cotton twill and had a tight dark jacket to match the skirt, though the Mother Superior had allowed them to leave off the jackets now it was warmer – not, Ismay suspected, because she cared about their comfort, but in case their sweat damaged the material at the armpits.


The old nun showed no signs of feeling the heat but moved through life with a calm expression which occasionally betrayed the briefest sign of irritation, quickly banished, as she dealt with her own small group. Sister Catherine, on the other hand, looked distinctly hot and bothered at times, and one day had exclaimed in delight over some flying fish, earning herself a reproving glance from her superior. The girls all liked Sister Catherine but were terrified of the Mother Superior.


Ismay watched a smiling Dr Greenham come towards them.


‘Reverend Mother, why are your girls not joining in?’


The old nun greeted him with a frown. ‘Because I don’t approve of them dancing with strangers. That can lead to trouble.’


‘Nonsense! It’s when you don’t allow girls rational exercise to tire them out that they get into trouble. I’ve seen it all too often on these long journeys. Anyway, by the time it’s half over there will be no strangers on this ship.’


‘Nonetheless, I shall not permit them to dance.’ Her mouth was a tight line, her eyes hard as pebbles, her scrawny body held remorselessly upright.


He lowered his voice. ‘I’m sorry to contradict you there, my dear lady, but when it comes to the passengers’ welfare during this voyage, I’m in charge – of everyone.’


After a moment of shock, she breathed deeply and fixed him with a look that normally cowed even the most rebellious girl.


Ismay saw with delight that he was not in the least intimidated, but his reply was so quietly spoken that only she and Sister Catherine were close enough to hear him.


‘If I have to, Reverend Mother, I’ll ask the captain to enforce my command. As ship’s doctor, I insist on all the passengers getting regular exercise. Even you should be walking round the decks regularly.’


Sister Catherine said, ‘What harm can there be in the girls dancing in full view of everyone, Reverend Mother?’


Ismay saw a blush colour the younger nun’s cheeks when she realised she had spoken her thoughts aloud and the girl didn’t miss the angry glance the older nun threw at her.


‘Spoken like a woman of sense,’ the doctor said jovially. ‘Now, let’s see about finding partners for the older girls.’ He turned to Ismay. ‘Miss Michaels, I’m sure you’d like to dance, would you not?’


Ismay ignored the Mother Superior’s glare and smiled up at the grey-haired man. ‘Sure, I’d love to, Doctor.’


‘Then wait there and I’ll find you a partner.’


Malachi stood by the ship’s rail, staring out across the calm, moonlit sea. Behind him the three musicians scratched away, producing a rhythmic but not very melodious sound that grated on his nerves. It was impossible to ignore, though, because it was underpinned by the thump of feet on the deck as the dancers surged to and fro more or less in time with the music.


‘Mr Firth—’


He jerked round to find the ship’s doctor standing beside him, smiling genially.


‘You’re not dancing?’


Malachi shrugged. ‘I was enjoying the sight of moonlight on the water.’


‘Well, there’ll be plenty of that during this voyage. At the moment there’s a young lady over there who needs a partner. Let me introduce you.’


‘I’d rather not dance tonight, if you don’t mind.’


‘We prefer our passengers to get some exercise.’


Although this was said mildly, there was an inflexible note to the doctor’s voice that all the passengers had come to recognise. Dr Greenham was a stickler for cleanliness, fresh air and exercise, and he took his job of overseeing their health very seriously indeed, boasting that many of them would leave this ship in better physical condition than they had boarded it.


‘Who?’ Malachi asked in resignation.


‘Ismay Michaels. She’s travelling with the nuns.’


‘I thought those lasses weren’t allowed to dance. That old crow hardly allows them to breathe on their own.’


The doctor looked stern. ‘They need rational exercise like any other human being, including yourself, so I’ve chosen to intervene.’


‘Which one is she?’


‘The dark-haired one at the end.’


Malachi looked across and saw a thin girl whose hair was as dark as his own, though his was straight and hers curled gently round her face. ‘She’s just a child!’


‘Fifteen. A woman one minute, a child the next, but definitely old enough to dance with a young fellow of nineteen. I’m not suggesting you marry her, after all.’ The doctor chuckled then lowered his voice to add, ‘We can’t have those nuns stifling the poor girls, so I’d really appreciate your help in this, Mr Firth.’


What could you say to that? Malachi followed him across the deck, hoping his partner wouldn’t prove too empty-headed. The two men stopped once to let a couple of children twirl past as they tried to ape the dancers and he couldn’t help smiling as he watched them.


Ismay had noticed the reluctance on the young man’s face and felt embarrassed to think of anyone being forced to dance with her. If it weren’t for the pleasure of doing something the Mother Superior didn’t approve of, she’d have told him to go away again. As it was, when they were introduced she shook hands and allowed him to lead her into the end of the nearest set that was forming for the next dance.


As the music struck up again, he winced and she couldn’t help smiling. ‘They’re not very good, are they?’


‘Not good at all,’ he agreed. ‘You’re musical then, Miss Michaels?’


‘I like singing, but I don’t know much about playing music.’


‘You should join the ship’s choir.’


‘Mother Bernadette won’t allow us to.’ She sighed. ‘I wouldn’t be dancing now if it weren’t for the doctor.’


‘I wouldn’t either – which is no reflection on you, but simply because I was enjoying having no one trying to talk to me for once.’


‘It is always crowded on a ship, isn’t it?’


He was pleased at how quickly she took his meaning. ‘Yes, but it’s much better than in the old days, apparently. They used to cram people in and take no interest in their welfare. Many died on the way to Australia, especially on bad ships. Nowadays there are laws about how passengers must be housed.’ His mother had made him find out as much as possible about the long voyage to Australia, and while he’d fretted about having to remain in what was now Lemuel’s house and keeping his tongue between his teeth whatever the provocation, he had seen the sense of that.


What’s more, his mother had not only made his brother pay the fare but also give him a stake, then had slipped him a little extra money herself. They’d gone into Manchester by train and spent the day there choosing small items for re-sale in Australia: hairpins, combs, kitchen knives, scissors. People always needed those. They’d kept an eye open for bargains – looking particularly for things that wouldn’t be damaged by sea water or rough handling.


He’d found some books of melodies with the guitar chords shown and bought those – a small extravagance which had paid off because learning the tunes helped pass the time. He had also learned to ignore the audience he inevitably collected when he practised on deck.


Malachi banished thoughts of his mother whom he was missing greatly. ‘You and your sister are orphans, I believe?’ He spoke more to make conversation than because he was interested.


‘Yes.’


Her face reflected such stark anguish that he almost stopped dancing. What had happened to hurt her so?


The music swung them away from one another and he found himself with a new partner, then another: pleasant, smiling women of all ages. He did his best to keep up a conversation each time, but wished he could have stayed with his first partner and continued talking to her.


They had hardly got back together, however, than the dance ended and he had to lead Miss Ismay Michaels back to the scowling older nun. Sheer mischief made him whisper, ‘Shall I ask your little sister to dance next?’


The glowing smile she turned on him made him realise how pretty she’d be if she were properly dressed and happy, though she seemed too thin at the moment, as if she hadn’t been eating well.


‘Oh, Mr Firth, please do. Mara would love that.’


So he turned to the slender child who looked so much like her sister, only smaller and even more delicately made, and asked for the pleasure of the next dance. He was rewarded by a shy smile as she moved forward to take his arm.


Sister Catherine moved over to stand beside Ismay and watch the young man showing Mara the steps. ‘He seems a pleasant young fellow. Did you enjoy the dance?’


‘Yes, very much.’


‘I used to like dancing.’


Ismay stared at her. ‘Did you really?’


Sister Catherine burst out laughing. ‘I wasn’t always a nun, you know.’ Then she realised she’d been laughing again which would earn her a fresh reprimand. Reverend Mother had done a lot of scolding since they’d come on board. She had always been strict but never this bad-tempered. In fact, she didn’t look very well, her face sallow and her eyes shadowed as if with pain. Perhaps that was what was causing her bad moods.


Whatever it was, it made her very hard to live with.


Those words she had spoken so carelessly to Ismay echoed in Sister Catherine’s mind as she lay sleepless on the narrow bunk above her snoring fellow-nun that night, her belly growling with hunger.


I wasn’t always a nun.


She had been born Eleanor Caldwell and her accent was still lightly marked by the Lancashire heritage she shared with young Mr Firth and a few of the other passengers. Sometimes she missed Lancashire dreadfully, even now, especially her own village – the slow voices of its people, the neat little houses of golden stone, the rolling moors, and her father, above all her father, the dearest friend and companion any girl could have had. She had turned down offers of marriage because she didn’t want to leave him, believing there was plenty of time for that later if she changed her mind. It was his sudden death that had sent her fleeing to a nunnery – for the wrong reasons, she now knew – but she had tried very hard to honour the commitment she had made to the religious life. She still had to make her final profession and the Mother Superior of the convent back in Ireland had had a serious talk with her about that before sending her to Australia.


‘You sometimes seem – not fully committed,’ she had said.


‘Oh, but I am!’ Catherine had protested.


‘Well, the long voyage will give you time to think very seriously about your future. If you should have any doubts – any doubts at all – wait a little longer before you make your final profession.’


This advice was an error which only someone who hadn’t made such a long voyage could make. After a few days on the ship, surrounded by people who were mostly not even Catholics, rebellious thoughts had started creeping into Catherine’s mind. Here were a thousand things to remind her of the life she’d left, and there were babies and small children too. She’d forgotten how lovely they were and found herself watching them surreptitiously, longing to cuddle them as she’d once cuddled her cousin’s children.


She lay still but her thoughts were in a tangle and memories would keep flooding back. In Ireland she had been busy but at peace in a familiar daily routine. This journey to their Australian convent had shattered her hard-won equilibrium already and she was beginning to realise that the calm on which she had prided herself was only a triumph of will over temperament, not a sign of true inner peace.


If only she hadn’t had to travel with Mother Bernadette! Of all the unreasonable people, her present superior was the worst: narrow-minded, old-fashioned, utterly certain she knew best what her stern God required of her and her charges. And if Catherine made her final profession, it would be Mother Bernadette to whom she would answer in Australia until the day one of them died.


That shouldn’t matter to a nun – but it had begun to matter to her.


Already, after a couple of weeks in that small cabin, the two of them were at odds. The bracing sea air was wonderful, the shipboard food plentiful if plain, but when Catherine began to eat more, her appetite sharpened by the hours spent on deck in the fresh air, Reverend Mother had chided her for the sin of gluttony and ordered her to eat less.


A protest had led to a direct order to abstain from the evening meal for a week as penance for her ‘wilfulness and greed’.


Was it a sin even to fill your belly now? Catherine couldn’t believe that, though she had obeyed her superior, naturally. Her stomach growled again and with a sigh she eased herself into another position on the narrow bunk, repeating a few prayers in a vain attempt to take her mind off her hunger.


But it didn’t work. She still couldn’t sleep.


Behind his joviality the ship’s doctor was a shrewd observer of humankind and had been worried about the group of orphans from the minute he encountered them. When he discovered that two of them had been brought on board forcibly and locked up until the ship set sail, he had disliked the sound of it intensely. He wouldn’t have allowed that if it had been up to him.


The more Arthur Greenham watched the group, the more he worried about them. Most of the girls looked cowed and the Mother Superior was a self-righteous bully, nun or not. He put off doing anything about the situation, however, until he’d got the ship running smoothly, with plenty of activities and classes set up for the steerage passengers. Then there was a difficult birth which, if he said so himself, he’d handled well, saving both mother and child.


But he’d decided as a first step to persuade the sisters to allow their charges to dance at the evening hops, which took place on deck three times a week when the weather was fine. By the end of the evening he’d been pleased to see the girls with a bit of colour in their cheeks for once. He only wished he could do the same for the younger of the nuns, who was looking distinctly strained.


The following evening at supper time he made one of his inspections of the steerage areas to check the food and make sure the mess captains had shared it out fairly. As he passed the end of the long table in the single women’s quarters, he saw the younger nun sitting without a plate in front of her and paused. Why wasn’t she eating? Was she sickening for something? She did look a little pale today, with dark circles round her eyes. You had to keep a careful eye out for illness on a ship.


When the girl serving pudding offered the younger nun some, that damned old crow intervened.


‘Sister Catherine is not eating this evening.’


‘You didn’t eat yesterday evening, either. Aren’t you well?’ the girl asked in all innocence.


‘Mind your own business and get on with serving the food!’ snapped the Mother Superior.


Arthur waited till the meal was over then sent for the younger nun. The older one came too, damn her.


‘I believe I asked to see your colleague, not you,’ he said, scowling at her.


‘It wouldn’t be fitting. You’re a man.’


‘I’m a doctor and hardly likely to ravish my patients within screaming distance of four hundred people!’


Colour flooded the old woman’s cheeks, then receded, but she said nothing. Nor did she leave.


He turned to the younger woman. ‘I was worried when I saw you weren’t eating the evening meal, Sister. Are you not feeling well?’


‘Sister Catherine is mortifying her flesh this week and will not be taking the evening meal,’ the old woman said. ‘We don’t encourage ourselves to over-indulge in food.’


He studied her zealot’s face, his eyes narrowed. ‘Does this include water?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘I’m afraid I can’t allow that.’


She drew herself up. ‘It’s none of your business.’


‘It’s entirely my business. I’m responsible for the health of all the passengers, including you and Sister Catherine. In a warm climate it’s dangerous not to drink enough water and ours is still sweet and pure.’ He’d supervised the choosing and filling of the casks himself, and always encouraged the crew to trap rainwater whenever they could.


‘I’m all right, Doctor, really I am,’ Catherine said hastily, worried about being caught between two warring people. They’d all suffered today from the older woman’s temper, presumably because the doctor had over-ridden her edict against dancing last night.


‘Our religious practices are our own concern, Doctor,’ the Mother Superior snapped and stood up. ‘And I’ll thank you not to bring us here again for no reason.’


He addressed the younger nun. ‘If you continue not eating, Sister Catherine, I shall have you brought into the sick bay until you start again.’ Which was overstepping his authority somewhat, but in a good cause.


Breath whistled into the older woman’s mouth but she didn’t let her anger out.


He looked at her, concerned about the unhealthy yellowish-white of her complexion, though her cheeks were tinged by a dark flush at the moment. ‘Reverend Mother, life on board ship is different from normal life and I cannot allow passengers to make themselves ill by dangerous practices. You need to keep up your strength, not deplete it, on a long sea voyage, which has enough hazards without adding to them.’


Their eyes met in challenge and at length hers fell. ‘Then I shall find another penance for my sister.’


‘What has she done that you must punish her?’


‘Been disobedient. Something even you should understand.’


‘Please let the matter drop now, Dr Greenham,’ Catherine murmured. ‘I must obey my superior.’


‘As long as you eat and drink adequately, whatever else you do is your own business,’ he said gently. ‘But I care greatly about the welfare of each and every passenger and shall continue to oversee your health to the best of my ability.’


‘If you’ve finished, Doctor?’ the Mother Superior put in and when he nodded, led the way out, her expression stormy. ‘Did you say anything to him about the penance I set?’ she demanded once they were out of earshot.


‘Of course not.’


‘Well, you’d better start eating your evening meal again, but only to stop his officious interference in our ways. You can say a full rosary each night instead.’


Catherine tried to accept this edict in her heart, but couldn’t, because the punishment would be tedious and was, she still felt, uncalled for. However, she had taken a vow of obedience so she followed the angular figure back to the part of the deck which their group had made their own, wondering yet again how she would endure life in Australia under this woman.





CHAPTER THREE



October–November 1863
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Although the two nuns weren’t supposed to look at one another while getting dressed and undressed, a few mornings after their conversation with the doctor Catherine couldn’t help noticing that her companion was having trouble getting out of bed. When the older nun fell back on the lower bunk, groaning, Catherine went to kneel beside her. ‘Is something wrong?’


‘Feel – unwell. You – see to b’fast. Make girls b’have.’


Reverend Mother had one arm across her face, but the side of her mouth seemed twisted. Was that with pain or with something else? Even her voice sounded different, slurred and not at all like her normal sharp tone. But Catherine knew better than to fuss over her.


After the meal she settled the girls on deck with one of them reading aloud, and went back to check on her Mother Superior, who this time seemed only half-aware of her presence and didn’t answer her questions with more than a slow gesture of the hand, as if to dismiss her.


Seriously worried now, Catherine went to find the doctor.


He came at once and examined Mother Bernadette, ignoring her incoherent protests. Afterwards he beckoned Catherine outside the cabin and said in a low voice, ‘She’s had a seizure, quite minor as these things go, but she’ll be a bit disoriented for a day or two. Can you look after her here or shall we take her into the sick bay?’


‘She’d prefer to stay here and I’m sure I can manage, but I wonder – is there an older woman who’d keep an eye on the girls for me? We can pay her a small sum.’


‘I’ll find you someone.’


Gradually over the next few days Mother Bernadette regained control over her body, though she still walked with a slight limp and only slowly.


‘It’s a warning,’ Dr Greenham told her, insisting on checking her progress every day. ‘You really ought to take things more easily from now on.’


‘I’ll continue to do my duty, as I always have, until the Lord calls me to him.’


Ismay watched Sister Catherine grow very tired as she tended the sick woman. She didn’t care about the Mother Superior, whom she blamed for forcing her and Mara on board this ship, but the younger nun was always pleasant and reasonable, and Ismay felt really sorry for her, having to care for that nasty old crow.


In an effort to keep the girls occupied, Sister Catherine gave them permission to join the choir, though only three of them sang well enough to be accepted. Under the guidance of the enthusiastic amateur choirmaster, Ismay, Mara and Jane enjoyed learning how to use their voices better, memorising the words and melodies of several new songs at their daily rehearsals.


Best of all, to Ismay, was listening to Mr Firth sing. He had a beautiful baritone voice and when she was chosen to sing a duet with him at the weekly Saturday concert she was so thrilled that for a moment she couldn’t speak.


The night of the concert was the first time Mother Bernadette came up on deck after her seizure, leaning heavily on a walking stick the doctor had found for her. Her face was slightly drawn down on one side, but she looked much the same as ever.


As the three girls moved forward to join the group of singers the older woman turned to Sister Catherine. ‘What are they doing in the choir?’


‘I gave them permission to join because I felt it better for them to be supervised and kept busy while I was looking after you.’


‘Well, now that I’m better they can leave. I’m not having those girls tainted with a taste for idling around or singing Methodist hymns.’


Sister Catherine bit her lip and stared down at her hands, noticing they were clenched into fists and unclenching them only with difficulty. Since her seizure Reverend Mother had become extremely unreasonable, far worse than before, criticising everything Catherine did and snapping at the girls, or even at other passengers when they stopped to express a hope that she was feeling better.


After some songs by the whole choir, which met with loud, enthusiastic applause even though everyone had heard them many times being rehearsed, Ismay and Mr Firth stepped forward and sang ‘The Last Rose of Summer’. Catherine felt she had never heard it sung so well and could see tears on the cheeks of some of the people in the audience. She was surprised, too, at how lovely Ismay’s singing voice was.


But when the concert was over and the singers had returned to their respective groups, Reverend Mother cut the congratulations short and told the three girls they would no longer be allowed to sing in the choir.


They stared at her in shock, but only Ismay dared ask, ‘Why not?’


‘Because I say so.’


‘That’s not a reason.’


‘It is for me.’


Ismay spun on her heels and rushed off into the darkness, desperate to find somewhere to be alone, but in the end could only stand at the rail with her back turned and let the tears run unchecked down her cheeks.


‘What’s wrong, Ismay?’


Malachi’s voice behind her was gentle.


‘She – Reverend Mother – says I’m not allowed to stay in the choir.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘She doesn’t give reasons, just issues orders.’ A sob escaped her and he moved forward to set his hands on her shoulders and shield her from passers-by. ‘You won’t be under her control for ever.’


‘If it weren’t for Mara, I’d run away as soon as we get there.’ Her voice wobbled and she had to pause a moment before she could continue to speak. ‘But even though I’m old enough to leave the convent and work as a maid, my sister will have to stay there. She’s four years younger than me and I have to look after her.’ She pressed her hand against her mouth to hold back the despair. ‘But I don’t know how I’m going to stand years of this.’


Sister Catherine’s voice interrupted them. ‘Mr Firth, it’ll be better if I look after Ismay now.’ She watched him walk away, hands thrust into his pockets, his whole body radiating anger, then turned to the girl. ‘Reverend Mother sent me to find you. I think it’d be wisest for you to rejoin the group.’


‘I hate her!’


‘Hatred doesn’t help.’


‘It does. So does anger. They give me the strength to continue.’


Catherine sighed. What could she say? She too felt the decision was unfair and would have liked to put her arms round the girl and offer her the comfort of an embrace, but her order’s rules forbade her to touch others. When she sometimes forgot and patted someone who was in distress she got into trouble. She missed human contact dreadfully and had done right from the first day she entered the convent as a novice.


When Dr Greenham protested at the girls being forbidden to sing with the choir, the Mother Superior sought an interview with the captain, who shrugged and said as long as health matters weren’t involved, she must do as she saw best with her charges.


So Ismay sat listening to the choir rehearse each day with a stony face, and Mara sometimes had tears in her eyes as she watched the group gathering, while the other former member of the choir kept her eyes lowered, bit her lip and said nothing.


Watching the Michaels sisters, Catherine worried about how dependent on her older sister Mara was. The child didn’t laugh and chatter like the other younger girls, but mostly sat solemn-eyed, listening rather than speaking. She only grew animated when she was with Ismay, who was very protective of her. What would the two of them do when she was found employment while Mara was left behind in the orphanage? Catherine ached to warn them about this, but knew it wasn’t her place. And anyway, why make them unhappy before they needed to be?


When Ismay stopped work to listen to the rehearsal, Mother Bernadette told her to attend to her sewing. The girl gave her a look of scorn and loathing. ‘You can stop me singing aloud but you’ll never be able to stop the music inside my head. Every song they sing, I learn.’


The other girls stopped work, frozen with terror at this defiance.


‘If you answer me like that again, I’ll send you below for the rest of the day.’


‘I’ll hear the singing down there, too.’ The look Ismay gave her as she said this was in itself an act of insolence, then the girl bent her head to her sewing. A short time later she began swaying gently in time to the choir’s singing.


‘Stop moving your head like that, Ismay Michaels.’


‘Like what? I didn’t know I was moving it. How can I stop something when I don’t know I’m doing it?’


Mara watched this wide-eyed and afterwards she occasionally let her head move in time to the music as well. She wished she were as brave as her sister, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to answer the Mother Superior back. She wanted to and often said things inside her own head, but couldn’t force out any words of defiance.


Sometimes she would sit on the deck and stare across the water, thinking about their sister Keara, wondering why she had sent them to Australia. It seemed so unlike her. Mara had golden memories of the elder sister who had been more like a mother to her. She didn’t mention this to Ismay, who got furiously angry at the mere sound of Keara’s name, but Mara simply couldn’t imagine their elder sister sending them so far away.


But if she hadn’t done it, who had? And why?


When the luggage was brought up from the hold halfway to Australia it was a gala day, with people enjoying the break in their normal routine. Some people had several pieces of luggage, one for each stage of the journey, but the orphans had only one trunk each, so pulled out clean clothes and new books to read, packing away their dirty clothes to be washed on arrival.


Malachi took out some more of his merchandise and sold a few things to other passengers – all at a good profit, but not for extortionate prices. It didn’t seem good business to him to upset a customer because you never knew when that person might want to buy something else from you.


After the trunks had been taken below again, Malachi was, as usual, the last to linger on deck. He spent a lot of time staring into the distance, thinking about his future. He had enough merchandise for sale to give him a start, but the money that he’d brought with him must be used to finance a business of some sort. He’d come to the conclusion that it’d be hard to be successful if you didn’t know how things were done in a new country, so had decided to try to find himself a job for a while, one where he would be able to learn as much as possible about shopkeeping before setting up on his own.


He lifted his head to the sun, enjoying its warmth on his skin. Thanks to Dr Greenham, some of the single men were allowed to sleep up here now that the weather was so warm. It was pure bliss to lie on your narrow straw mattress and look up at a sky full of bright stars, even if you had to get up very early to carry the mattress below again.


After a while, however, the weather began to grow cooler and they had to stay below deck, even during the day sometimes. At one point, they saw icebergs in the distance and it grew so cold that Malachi spread his coat over the blankets at night for extra warmth. The doctor had explained about Great Circles being the quickest way to get to Australia, which meant following the curve of the world’s surface, instead of aiming for certain ports. Because of that, they had to go to the south before they made landfall, and here south meant colder. It was all very confusing for a chap who’d never left Lancashire before but he thought he understood it now.


If his mother had been here, they’d have discussed every new experience together and maybe asked the doctor some more questions. She and Malachi were so alike he often wondered how she’d put up with his father all those years – though he’d never treated her as strictly as he’d treated his sons. Malachi worried about whether she’d be happy living with Lemuel, who was a stolid fellow not given to wondering about the world they lived in and not really master in his own house. As for Patty, she was a shrew. There was no other way to describe her.


Eh, he’d be glad when this voyage was over, hadn’t realised before how long three months could seem when you had no real aim in life but to pass the time. Even practising on his guitar palled after a while. You couldn’t do it all day long. And although most of his fellow passengers were pleasant enough and the doctor was strict about keeping the ship clean, Malachi found it hard living in such crowded conditions.


It also upset him to see the orphans, especially Ismay who was a nice lass, being bullied by that old harridan. He’d asked the doctor why the Mother Superior was so bad-tempered and Dr Greenham had said it often happened after a seizure that people’s behaviour changed, usually for the worse.


All very well if you were an ordinary individual, Malachi thought, but that woman had power over a group of other people. What harm could it possibly do anyone for a girl with a lovely voice to join the choir, for heaven’s sake? And although the girls were allowed to join in the dancing when there was any, they had to go straight back to sit by the nuns after each dance, not even being allowed to chat to the other women and girls on board.


Just before the ship arrived in Melbourne, the trunks were brought up on deck again so that people could take out the clean clothes most had been saving for their arrival. There was great excitement as everyone speculated about which day they’d make landfall.


In the end, the voyage took seventy-eight days. A good run, the sailors said. And there’d been only one death, a baby who had been born on the journey and was sickly from the start. Eh, it’d been sad to see its little body consigned to the deep. It’d brought a lump into Malachi’s throat and many had wept openly.


As the ship pulled into the dock he crowded against the ship’s rail with the others, watching the chaos below them in fascination.


First of all the medical officer came on board and conferred with the captain and ship’s doctor. He left after a short time, escorted to the gap in the rails by the doctor. Both of them were smiling at something.


Almost immediately after that porters came on board and began to bring up the luggage from the hold, dumping it indiscriminately on the dock. Passengers complained at being kept on board when they were itching to step on dry land again, and grew angry at how roughly their luggage was being handled. Some of them could see relatives who’d come to greet them and waved or hallooed, which made Malachi wish he had someone to meet him.


He noticed a wagonette and cart waiting at one side of the quay with a nun standing quietly next to them, and felt glad the girls would be looked after.


As for himself, he’d persuaded a few other single men to stick together so that no one could take advantage of their ignorance about life here. There would surely be safety in numbers.


When at last they were allowed to disembark, the cabin passengers went first with their belongings carried off by obsequious porters. The steerage passengers staggered off laden with belongings and bundles, rushing to retrieve their larger pieces of luggage and find vehicles to take them into the city.


As they’d planned, one of Malachi’s group was among the first off and ran across the dock to book one of the waiting vehicles, while the others carried his cabin luggage for him. The strategy paid off and they were among the first to pile their luggage into a cart and pull away from the dock.


As Malachi turned his head to look back at the ship, he saw the orphans walking sedately across to the waiting nun. Mentally, he wished them luck, but it was Ismay’s face he pictured as he did this. Eh, he felt so sorry for that poor lass!


‘I see they’ve sent someone to meet us,’ Mother Bernadette said, standing by the rail. ‘We’ll wait until we can disembark without all this pushing.’


Even so, Catherine had to support her companion when a man bumped into them and made the older woman stumble. She let go as soon as she was sure Reverend Mother was steady again but was shocked at how thin the other woman’s arm had felt beneath her hand, as if there was no flesh left on it.


The waiting nun came forward to greet them with a smile. ‘Welcome to Australia, Reverend Mother. I’m Sister Hilda and I was in charge of the convent while we waited for them to send out a replacement for Mother Emmanuelle. I hope you had a good voyage?’


‘We can discuss that later,’ snapped Mother Bernadette. ‘At the moment it’s more important to get the girls into the vehicles and back to the convent.’


For a moment the plump sister’s face reflected surprise at this curt and ungracious response, then she lowered her eyes and said, ‘Certainly, Reverend Mother. You and I can ride ahead in the wagonette with the girls, if you like, with Mr Davies driving us. Mr Powell will collect and bring your luggage. He’s our caretaker and gardener, and can be trusted absolutely.’


There was an awkward silence. The Mother Superior stood very still, as if she hadn’t heard what had been said, and in the end Catherine said quietly, ‘Should I stay and help Mr Powell since I know what our luggage looks like?’ Once or twice she’d had to prompt her companion to do things and guessed that the seizure had affected her superior more than the old woman would admit.
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