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      For – The cabbie, the clairvoyant and the lady who
loves ballroom dancing …

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      ‘Mama? Pa?’ Pink in the face because she had run all the way home to share her good news, Niamh slammed the back door and
         ran through the kitchen on her way to the saloon of the Silver Star, blowing Sally a kiss on the way. She almost cannoned
         into her mother who was coming to see what the noise was about and to forestall her daughter’s entry into the largely male
         stronghold of the saloon. ‘Mama, I’ve decided. I know now what I want to be!’
      

      
      Janet raised her eyes heavenwards, aware that Niamh’s enthusiasms, like those of most fifteen-year-old girls, seemed to change
         every day. ‘Now then Niamh,’ she said, herding her back to the kitchen. ‘How many times must I tell you – don’t behave like
         a hoyden. You know your papa doesn’t like to see children in the bar.’
      

      
      You mean you don’t, Niamh thought, knowing full well that her father was too easygoing to care who came in and out of his bar. ‘But never
         mind that now, Mama, listen to me. There was a lady at school today – a lady from London. She’s old now but she was a nurse
         at the Crimea – with Florence Nightingale. She told us all about it. Oh Mama, she was thrilling. She said well-trained nurses
         are as valuable as rare jewels – an honour to the profession. You should’ve heard her, she was an inspiration to us all. So
         that’s what I’ll be. A Nightingale nurse, just like her.’
      

      
      Janet placed her hands on her hips and took a deep breath, preparing to do battle. ‘But Niamh, you don’t have to be anything. We haven’t scrimped and saved to send you to that good school in order to let you sacrifice yourself—’
      

      
      
      ‘But it won’t be a sacrifice, Mama. It’s what I want.’
      

      
      ‘We can’t always do as we want, Niamh.’ Janet’s lips settled into a determined line. ‘You’ve a foolish, romantic notion of
         what nursing will be. A fold of the bedclothes, maybe? A cool hand on the fevered brow? Well, it’s not like that at all. It’s
         a dirty business and most nurses are drunken old women, no better than they should be.’
      

      
      ‘No better than they should be? What’s that? You’re always saying it and I don’t know what it means. And Miss Nightingale’s
         nurses aren’t drunken old women – they’re ladies.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe. But Niamh, can you see yourself on your knees, scrubbing floors at some filthy hospital or asylum—’

      
      ‘Nightingale nurses don’t do that!’

      
      ‘No? You think you’ll be allowed to pick and choose? Sick people don’t lie there suffering in silence, you know. They vomit
         and – and do other unpleasant things. How will you feel about changing a person’s soiled sheets?’
      

      
      ‘I’d do it willingly if I was asked. Miss Liggins was saying’ – Niamh’s face took on the glow of adulation as she spoke of
         her headmistress, reflecting the hero-worship she inspired in all of her girls – ‘there’s a new lying-in hospital to be opened
         soon. That’s why the lady from London is here – to train nurses the Nightingale way. She says there’ll be many opportunities
         for us girls, and then asked for volunteers. I was the first to put my name down. I’ll be joining them next year after I leave
         school.’
      

      
      ‘Niamh! How could you do such a thing without asking your papa or me?’

      
      ‘Because this is my life, Mama. Not Papa’s or yours. I know what I want to do.’
      

      
      The sound of raised voices brought Niamh’s father from the bar. ‘Land sakes, you two,’ he said, running his hands through
         his sandy red hair. ‘What’s all the shoutin’ for?’
      

      
      ‘You talk to her, Tully, I can’t. Maybe you can make her see sense.’ Janet sniffed. ‘Meanwhile I shall be having a word with
         Rosamond Liggins. I didn’t send Niamh to her fancy school for this. I sent her for one reason only – to learn the manners
         of a lady and make a good marriage. I don’t expect to find her turned into a hospital skivvy the moment my back is turned.’
      

      
      
      ‘It’s not behind your back, Mama. I’m telling you now.’

      
      ‘And I’m telling you – no!’
      

      
      ‘Leave it now, Janet.’ Tully spoke gently. As always he was the calming influence in these arguments which arose all too frequently
         of late. ‘And Niamh, that’s quite enough. We’ll talk about it again later, when you can discuss it calmly without goin’ off
         your head.’
      

      
      ‘No, Papa.’ Niamh wouldn’t give way. ‘I want this settled right now. I’ve always been interested in healing, as you know.
         I’d be a doctor, if I could.’
      

      
      ‘A woman doctor,’ Janet sneered. ‘Who ever heard of such a thing.’

      
      ‘One day, Mama, women will do everything men do. Miss Liggins says so. All it takes is time.’

      
      ‘You wait till I see your precious Miss Liggins,’ Janet muttered. ‘Filling your head with such nonsense.’

      
      ‘But I’ll settle for being a nurse if only you’ll let me. Oh Mama, please! Aunt Maggi will pay. She offered – she said she’d
         pay for me to have training in anything I liked.’
      

      
      Tully smiled. He put an arm round his daughter’s shoulders and gave them a shake, trying to get her to relax. ‘For piano lessons,
         darlin’. Not somethin’ like this.’
      

      
      ‘But, Papa, why not?’ She was getting plaintive, seeing her dream slipping away. ‘Aunt Maggi won’t mind. I’m sure she’d be
         just as proud of a nurse as a piano-player. What else am I going to do when I leave Miss Liggins? Serve with you and Mama
         behind the bar?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe. When you’re old enough an’ have sense enough to be useful.’ He was trying to make her smile. ‘Oh Niamh, you’ve the
         whole of your life ahead of you. You’re just fifteen years old. Enjoy yourself. Spend some time with Maggi up at the property
         an’ with the Maitlands at The Oaks. You don’t have to make up your mind now.’
      

      
      ‘But I have. And you did what you wanted when you weren’t much older than me. You went to sea.’

      
      ‘Yes, an’ a fine mistake that turned out to be.’ Tully’s expression clouded. ‘I should’ve listened to me sister – she was
         right all along.’
      

      
      ‘You’re changing the subject.’ Janet watched the exchange, anxious to get back to the original argument. ‘If you don’t know what’s expected of you, young lady, maybe it’s time you did. We sent you to that school to give you a better start in
         life than we had – your father and I.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes, Mama – I know.’ Niamh closed her eyes against these arguments which were all-too familiar. ‘And if I’m not living
         up to your expectations, I’m sorry. But this is what I want to do.’
      

      
      ‘Then you can put it out of your mind because it’s not going to happen. I won’t allow it.’

      
      Tully groaned, powerless to stop his wife from handling the situation so badly.

      
      ‘I want to be a nurse!’ The girl burst into noisy tears as she ran for the stairs, heading for the refuge of her own room.
         ‘And if you stop me, I’ll never forgive you, never. Not for the rest of my life!’
      

      
   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      It was a quiet evening at the Silver Star. Most of them were, just lately. Or so it seemed to Tully as he stood polishing
         glasses behind the bar, remembering the rowdy, spendthrift days of the gold rushes. Rough and ready days, when you couldn’t
         tell from a man’s appearance if his pockets were empty or if he had money enough to shout the bar. Days when the diggers came
         storming in from the gold fields, bringing life and energy to the city, literally with money to burn. Brave days. Golden days.
         Gone now … and the city of Melbourne was becoming grown-up and respectable, Tully McDiarmit along with it.
      

      
      Twenty years ago he used to pay five other people to work behind the bar which left him free to strum the piano, entertaining
         the customers. He wouldn’t have had a moment to glance at himself in the mirror opposite, let alone study his reflection as
         he stood in front of the antique barrels containing brandy and gin. They had been there since the days of his father-in-law.
         Recently, he had added another containing Scotch whisky, made fashionable by the Queen.
      

      
      What had he accomplished during this time? Not a great deal. Sometimes he had the feeling that Melbourne had prospered, forging
         ahead while he had been left behind, his customers drifting away to more modern entertainments, more fashionable bars. Perhaps
         he should have made some changes and moved with the times. But he liked the old-fashioned frontier atmosphere as did the customers
         who remained. Modernise and the old place might lose its character. He had kept the same mirrors his father-in-law had brought
         out from England. Expensive bevelled mirrors which ran the length of the room on either side, doubling the illumination of the new gas-lights, giving the illusion of space and allowing a long
         narrow room to seem twice as wide.
      

      
      He lit a taper from one of the lamps and touched it to a cigarette, breathing deeply and blowing out a column of smoke. He
         looked at himself. He hadn’t changed so much. His sandy hair was no less abundant, if peppered with grey. Only the metal-rimmed
         spectacles were new, giving a studious look to what had been a dreamy, musician’s face.
      

      
      Tonight his customers were few. Two regulars, playing cards at a table in the corner and a couple of middle-aged men who’d
         been to the races, lounging at the bar.
      

      
      He heard his daughter laughing in the kitchen, sharing a joke with Sally, and he smiled at the old woman’s delighted cackle
         in return. Niamh. The one good thing to come out of his marriage to Janet Napier. One bright star in a wasted life. Two more regulars came
         in and he greeted them by name. Years of practice and he had it down to a fine art; welcoming but never familiar. He ushered
         them to an empty table and brought them two beers. Then he returned to the business of taking stock of his life – his achievements
         and his failures, recalling his sister’s words. You are so young – too young to be wed. Oh Tully, don’t you see what you’ve done? You’ve tied yourself to this woman in marriage
            and business as well. You’ll never be free of her now for the rest of your life. Unfortunately, Maggi had been right. At seventeen, he had married smiling, happy-go-lucky Jinks Napier only to have her
         turn into Janet McDiarmit overnight; a disappointed, discontented woman who resented the whole world and everyone in it.
      

      
      For Janet, who had no female relatives to support her, childbearing had been a horrifying experience which left her nervous
         and debilitated. While he himself, caught between his wife’s needs and the demands of the business, was too inexperienced,
         too young to understand.
      

      
      For the past twenty years, since Niamh was born, Janet had refused him his conjugal rights. Conjugal rights. Such stiff formal
         words to describe what had been so joyous between them before. At first it had been hard for him to accept that the physical
         side of his marriage was over. At first he reasoned with her, then tried to insist.
      

      
      
      ‘Jinks, listen to me. The longer we leave it, the worse it’s going to get. I can’t live like this any more. It’s been over
         three months since the baby was born …’
      

      
      ‘You have to be patient,’ she said, sitting high on the pillows and rocking herself as she hugged her knees. ‘The midwife
         told me it’s not unusual to wait six months—’
      

      
      ‘Six weeks, not six months! Darlin’, I miss you. I miss us. I’ll be careful – I won’t get you pregnant again.’
      

      
      Tearful and trembling, she tried to accommodate him but when she shrank from his touch, it unmanned him. And after a while
         he just didn’t try any more. He could have left her but he didn’t. So, apart from a few unsatisfactory visits to prostitutes,
         usually at the instigation of his friends, he stayed faithful to Janet in body as well as in mind. He kept himself busy and
         accepted the fact that sex was no longer a part of his life.
      

      
      As if conjured by his thoughts, his wife swept into the saloon, dressed for the evening, making an occasion of her entrance
         as she did every night. She flicked imaginary dust from her skirts and patted the smooth, dark coil of her hair worn high
         on the crown of her head. With no curls to soften it, she wore it in the style of a Spanish dancer, pulled severely away from
         her face. Of late it was darker than ever and he suspected she was dyeing it to hide the increasing grey. But, having kept
         her figure, Janet at forty-six was still exotic enough to turn a few heads, the purple smudges beneath her eyes suggesting
         a passion alien to her nature; a passion she didn’t feel. As usual, she wore black, although tonight, in honour of his birthday,
         her skirt was a rustling silk taffeta shot through with gold.
      

      
      He would have complimented her on her appearance but, before he could do so, Niamh staged a dramatic entrance from the kitchen.

      
      ‘Ta – tarahh!’ She sang the fanfare before starting across the room, carrying an enormous cake decorated with rough white
         icing and flickering candles set in the midst of bright green sugar shamrocks and ribbons.
      

      
      ‘Happy birthday, dear Papa – happy birthday to you!’ She finished the song, set the cake on the counter in front of him and
         gave him a smacking kiss on the cheek.
      

      
      ‘Half your luck, Tulls! Many happies!’ The regulars raised their glasses, well aware that it was usual for a hotel-keeper
         to celebrate his birthday by shouting the bar.
      

      
      ‘Happy birthday.’ His wife brushed his cheek with lips as dry as dead leaves. It would have been so easy to turn and kiss
         her on the lips but he decided against it, reluctant to feel her shiver of distaste. So he kissed toothless old Sally instead.
         Sally who had come waddling in behind Niamh to witness the cutting of the cake. Sally who had been both mother and grandmother
         to the little girl his wife had largely ignored. Janet took an interest in her daughter only when she was grown. It was a
         tribute to the girl’s good nature that she bore no malice towards her mother for this early neglect.
      

      
      ‘Hollis is coming to see you later, Papa,’ Niamh whispered as they bent together over the cake. ‘There’s something he has
         to ask you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, an’ how’s that?’ he said, deliberately keeping it light. ‘I thought it was the custom to ask for a girl’s hand on her
         own birthday, not her papa’s?’
      

      
      ‘Now Papa, be nice to him. You know he’ll be nervous.’

      
      ‘I’m always nice,’ he teased. Then, suddenly serious: ‘You are sure about this, princess?’

      
      ‘Yes, Papa.’ She hugged him. ‘I can’t remember when I didn’t love Holly. I must have loved him all of my life.’

      
      ‘Exactly. Like the brother you never had,’ he muttered, too softly for her to hear.

      
      ‘All we’re asking is to be betrothed. We won’t be getting married for ages yet. Now blow out your candles, Papa, before the
         wax drips all over the cake.’
      

      
      He breathed in and closed his eyes in the time-honoured manner of making a wish, blowing out the candles to a round of applause,
         leaving a smell of wax and smoke in the air.
      

      
      ‘What did you wish for, Papa?’

      
      ‘Happiness, darlin’, as always – especially yours.’

      
      She looked at him, shaking her head. ‘Oh Papa,’ she said. ‘Why do you never ask anything for yourself?’

      
      ‘Because I’ve had all I was due for and more. More than you’ll ever know, girl.’ Still in a sober mood, he started cutting
         the cake, filling plates for Niamh to pass to the customers. It was amazing how quickly the word had spread that it was his
         birthday and he was shouting the bar.
      

      
      *

      
      
      ‘I don’t know why you’re so against it,’ Janet tackled him when they had filled all the hands reaching for glasses of free
         ale and Niamh was out of earshot, offering cake. ‘Hollis Maitland is a very good catch.’
      

      
      ‘So is our girl,’ Tully said mildly. ‘And I’m in no hurry to part with her. Forget the obvious advantage, will you, an’ look
         at the man himself.’
      

      
      ‘What about him? He’s the Maitlands’ only heir – he’ll inherit the practice when Harley retires.’

      
      ‘I know. Everything’s come to him so easily.’

      
      ‘And why not? It’s a family business, not so different from our own. Would you call Niamh spoiled and indulged because one
         day she’ll inherit the Silver Star?’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t the same.’

      
      ‘It is. And if Niamh has to marry, it may as well—’
      

      
      ‘Be to the highest bidder?’ He knew what she would say. ‘The man with the most to offer in money and goods?’

      
      ‘Yes – and why not!’

      
      ‘Niamh’s happiness is more important to me than her husband’s wealth.’

      
      Janet made an impatient sound in her throat. ‘You always were a soft-hearted Irish fool. If I’d only known at her age what
         I know now—’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t have married me.’ Once more he finished the sentence for her.

      
      ‘I didn’t say that. You think she’s a child but she’s twenty this year. Another year and she’ll be on the shelf.’

      
      Tully laughed shortly, increasing her irritation. ‘Rot! There’s a chronic shortage of women in this town, remember?’

      
      ‘There must be.’ She resorted to dry humour. ‘Or else why are you still here with me?’

      
      ‘Ah, Janet. Let’s not dig up the past to throw at each other. Not tonight.’

      
      ‘And why not? Birthdays are milestones, husband. Time to take stock. Time for the past to catch up with you.’

      
      His eyes widened momentarily behind his spectacles. Unwittingly, she had reminded him of a visit earlier that day. Albert
         Smith had called in, bringing with him a young man he had taken on as foreman at the foundry. They were buying drinks to seal
         the bargain, celebrating the event.
      

      
      
      Fresh off the boat from England, the young man had the clear suntan that only comes from an ocean voyage and was still wearing
         his English clothes, too heavy for an Australian spring. He hadn’t been here long enough to discover the comfort of crimea
         shirts and moleskins – the practical working clothes which had come into favour on the gold fields and had subsequently been
         adopted as the uniform of the working man.
      

      
      ‘Judah Burden,’ he introduced himself, shaking Tully by the hand. ‘My friends call me Judd.’

      
      Burden. Not that common a name but disturbingly familiar to Tully. He looked at the man more closely this time, old memories
         stirring as he thought of Jem Burden, the man who had befriended him when he was young, encouraging him to kick over the traces
         and join the crew of the Sally Lee. He hadn’t thought of Jem or the Sally in years. Could this be a relative maybe? Certainly, he was tall and broad-shouldered enough, the voice uncannily the same;
         the distinctive vowels, the good-humoured growl of a man from the West of England. But there the similarities came to an end.
      

      
      Jem’s features had been nondescript, homely, while this Burden was both handsome and confident. He hadn’t been hiding behind
         the door when the good looks were handed out! Tall and well-built, he had a thick head of dark brown hair which he wore a
         little longer than the current fashion and he had those bold, dark eyes so appealing to women. He was cleanshaven too, which
         was perhaps a good thing. Facial hair would have made him look villainous; something of a pirate. Unconsciously, he presented
         a challenge to others less favoured, making them want to spoil his good looks by punching his lights out.
      

      
      Tully wanted to punch him too, his fatherly instincts alerted, when he saw Judd assessing his daughter through half-closed
         eyes, watching her covertly as she moved about the room. A man for the ladies all right. Fortunately, Niamh ignored him, being
         used to such frank appraisals from the other side of the bar.
      

      
      To take his mind off his irritation, he turned to Albert, encouraging him to talk about the foundry.

      
      ‘Too right!’ Albert said, clapping Judd on the shoulder. ‘My lucky day when this one called in asking for work. He’s no ordinary smith, you know. He’s a craftsman skilled in working wrought
         iron.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes?’ Tully tried to look interested and attentive. It was easier to listen to Albert than make conversation himself.
         And, looking at Judd, he remembered that other man by the name of Burden and the violence of the storm which had wrecked the
         Sally Lee. The masts had been first to go, probably struck by lightning, followed by the cracking and groaning of the ship’s timbers
         as they sprang apart one by one. It was years ago but he could remember it, as if it were yesterday. The rage of the storm
         and the ominous calm which had followed it. The emptiness of the tropical waters and the heat which robbed them of energy
         and breath. The sun hanging overhead at midday, scorching them without mercy; a malignant ball of fire in a cloudless sky.
         Only the three of them had survived. Jem Burden, himself and Pieface, the dog, adrift in a leaky boat. Even at night, when
         darkness brought some relief, they didn’t dare sleep in case the boat filled up with water and sank, leaving them floundering
         in those deep, shark-infested waters.
      

      
      He returned to the present with a slight bump as if his soul had temporarily left his body and now returned. Time for the past to catch up with you, Janet said. Earlier it had been Judd who unsettled him. Now it was his wife, jogging his memory and his conscience, reminding
         him of times he would rather forget.
      

      
      In the kitchen, Niamh leaned back against Hollis, twisting the solitaire diamond, new and surprisingly heavy on the third
         finger of her left hand.
      

      
      ‘Oh Holly, it’s lovely,’ she breathed, ‘but you shouldn’t. A small token would have been quite enough.’

      
      ‘I didn’t want to give you a small token. I wanted you to have this.’ He rocked her in his arms, kissing her temple and pushing
         back a lock of fair hair which had fallen from her coil. ‘Plenty more where that came from. I’ll be a full partner in the
         firm in less than two years. Then I’ll make those whinnying old conservatives sit up and take notice. I’ll show them how real
         money is to be made.’
      

      
      
      She twisted around to look up at him. ‘Take it slowly, Holly. You’re only just out of college – a junior yet …’

      
      ‘Oh, stop it,’ he said. ‘You sound just like Pa.’

      
      ‘And you should be saving your money, not spending it all on me.’

      
      ‘Time somebody did,’ he said, plucking at the sleeve of the severe, high-collared dress. ‘My neat little church mouse, always
         dressed in brown. You wait an’ see. When we’re married I’ll make you queen of this town. Your father won’t be able to look
         down his nose at me then.’
      

      
      ‘Be patient with him, Holly. I’m sure there isn’t a father alive who thinks any man good enough for his daughter. And Pa’s
         not himself today, not at all. I didn’t realise he’d take his fortieth so much to heart.’
      

      
      ‘He is a bit distracted. Didn’t even bother to put me through the “What are your prospects?” routine.’
      

      
      ‘Because he knows!’ Niamh grinned. ‘Mama reminds him a dozen times every day.’

      
      ‘At least she’s pleased.’
      

      
      ‘More than Aunt Lilias, anyway. What did she say?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know Mother …’ Hollis avoided her gaze.

      
      ‘Holly?’ She peered into his face, suddenly anxious. ‘You have told her?’

      
      ‘As a matter of fact, I didn’t.’ He pulled at one of his side-burns, looking shamefaced. ‘I took the coward’s way out and
         left it to Pa.’
      

      
      In a salon very different from the kitchen of the Silver Star, Lilias Maitland was appraising herself in the ormolu mirror
         above the fireplace, delighted with both her own appearance and that of her home. Recently redecorated in the colours she
         thought were the last word in London and Paris, she was preparing to reopen The Oaks to Melbourne society, planning a dazzling
         evening of music and dance which even the Governor of Victoria might attend. George Phipps, Marquis of Normanby. What a coup
         that would be!
      

      
      Her reflection smiled back, assuring her she’d lost none of her looks although she was old enough to be a grandmother. Just.
         Maybe the skin was drawn a little more tightly over her cheekbones these days and her hair which had once been a rich, dark brown, was now a blonde secret between herself and her hairdresser, but the sparkle in her blue eyes was still there.
         She had lost none of her confidence and was pleased with husband and household, both trained to her ways.
      

      
      The thought of becoming a grandmother made her think of Hollis and the reflection looked less pleased. She stroked away an
         incipient frown with her middle finger and smiled at her husband who had just come into the room. He looked around, nodding
         his approval of the newly refurbished room.
      

      
      ‘I say!’ he said. ‘This is rather splendid, isn’t it? And you were right about the curtains, after all. I was afraid the dark
         blue might be cold.’
      

      
      ‘I’m always right about colour.’ She kissed him briefly, wondering if this were the right time to bring up the subject of
         Hollis and the McDiarmit girl.
      

      
      Below stairs, Ellen, the housekeeper, flinched at the sound of raised voices. So rare was it for the Maitlands to argue, it
         didn’t occur to them to do so behind closed doors.
      

      
      ‘Oo-er, hark at that,’ whispered Mavis, the scullion, listening open-mouthed. ‘Goin’ at it hammer an’ tongs, they are!’

      
      ‘All right, Mavis.’ Ellen began to shove her towards the back door. ‘I need a bunch of fresh carrots for supper and you can
         pick us a few salad greens for tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘But Ellen, it’s dark outside an’ there’s spiders out there. I won’t be able to see!’

      
      ‘The spiders won’t hurt you but I will if you don’t move. Out! Before I box your ears till they burn.’

      
      Mavis knew this was no idle threat and lunged for the door. Ellen followed, closing it firmly behind her.

      
      Upstairs, Lilias was glaring at her husband, tears standing in her eyes.

      
      ‘But Harley, how could you? How could you give your consent without discussing it with me first?’
      

      
      ‘Our son is old enough to do as he pleases, Lil. He doesn’t need our consent. To ask it at all is a courtesy. He’s of age
         and soon he’ll be a full partner in the firm.’
      

      
      ‘Who will need a wife who can uphold certain standards – entertain the Governor and his lady, if necessary.’

      
      
      ‘I’m sure Niamh’s up to it. She’s no fool, my dear.’

      
      ‘No, indeed. I certainly underestimated her.’

      
      ‘Oh come, my love. It’s not a surprise. They’ve been sweethearts ever since they stood up and held hands together when they
         were small. You used to say it was charming.’
      

      
      ‘I thought they’d grow out of it. Holly’s so naïve – he’s had no experience of women and no chance to compare. He’s been far
         too busy studying to meet other girls.’
      

      
      ‘He doesn’t want other girls: he’s happy with Niamh. And I have to say I approve. She’s an intelligent girl.’

      
      ‘Far too intelligent for her own good. Remember when she was fifteen and she wanted to be a Nightingale nurse?’

      
      ‘How can I forget, when I was the one roped in to talk her out of it – to my lasting shame. Persuading her to put her parents’ wishes before her own.’
      

      
      ‘A pity. If she’d been allowed to follow her calling, we wouldn’t be facing this situation now.’

      
      ‘That’s not what you said at the time.’

      
      ‘Maybe not. But how was I to know she’d grow up with her hooks so firmly in Holly?’

      
      ‘Oh?’ Harley raised quizzical eyebrows. ‘I’d say it was the other way around.’

      
      ‘I didn’t want him married straight out of law school. I wanted him to travel – go on a tour of Europe maybe …’

      
      ‘And come back with an heiress in tow? A horse-faced woman with a trunk full of Waterford crystal and Rockingham for the table?’

      
      ‘Precisely.’

      
      ‘Then I’d say he’s had a lucky escape. Niamh will be an asset to any man. And if Hollis is safely married, he’ll devote his
         energies to the business instead of staying up late with his cronies to go boozing and chasing girls.’
      

      
      ‘Men! That’s all you ever care about, isn’t it – business. Well, I’m warning you, Harley Maitland, I’m not finished with this.
         Not by a long chalk.’
      

      
      Exasperated, Harley ran his hands through his thinning hair. ‘Lilias, please. We don’t want a family upset over this. Niamh
         is Maggi’s niece, remember?’
      

      
      ‘Can I forget? It’s because of these claustrophobic family relationships that Hollis is caught in this coil.’

      
      
      The front door opened and closed with a bang, announcing their son’s return.

      
      ‘Now that’s enough.’ Harley raised a warning finger to his lips. ‘Not a word to Hollis of any of this. And for heaven’s sake,
         Lil, try to cheer up and smile. It’s the boy’s wedding we’re talking about, not his funeral.’
      

      
      Dan MacGregor ran up the steps of the verandah with the mail he had collected from the Post Office at Beechworth and flung
         the bundle into his mother’s lap. Maggi, who had learned to read only late in life, flung it back.
      

      
      ‘Sort out the bills, Danny, and put them aside. Then you can read me the letters before you go out.’

      
      ‘Oh Ma, do I have to?’ Danny was itching to catch up with Dermot, his twin, who was already away catching yabbies, the big
         freshwater crayfish infesting the dam. Holiday times like these were precious to the two boys, who delighted in being free
         from the rigours of boarding school. The pleasures of fishing weighed heavily against the chore of reading letters to his
         mother. ‘There’s only one, anyway. Can’t you try and read it yourself or wait until Pa comes in?’
      

      
      ‘Who’s it from?’ Maggi’s eyes sparkled. Always hungry for news of her relatives in the city, she took a childish delight in
         receiving mail.
      

      
      ‘Only Uncle Tulls,’ Danny said reluctantly, knowing he wouldn’t be allowed to escape without reading it.

      
      ‘Then what are you waiting for? Read it at once.’

      
      Sighing, Danny leaned against one of the supports of the verandah, hoping it wouldn’t take long. Much as he expected, it contained
         news of his cousin, Niamh. News which produced a whoop of delight from his mother and which he was at a loss to understand.
         What was so wonderful about getting married? Why did women have to make such a fuss?
      

      
      His mother was smiling, eyes filling with tears as she clasped her hands under her chin; a working woman’s hands, calloused
         and chapped from grooming and riding her horses. But it was a task she loved, refusing to delegate it to anyone else. Her
         stockhorses and hunters were prized the length and breadth of Victoria, and she could never breed enough to keep up with the
         demand. The extra money she earned was a bonus during the lean years when the price of wool was down, her income helping to keep the twins at the boarding school they pretended
         to despise. Like many a person lacking in formal education, Maggi revered it above all things, determined her boys should
         have the best that money could buy. At fourteen they weren’t old enough to be grateful for this.
      

      
      Daniel loved his mother dearly. She wasn’t set in her ways and boring like the mothers of most of his friends, and never tried
         to make out that she was a lady. She was just Mama and there was nobody like her; no one in all the world. Because her face
         was mobile and expressive, it was marked with crow’s feet around the eyes, and her smile showed the deeper lines unavoidable
         in a climate which drained the skin of moisture, leaving it chapped in winter, tanned like a brown leaf in summer. But the
         daily exercise on horseback allowed her to keep a trim figure and she moved with a lighter step than most women her age. There
         were times when Dan wished she could have been slightly more conventional, or that he and his twin had inherited their father’s
         fair hair instead of their mother’s vibrant red curls but, in general, the joys of having Maggi MacGregor as his mother outweighed
         the disadvantages. Sometimes, from across the room, she could look like a girl, her hair the same startling red as his own
         and with only the occasional strand of grey.
      

      
      ‘What kept you?’ Dermot asked him when Danny finally joined him at the dam, having crossed several paddocks to do so. The
         sides of the dam were of clay, the water murky, the colour of milky coffee. It was hard to believe any creature could live
         in it at all, let alone something good enough to eat.
      

      
      ‘Is that all you’ve caught?’ Dan ignored the question, crouching to examine the bucket of water in which two big brown yabbies
         were patiently searching for a way out.
      

      
      ‘I threw the little ones back.’ Dermot tied another piece of meat to a string and cast it into the water, crowing with delight
         when another yabby latched almost immediately on to the bait. He whisked it expertly out of the water and on to the bank.
         The creature let go of the meat at once and scrabbled, trying to get back into the water before being caught and thrust into
         the bucket along with its fellows.
      

      
      ‘Give us a go,’ Dan said, grabbing a piece of meat and a string for himself. ‘Wanna hear the latest? Niamh’s getting married to Hollis. Ma’s gone all soppy about it.’
      

      
      Dermot removed his scarf and simpered, tying it woman-like around his head. ‘Here comes the bride!’ he carolled, taking a
         few mincing steps. Dan giggled and soon both boys were rolling on the ground, howling with laughter at themselves.
      

      
      Over the dinner table Maggi repeated the news to her husband, Callum. Her eyes bright with sentiment, she sighed: ‘Isn’t it
         lovely, Cal? Like a fairytale comin’ true.’
      

      
      ‘Is it?’ Unsmiling, Callum set down his knife and fork to consider this news, remembering the quiet, independent spirit that
         was Niamh. Born and bred in the city, she had been nervous of horses, unused to the large heads suddenly swinging towards
         her, but she didn’t refuse when Maggi insisted she must learn to ride. It was Callum himself who had come to her rescue suggesting
         a compromise, offering to teach her to drive a pony and trap. Her gratitude and relief had been patent but she had never complained.
         Then he thought about Hollis, also his nephew, his sister’s child. Like his father before him, Hollis was blest with ability
         and a will to succeed but there the similarities came to an end. Certainly, he would make a good lawyer but he was charming
         and selfish like Lilias, his mother, lacking his father’s instinctive kindness and compassion for human frailty. No, Holly
         wasn’t the husband Callum would have chosen for Niamh, not at all.
      

      
      ‘Oh Callum, don’t look so solemn. It’s wonderful news!’ Maggi rejoiced. ‘A wedding and a strengthening of family ties. And
         it’ll give us an excuse to go to Melbourne for once. High time I had a new dress. I might even stage a comeback at the Queen’s—’
      

      
      ‘Oh Mama, no!’ Her twins groaned in unison. Maggi’s career in the music halls as ‘The Southern Songbird’ provided the boys
         at school with yet another excuse to tease them.
      

      
      ‘Depends on the time of year. I can’t just drop everything and leave. The shearing has to come first,’ Callum said slowly.
         As usual he was the calming influence over the volatile Irish element in his family. A typical son of the country, he was
         a man of few words but when he did have something to say, his family listened. ‘Besides, it’s too soon to get excited about
         it. They’ve not even set the date.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Armed with a note from Albert, recommending him to some relatives who would provide him with lodgings not far from the foundry,
         Judd packed and left the crowded boarding house in Melbourne for the last time. Too thrifty to spend the last of his resources
         on a cab, he rode to Richmond on the upper level of a horse-drawn bus. He thought he would be warm enough in the sunshine
         but he had not yet learned that in Melbourne winter is slow to relinquish its grip. Perfect as it was for sight-seeing, giving
         him a first-class view of the growing city, the biting winds made his ears sting and his eyes water.
      

      
      While some of the buildings rivalled the grandeur of any city in Europe, Melbourne appeared to retain a village atmosphere.
         Most people who lived and worked there seemed to have at least a nodding acquaintance as they greeted each other on the streets.
      

      
      There was no conductor on the bus and it fell to the driver to look after everything, including the horses. He had to give
         change as well as open and shut the door by means of a strap tied to his foot. As the journey was long, the horses slow and
         they kept stopping to let passengers on and off, Judd had plenty of time to look around, mull over the past and consider the
         new way of life that lay ahead.
      

      
      Alone, after the death of his mother, he had come to Australia in search of an uncle who had disappeared some twenty odd years
         ago, together with an inheritance his mother told him was his due. Not that his expectations were high. He held out little
         hope of finding either his uncle or the inheritance. But, by leaving England at this time, he could sidestep two young women who were closing in on him, each one hoping to be his wife. Both were named Jenny, one as dark as the other was
         fair. He loved them a little but not enough to marry and it was easier to bow out of the situation rather than choose.
      

      
      At twenty-seven he was old enough to know his own virtues and vices, one of which was a weakness for pretty women. He liked
         them not only for their bodies but their minds, and made friends of his lovers. This was the secret of his success. But Judd
         wasn’t ready for marriage. Not yet. Why should he tie himself down to one woman when there was always a new challenge around
         the next corner – a new pair of eyes to light up his life?
      

      
      Beautiful eyes made him think of that girl at the Silver Star. There was a challenge, indeed. She was more like a candidate
         for the nunnery than a barmaid, with those long tight sleeves down to her wrists and that crisp white collar fastened right
         up to her throat. If anyone had asked him what he found so intriguing, so attractive about her, he couldn’t have said. Her
         features were even but a little too neat, her mouth too small to be sensual. But she had the most beautiful eyes; brown eyes,
         the colour of rich sherry, as long-lashed and expressive as those of a fawn. One glance and he was in thrall.
      

      
      Judd, you are a prize idiot! He laughed at himself. Here’s a city bursting with pretty women and you start daydreaming about
         this girl and falling in love.
      

      
      To exorcise his vision of Niamh, he turned his attention to the womenfolk of Melbourne, looking them over with a practised
         eye. Taller than their English counterparts, they were generally better dressed, unafraid to wear rich fabrics and bright
         colours; silks and satins were out on the streets even at this early hour. Willowy Australian girls who strode about like
         young men, too busy to allow themselves to be hampered by their long skirts. Strong girls who would take to a life in the
         bush without flinching, kill snakes to protect their babies and think nothing of helping a man to build a house. He couldn’t
         imagine any one of them feeling faint or needing smelling salts to revive her. Their eyes sparkled with good humour and merriment
         as they called out to each other, laughing without inhibition. He smiled and waved to them and they waved back, happy to do so because they had safety in numbers and he was aboard a moving omnibus.
      

      
      The well-dressed citizens of Melbourne reflected the buoyancy of the economy and the air of excitement which surrounded a
         city still coming to terms with its wealth and prestige. In the spring of 1878 Melbourne had everything of the best the modern
         world could provide, her wealth founded on gold discovered in the surrounding countryside several decades before. Gold which
         had brought fortune-hunters from all over the world. Even after several decades, money and people were still pouring in and
         the city was in the midst of a building boom.
      

      
      And if, by international standards, Melbourne was small, it lacked nothing in the way of amenities. There were theatres to
         rival any in London, as well as dance-halls and saloons. Exclusive boutiques and shops for the wealthy co-existed with markets
         for the poor. Every kind of horse-drawn transport was out on the wide streets which ran between buildings three and four storeys
         high. Only the stink from the gutters was an unpleasant surprise. Progressive in so many ways, the city fathers had been slow
         to spend money on sanitation and the disposal of waste. Cesspits reeked and gutters overflowed with all manner of garbage
         and filth which encouraged the breeding of flies. And flies there were in their thousands, some capable of inflicting a nasty
         bite.
      

      
      An hour later, Judd was drinking tea with Daisy and Matthew Bradley, tucking into a plate of delicious home-made scones. He
         had fallen in love with their home as soon as he saw it – a solid weatherboard house which had started life as a simple cottage.
         The pair of straggling rose trees on either side of the door weren’t a patch on his mother’s roses in England, but they bloomed,
         just as bravely – a reminder of home.
      

      
      Beyond the kitchen was a mass of haphazard extensions, built to accommodate a family grown-up and gone. Shabby but comfortable,
         the house came with a large portion of land at the rear, marked out to grow vegetables and surrounded by currant bushes for
         the making of jam.
      

      
      ‘Second-generation, that’s me,’ Daisy told him with pride. ‘My mother come out with the first fleet.’ Matthew groaned, having
         heard the story too many times before. Ignoring him, Daisy pushed the plate of scones towards Judd. ‘Have another one, Mr Burden. Looks like the first one never touched the sides.’
      

      
      Judd accepted, reminding himself to eat more slowly. It was a long time since he’d tasted such delicious, home-cooked food.

      
      Fair-haired and well into her forties, Daisy put him in mind of a plump domestic hen. Her husband, Matthew, obviously older,
         went by the odd nickname of Cabbage Tree. He had to be nearly sixty but he moved like a younger man, free of arthritis or
         any stiffening of the joints.
      

      
      ‘I don’t walk with the bullocks meself any more,’ he sighed. ‘The boys like to work on their own now, without any tellin’
         from me. But the game’s not as tough as it used to be.’ He sniffed as if this were cause for regret. ‘They have it easy. Highways
         to the country towns. Proper bridges over the creeks. Hoo, shoulda been here in the early days. High old times we had then.’
      

      
      Now it was Daisy’s turn to groan as Matthew launched into his own reminiscences. Tales of coaxing bullocks to swim over swollen
         creeks and rescuing folk left destitute after bushrangers had robbed them of everything, even their clothes.
      

      
      At the end of the afternoon, Judd felt as if he had known the Bradleys for ever.

      
      ‘An’ I’ll be a grandma soon,’ Daisy nodded, eyes sparkling as she spoke of the subject nearest her heart; the married daughter
         about to give birth to her first child.
      

      
      ‘Put a sock in it, Daise,’ Cabbage Tree wriggled in his seat. ‘That’s women’s talk. Judd don’t wanna hear that.’

      
      But he wanted to hear about everything. It was good to sit at a kitchen table and be part of a family again. The Bradleys
         were proud parents whose world revolved about these happily married children and their achievements. Daisy’s smile faltered
         only when she mentioned their youngest, Carl.
      

      
      ‘Don’t talk to me about Carl!’ Matthew’s normally good-natured expression hardened into a scowl. ‘Bloody little mongrel. Ah
         well, I s’pose every family has to have its black sheep – always one rotten apple in every barrel.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Matthew.’ Daisy’s soft blue eyes filled with tears. ‘You’ve never understood him. You don’t even try.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, I do. I understand him only too well.’ Her husband narrowed his eyes. ‘That’s the trouble, ennit?’ He lurched to his feet and headed towards the back door. ‘Ah, well. No peace
         for the wicked. Garden’s not gonna weed itself’ He nodded to Judd. ‘Be seein’ you, lad. Fix up the details with Daise if you’re
         goin’ to stay.’
      

      
      Daisy showed him the room they were offering, which was on the other side of the house. Sparsely furnished, it was newly painted,
         airy and he was relieved to see that the bed was generously large. After being cramped in a bunk at sea and a crowded dormitory
         in town, this was luxury indeed.
      

      
      ‘Will it do you, then?’ Daisy said, plumping the pillows. ‘Will you stay?’

      
      Judd nodded. ‘Oh yes, Mrs Bradley. Yes, please.’

      
      ‘Then if you’re stoppin’, you’d better call me Daise.’ She smiled, offering her hand to shake on it, surprised when Judd turned
         it over and brushed it with his lips instead.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’ll be—’ A man spoke up behind them, making them both start. ‘Takin’ a boyfriend, Ma? What’s Dad going to say?’ Judd
         looked up to see a tall, rangy young man lounging in the doorway, regarding them.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hush with your nonsense, Carl!’ A flush rose from Daisy’s neck and she glanced at Judd, wondering how he would take her
         son’s teasing. ‘An’ never mind about me, you young monkey. Where’d you get to last night? We was worried sick when you never
         come in.’
      

      
      On meeting the son, Judd gained some insight into the reason for the father’s bitterness. Carl might have been Matthew forty
         years earlier – a living reminder of the passage of time. At eighteen, Carl looked older than his years, for there was a toughness
         in his bearing, a glint of steel that was missing from his father’s honest, straightforward gaze. Judd had come across young
         men like this one before. Reckless fellows who lived for the moment. They made good soldiers but turned naturally to crime
         during times of peace. Carl had odd eyes, one amber and one green, merciless as those of a jungle cat. He looked as if he
         had recently been in a fight; the dark swelling on his cheekbone confirmed it.
      

      
      He hugged Daisy, grinning and showing a mouth full of strong white teeth. A panther no more, he was simply a boy coming home
         to his mother, tired and in need of a wash.
      

      
      
      ‘God, an’ ye stink,’ she scolded, pushing him away. ‘An’ what’s happened to that shirt? Clean on only yesterday.’

      
      ‘Aw, don’t go on, Ma!’ Carl winced, looking pained.

      
      ‘Been fightin’, haven’t you?’ She peered at him. ‘What’s happened to your face?’

      
      ‘It’s nothing, Ma.’ He gave her a quick buss on the cheek. ‘You should see the other bloke.’ To change the subject, he winked
         at Judd, bringing him into the conversation. ‘Who’s this, then? Aren’t you goin’ to introduce me?’
      

      
      ‘This here’s Judd Burden,’ Daisy said. ‘Goin’ to work for yer Uncle Albert. He’ll be lodgin’ with us for a while.’

      
      ‘Good-oh.’ Carl offered his hand and Judd clasped it, finding it shaking slightly, hot and feverish in his own. Maybe he didn’t
         feel so well as he’d have his mother believe. Forestalling any more queries, he delved in the pocket of his waistcoat to bring
         out a small gold brooch in the form of a heart, set with seed pearls. Daisy swooped on it with small squeals of delight.
      

      
      ‘Ooh, Carl! It must’ve cost a small fortune!’

      
      Carl shook his head and the two of them left Judd to unpack and acquaint himself with his surroundings. Having done so, he
         lay on the bed and gazed at the ceiling for some time, grateful to the fates that had guided him here.
      

      
      As the three-piece orchestra struck up, making the potted palms quiver, Niamh looked around the crowded café, very conscious
         of being observed. She had been here with Hollis before, but this was the first time since their engagement. Suddenly, everyone
         seemed to know who she was; the girl who was marrying Hollis. Women studied her critically, hiding their smiles behind their
         hands. She could read their minds as clearly as if they had spoken aloud. Who was she, this nobody who had secured the most
         eligible bachelor in Melbourne? What could he see in this shy, ordinary girl?
      

      
      Hollis was speaking and she had to lean across the table to hear him over the clatter of teacups and the musicians struggling
         with Mozart.
      

      
      ‘Darling, I hope you don’t mind but I’ve asked Buffy Trescott to be my best man. I know he’s a bore but he’ll be cut to the
         quick, if I don’t.’
      

      
      
      ‘Of course I don’t mind, Holly. The choice is yours. But I do think …’ She faltered, realising she had lost his attention;
         he was waving to an acquaintance on the other side the room.
      

      
      He turned back to her, the long-range smile still on his face. ‘A Christmas wedding, I thought.’

      
      ‘Oh? This year or next?’

      
      ‘This year, of course.’ A slight frown marred the smooth planes of his face. ‘Who will you ask to be flower girls?’

      
      ‘Oh …’ She thought for a moment. ‘Ellie, of course.’ She smiled and he nodded. His cousin, Elinor Maitland, was a favourite
         with both of them. ‘And Sukie.’
      

      
      ‘Sukie who?’

      
      ‘You know, Sukie Smith – Albert’s daughter. You must remember her – she’s my best friend.’

      
      ‘Vaguely.’ Hollis frowned. He remembered meeting Sukie only once; a girl who might have been beautiful had it not been for
         the cruel, disabling squint that left her partially blind. ‘That Sukie. Won’t she be rather out of her depth?’
      

      
      ‘No more than I’ll be.’ Niamh looked around the room, realising to her dismay that she was becoming a celebrity, a curiosity.
         ‘I’m out of my depth in here. Holly, isn’t it a bit soon to be planning the wedding? We’ve only just got engaged. I’d rather
         wait, at least till your mother—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t take any notice of Mother. She’ll rattle her chains for a bit but she’ll come around.’

      
      ‘I’m not so sure.’ Niamh paused, preferring not to tell him exactly what his mother had called her. Gold digger and beastly little opportunist came quickly to mind. ‘She said we should think it over. We could be too closely related.’
      

      
      ‘That’s nonsense. We aren’t in the least bit close. You’re the niece of her brother’s wife; we’re related by marriage – not
         blood. She’s grasping at straws, Niamh.’
      

      
      ‘But she still isn’t pleased.’

      
      Hollis sighed. ‘No one can come up to her exacting standards. She’d like it no better if I came home and told her I was marrying
         a princess of the blood royal.’
      

      
      Niamh smiled at last, amused by the thought of her Aunt Lilias turning her nose up at a princess, tiara and all. ‘But we should
         respect her feelings, Holly. It isn’t the end of the world if we have to wait.’
      

      
      
      ‘Just what did she say to you?’ He sat back in his chair, regarding her. By nature impatient, he hated delay. ‘A lot more than you’re telling
         me, I’m sure. Damn the woman. Damn her for her meddling interference and for upsetting you this way.’
      

      
      ‘Stop it, Holly. It’s bad luck to curse your own mother. I really don’t mind. I’m happy to wait.’

      
      Irritated, he raised his voice. ‘Well, I’m not.’

      
      ‘Don’t shout. People are looking at us.’

      
      ‘Let them. I’m tired of putting it off. First it was: Wait because you’re too young Hollis. Wait and finish your studies, Hollis. Well, my studies are over now and I’ve waited long enough.’
      

      
      ‘Holly, be reasonable. How can we get married when we have nowhere to live?’

      
      He stared at her. ‘We’ll be living at home, of course – where else?’

      
      ‘I don’t think so, Holly. The Oaks is your mother’s home and she’s mistress there. I’d much rather wait till we can afford
         a home of our own. A rented cottage would do.’
      

      
      ‘Love in a hovel? How quaint!’ Holly was genuinely amused. ‘There’s really no need. If you want a house, you shall have one.
         I’ll have a word with Pa.’
      

      
      ‘No, Holly. We should be responsible for our own home. You can’t expect your father to provide for us.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ he said, staring back at her. ‘I could make enough money to pay for a house twice over, if only he’d let me.’ He
         took her hand, leaning across the table. ‘But these are trifles, darling. Small obstacles. Now, how about a kiss? Let’s give
         these nosy old biddies something to talk about.’
      

      
      She closed her eyes obediently as he pressed his lips to her own. A theatrical kiss, given solely for the benefit of the onlookers,
         light, respectful and totally lacking in passion. As she kissed him, Niamh felt like a traitor as somebody else came to mind
         – the dark-eyed handsome stranger who was going to work for Sukie’s father. She had been as aware of him as he was of her
         as she went through the motions of serving her customers, collecting glasses and pulling beer.
      

      
      Abruptly, Holly stopped kissing her. He was staring at her, head on one side, an injured expression in his cool, green eyes.

      
      
      ‘A penny for them, Niamh?’ he said, making light of it. ‘You were miles away.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Holly. So I was,’ she said, biting her lip as she searched for a reasonable explanation. Fortunately, she didn’t
         have to find one. A round of applause started at the next table and spread until the little orchestra joined in, limping through
         a few bars of the Wedding March.
      

      
      Somebody shouted ‘Speech!’ and Hollis stood up to acknowledge the applause, enjoying the attention. He thanked all present
         for their good wishes and drew Niamh to her feet, introducing her as his wife-to-be. This was the cue for a small girl to
         present Niamh with such a huge bunch of tiger-lilies and roses, she could hardly hold them. She hid her face in the flowers
         to conceal her blushes, breathing in the scent of the expensive, hot-house blooms. So this was the future. This was what marriage
         to a Maitland was going to be like. She would be in the public eye … but living in Hollis’s shadow for the rest of her life.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The hours were long at the foundry and during those first few days even Judd, who liked to boast of his strength and endurance,
         found the work unusually tiring. By nightfall, his limbs would be shaking with fatigue and he was ready to drop. He used to
         think of himself as a tireless worker but these Australian men were made of sterner stuff, able to withstand the heat of the
         furnaces as they worked on like automatons, sweat pouring from their bodies like water. His own body had not learned to sweat
         so freely and he sweltered, plagued with heat rashes, all the harder to bear because as summer progressed, the weather became
         hotter each day.
      

      
      He had grown soft during those weeks of inactivity while he was at sea. He found the heat of the furnaces oppressive to the
         point of being unbearable, all too aware of the meaningful glances exchanged between his co-workers who smirked, waiting for
         him to collapse from exhaustion. He would have to toughen up if he wanted to survive at the foundry and also hang on to his
         job.
      

      
      Although he was essentially fair-minded, Albert Smith required a lot more of his workers than to turn up for work each day
         and depart on time. Opposed to the progressive ideas of the unionists, including the concept of an eight-hour working day,
         he expected his men to arrive before time in the morning, poised and ready to start on the dot of eight-thirty. At the same
         time he frowned at the clock-watchers who threw down their tools the moment the clock struck six at the other end of the day.
         No job in progress was ever abandoned, even if it meant putting in more time to complete it and for little or no extra pay. It was his golden rule that every morning the work of the foundry should start anew. Anyone who didn’t see eye
         to eye with his policy didn’t last long. Judd employed several promising young men, only to have them fired by Albert for
         watching the clock. But he worked hard himself and didn’t care that each night he returned to his lodgings exhausted, his
         hair singed, his face throbbing and scorched from the heat of the furnaces.
      

      
      Carl was already seated at the kitchen table when he arrived home one evening, worn out and later than usual.

      
      ‘Whooee, look at you!’ The younger man pushed his hat to the back of his head, grinning at Judd whose limbs were still shaking
         with the effort of getting himself home. ‘Wanna watch yourself, Judd. Don’t let Uncle Albert work you into the ground or you’ll
         be an old man before your time. I’ve worked for that slave-driver meself an’ I know. Lasted all of two days, till I blew me
         stack an’ told him where he could stick his buckets of molten metal.’
      

      
      ‘Carl!’ Daisy shot him a warning look.

      
      ‘Well, it’s true, Mum,’ he shrugged. All the same he waited until Daisy turned her back before lowering his voice to speak
         to Judd. ‘There’s easier ways to make money than workin’, if you get my drift.’ He tapped the side of his nose and winked. ‘We’ll have a chat some time – when you’re fed up o’ bein’
         a work-horse for bloody old Albert.’
      

      
      Judd nodded and smiled, certain that Carl was involved in something shady. Not that he was averse to working outside the law
         if need be, but he resented being given advice from someone almost ten years his junior.
      

      
      Fortunately, Albert was delighted with him and said so, holding him up as an example and offering him a wage rise in front
         of the other hands. Judd knew this wouldn’t add to his popularity and wished his employer had been more discreet. The men
         gathered to smoke and air their resentments, grumbling amongst themselves.
      

      
      ‘Boss gone soft in the head or what?’ One man spoke loudly enough for Judd to hear. ‘Four years I bin here an’ I don’t get
         no pay rise. ’Course the Pommie don’ mind workin’ all hours God sends – he has no folks to go home to at the end o’ the day.’
      

      
      
      ‘Nah. The ole man has to think o’ the future, as we all do.’ Another man took a swig from a mug of scalding tea as his face
         streamed with sweat, shining and red as an over-ripe apple. ‘An’ I’ll say this much for the Pommie – he knows his craft. He
         knows about iron, even if he can’t stand up to the heat o’ the furnaces.’
      

      
      ‘Trust you to stick up for him, takin’ his part.’

      
      ‘I reckon the ole man wants him for Sukie,’ another man sniggered loudly, wheezing with suppressed laughter. ‘Wants him to
         take his ugly, squinty-eyed daughter off his hands.’
      

      
      Judd glared at this. He liked Albert’s daughter very much; Sukie didn’t deserve to be the butt of their crude humour. Sukie
         was trim of figure and blest with an abundance of rich, taffy-coloured hair. Unfortunately, any other claims to beauty were
         marred by a pair of wickedly crossed eyes. They seriously affected her vision and meant she had to hold something right up
         to her face if she wanted to see it clearly. Spectacles didn’t help. Sometimes the men treated her as if she were deaf as
         well as half-blind, but she didn’t bear them a grudge. Instead, she made up big enamel jugs full of freshly squeezed lemon
         juice in the hot weather, keeping it ice-cold and reviving to offer the men who had to stand at the furnaces. Work that became
         even more exacting as the sun rose early, glaring down on them from a harsh cobalt-blue sky with not even a breath of wind
         to give any relief as the temperature soared.
      

      
      Mid-morning and afternoon she distributed mugs of strong tea and plates piled high with the nourishing oatmeal biscuits she
         baked herself.
      

      
      Judd accepted his wage rise with a clear conscience, knowing he deserved it. He was the experienced craftsman while the others
         were largely unskilled.
      

      
      He thought back to that first morning and of Albert who had done his best to keep a straight face and conceal his excitement
         as Judd demonstrated the full extent of his skills, hammering a piece of iron into elegant, ribbon-like patterns in the manner
         of French Art Nouveau.
      

      
      ‘Where in the world did you learn to do that, son?’ he whispered, turning the finished article in his hands.

      
      ‘From my stepfather.’ Judd’s mouth took a wry twist. He didn’t care to talk about the man who had forced his way into the comfortable life he shared with his mother and made his life and hers a misery before he deserted them to return to his
         native France. ‘I hated him. The only thing I could respect him for was his craft. And his motive for teaching me was selfish,
         as well. He only wanted me to make more money for him.’
      

      
      ‘The French decorative arts,’ Albert nodded, more interested in Judd’s skills than how he obtained them. While any willing
         worker could be taught to make moulds and cast iron, only a craftsman like Judd was capable of adding the finishing touches
         which would turn them into works of art.
      

      
      Judd, on the other hand, had just as much to learn about the process of casting iron. The combination of skills would benefit
         both of them so that neither would feel exploited. Under Albert’s expert tuition and guidance, Judd learned even more. Firstly,
         that the skill was in the creation of the mould rather than in the more spectacular process of pouring the molten metal. An
         initial pattern was carved from a piece of wood and from this template a special casting would be made in iron or bronze,
         providing an ‘original’ from which all future moulds would be made. He was quick to master the technique of pouring a mould
         of the desired shape and allowing it to cool.
      

      
      As foreman, it was his responsibility to see that the originals remained intact, repairing any damage so that the pattern
         could be kept for ever and used again and again.
      

      
      In addition to the work which he now enjoyed, he liked living in Melbourne. Far from being a country town on the fringes of
         civilisation, it was developing into an elegant city, becoming the trendsetter of architectural style on this side of the
         world.
      

      
      Christmas came and went – a hot Christmas, curiously unreal to Judd. He would have been happy to dine on cold cuts and salad
         but Daisy Bradley wouldn’t hear of it, lighting the stove as usual and slaving over it until she could set before them the
         traditional Christmas meats of roast fowl and ham, followed by a hot plum pudding, christened with rum sauce.
      

      
      February was hotter still, but at the end of March the hot weather vanished almost overnight, giving way to a gusty autumn.
         Work at the foundry seemed easier in the cooler weather and Judd had energy enough to go out, although he was slow to make friends; other men were resentful of his good looks and jealous of the sparkle he brought to their women’s
         eyes. Now and then he took a girl out for companionship but he guarded against involvement and never asked her twice. He grew
         closer to the Bradleys than anyone else, particularly when he and Matthew discovered a common interest in freshwater fishing.
         They spent many a lazy Sunday afternoon dangling a line as they sat in the shade of the trees lining the upper reaches of
         the Yarra.
      

      
      Autumn was followed by a mild, wet winter which started in June. Morning after morning of grey skies when the rain seemed
         to fall before dawn, setting in for the day. Other mornings began clear and frosty, making Judd shiver and hasten into his
         clothes. These colder mornings were followed by days of bright sunshine in which there was little warmth. When the wind was
         unusually bitter, Daisy told him it was because snow was falling on the ranges to the north-east.
      

      
      But Judd found the winter invigorating; a time when he could work without the added pressure of heat. Best of all he liked
         strolling through town, admiring the ‘iron lace’ on the terraces and verandahs of the new buildings. It made him feel as if
         he were making a visible contribution to the beauty of the city he had adopted as home.
      

      
      Well-paid and secure, he could have moved away from Richmond or rented a house of his own but he was happy enough where he
         was. Daisy pampered him shamelessly, keeping a pot of stew on the stove to give him a hot meal no matter what time he came
         in.
      

      
      Except for one night in the middle of winter when he had been living and working in Melbourne for some seven months. As soon
         as he opened the door he sensed that something was wrong. There was no welcoming smell of good food, no laughter or song from
         Daisy and the house was unusually cool. The fires had gone out.
      

      
      Daisy sat at the kitchen table, weeping, her head on her arms, while Matthew paced the room like a caged lion, his teeth clamped
         on an old clay pipe.
      

      
      Judd glanced at Daisy and back to Matthew, eyebrows raised in query.

      
      ‘Carl of course, the little mongrel – who else?’ Matthew snapped. ‘The only one of our kids to bring us to grief.’ He paused, gesturing with his pipe at his Daisy who was too distraught
         to look up. ‘If I’ve told her once, I must’ve told her a thousand times – she ruined him when he was small. Let ’im grow up
         expectin’ too much out o’ life. Bound to end in tears.’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t Carl’s fault!’ Daisy raised her head to glare at her husband through reddened, tear-washed eyes. ‘He’s easily led.
         It’s the company he keeps.’
      

      
      ‘Ho well.’ Matthew threw up his hands. ‘You can kid yourself, if you like, Daise. But if you asked me, I’d say our Carl was
         bad news for everyone else! Should’ve been born with flamin’ red horns an’ a tail. Then we’d have known what we was dealin’
         with an’ recognised the little bugger for what he was.’
      

      
      ‘Matthew, don’t. He’s our son!’

      
      ‘Born be hanged – a throwback to your blasted—’

      
      ‘Just don’t say it! You’ve been harkin’ back to my mother, holdin’ her up against me these thirty years.’ Daisy broke into
         noisy tears and could speak only with difficulty between sobs. ‘Look to yourself, Matthew Bradley. If you’d have been home
         more often, more of a f-father to him, he wouldn’t have turned out this way.’
      

      
      ‘Dammit all woman, I had a living to earn. Did the other boys grow up wild an’ out of control?’ Matthew was working himself
         up into a rage. ‘He’s a wrong’un, is Carl. A throwback to bastard convict stock, like I said.’
      

      
      ‘But what’s happened? What has he done?’ Judd wanted to break the cycle of pointless argument and stop them blaming each other.

      
      ‘What hasn’t he done?’ Matthew scowled, grinding his teeth on the pipe. ‘Nineteen years of age an’ he’s served on the road
         gangs already. Gettin’ to be a hardened criminal, that’s what he is.’
      

      
      ‘He’s still my boy – my boy!’ Daisy rocked herself in her misery, breathless from sobbing, tears dripping from her cheeks
         and her nose. ‘He acts without thinkin’ – he told me. He’s high-spirited an’ that’s how he gets caught up in these pranks.’
      

      
      ‘High spirits? Pranks, woman?’ Matthew’s temper finally snapped. ‘Armed robbery won’t be dismissed as boyish high spirits an’ pranks!’
      

      
      Unfortunately, Matthew was right. Daisy had to sit in the public gallery weeping into a handkerchief too small to contain
         her sorrow as her youngest child was sentenced to gaol with hard labour for two more years. Fortunately for Carl, he wasn’t
         the man with the guns or his punishment would have been more severe.
      

      
      Life in the Bradley household was quiet after that, the atmosphere pervaded with gloom. Daisy sighed about the place like
         a woman bereaved and Matthew brooded, hiding behind his newspaper, refusing to speak to anyone. Judd’s offer to hire a boat
         and go fishing was met with a curt refusal. Thinking it unfair to desert the Bradleys in their hour of misfortune but uncomfortable
         with their misery, Judd began working longer hours at the foundry. And often Sukie would ask him to dine with them afterwards,
         giving rise to further ribald comment and speculation among his fellows. Ignoring their jealousy, Judd spent many a congenial
         evening with Albert and Sukie who lived in a comfortable villa not far away from the foundry, overlooking the Yarra and the
         open parklands beyond.
      

      
      Albert liked to share his memories of earlier days, filling the gaps in Judd’s knowledge of Melbourne’s history and in particular
         the establishment of the foundry.
      

      
      ‘It was my father started the business soon after the Gold Rush,’ he would begin, settling himself in his chair and looking
         forward to an evening of reminiscence.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Pa.’ Sukie tried to prevent it. ‘Judd doesn’t want to hear them again, your tales of the old days.’

      
      ‘It’s all right.’ Judd smiled at her, encouraging the older man by pouring him another glass of ale from the bottle on the
         table. ‘Go on, Albert.’
      

      
      ‘I remember goin’ out to the fields with my father an’ mother when I was no more’n a lad.’ Speaking of his parents made Albert
         lapse into an accent reminiscent of his native Hampshire. ‘Lots of people left their womenfolk and children behind, but not
         my Dad. He said we should stand or fall together. An’ we were lucky too, although the old folks had a bit of a barney when
         we came back. My mother said our fortune was made – why not take it an’ go home? Our Dad wouldn’t go. Said there was more’n enough opportunity, staring him
         in the face right here. So he started the foundry an’ never looked back. But my mother couldn’t ever settle, poor soul. Pined
         and died of homesickness, or so we think. Never did get back to England, not even to visit.’
      

      
      ‘Poor Nan,’ Sukie whispered, earning herself a sharp look from her father who raised his voice to add emphasis to his words.

      
      ‘It was the right decision. Father knew best. The business prospered, building has boomed an’ no sign of an end to it yet.
         Here in the city and out in the bush, there’s squatters an’ merchants spending fortunes, trying to outdo one another with
         bigger and better homes. Mansions with ballrooms, conservatories, balconies and verandahs all needing iron lace …’ Albert’s
         eyes gleamed. ‘This is God’s own country, me girl, no doubt about it. And the one thing we have in abundance is space. An
         architect can build as high and wide as he likes – let his imagination soar.’
      

      
      Sukie smiled at her father, shaking her head. ‘Oh Pa. Who else could get so worked up over a bit of cast iron.’

      
      ‘A bit of cast iron? Where’s your soul, girl? There’s art in all this. We’re creating the antiques of the future, Judd Burden
         and I. Creating iron lace unique to Australia, depicting the flora and fauna of the Australian bush.’
      

      
      Sukie smiled. While Albert masterminded the foundry, it was she who kept her eye on the purse-strings, remembering to send
         out accounts when Albert would have let matters slide. Sukie spent almost as much time at the foundry as he did and worked
         equally hard. She dealt with initial enquiries, smoothed over customer complaints and acted as her father’s right hand. All
         this on top of the other womanly duties of keeping house.
      

      
      So Judd was annoyed when he caught the men mocking her squint and calling her ‘dopey’ behind her back. Ashamed of their behaviour,
         he tried to make up for it by being extra kind and considerate to her himself.
      

      
      ‘Just how old are you, Sukie?’ he asked her at the close of another long and arduous day. ‘It’s not right for a young girl
         to be working herself to a shadow. Don’t you ever go out?’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, I’m not all that young. I’ll be twenty-one come September.’ Sukie blushed scarlet, embarrassed that he should be interested
         enough to ask. ‘And as for going out – who’d ever bother to ask me, and where should I go?’
      

      
      ‘These are your best years. You should be having fun while you’re still young and—’

      
      ‘Pretty?’ She finished the sentence for him with a smile and a shrug. ‘I’m not that much of a fool, Judd. The kindest critic
         wouldn’t say I was pretty with eyes like these.’ And as usual when she remembered her disability, her eyes rolled up, the
         lids fluttering, out of control.
      

      
      ‘You could come out with me,’ he said on impulse. ‘It is Saturday, after all, and the foundry closes at one.’

      
      She blushed to the roots of her hair. It was obviously so important to her that he wondered whether he ought to have asked
         her at all. It was clear that the prospect of such an outing meant much more to her than it did to him. ‘Oh, I’d like to,
         Judd, but I can’t. Not possibly. I have to catch up on the chores I’ve neglected all week.’ She counted them out on her fingers.
         ‘There’s the beds to be changed, the house to be swept and then there’s the washing and ironing to be done …’
      

      
      He could have taken the opportunity to accept her refusal but some impulse drove him on. ‘You can do that tomorrow, can’t
         you? Tomorrow’s another day.’
      

      
      ‘Do my housework on a Sunday?’ She smiled. ‘What would the neighbours say?’

      
      ‘Nothing. If they’re so religious, they should be on their knees with their eyes closed and won’t see you.’

      
      Sukie laughed. It started as a throaty chuckle that set Judd’s spine tingling, surprising him by provoking a stab of desire,
         gone as quickly as it appeared. ‘Let’s do it, then! Let’s go out on the town.’
      

      
      The evening wasn’t a success. Away from the foundry and her home where Albert was there to keep the ball of conversation rolling,
         Sukie was shy and over-anxious to please. Judd couldn’t get her to relax and just be herself. If they’d gone to a theatre
         or a music hall it might have been easier, but he knew she wouldn’t be able to see the stage; the actors would appear to her
         as a blur.
      

      
      So they ate oysters from a stall set up outside the Eastern Market and made brief visits to several cafés and saloons, ending up at the Silver Star. That too, was a mistake. Judd fell
         silent, feeling left out, as Sukie relaxed at last, laughing with Niamh and enthusing over the plans for the wedding due to
         take place at the end of the year. Misinterpreting the reason for his silence, Sukie tackled him about it in the cab riding
         home.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t like her, did you?’

      
      ‘Who?’ Judd said, pretending not to know who she meant.

      
      ‘My friend, Niamh, of course.’

      
      ‘Niamh?’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve no opinion of her at all. Why should I?’

      
      ‘You don’t have to lie to me, Judd. Sometimes I see things with more than my eyes. I could feel you, almost vibrating with
         irritation the whole of the time we were there. And I was surprised. Most people get on very well with Niamh. Most people
         love her.’
      

      
      So do I. The words sprang to his lips but remained unsaid. He shrugged again, pretending to have no interest in pursuing the conversation
         and turning aside to look out at the winter’s night. It had come on to rain now, somehow matching his mood.
      

      
      Seeing Niamh again, he wondered how he had been able to put her from his mind so completely. An instinct for self-preservation,
         perhaps? He didn’t care to feel strongly for anyone but the attraction was still there. She couldn’t know it, of course, but
         she held his heart right there in those capable little hands. Or maybe she did know. And that’s why she shied away from him,
         excluding him from her conversation with Sukie, careful never to glance his way. And in her shoes, he thought gloomily, he
         would have done the same. It was the only sensible thing to do. Whatever the alchemy of attraction, whatever might have been,
         he was way too late. Wedding plans had been made and she was wearing a diamond big enough to pin on a Maharajah’s toque. The
         very sight of it, the very ostentation angered him, making him want to snatch it from her hand and throw it as far as he could.
         But of course he did no such thing.
      

      
      Seeing him lost in dark thoughts and not in the mood for small talk, Sukie yawned delicately and snuggled into the rug the cabbie provided. They rode to Richmond in silence apart from the rhythmic clanking of harness, the rumble of wheels and
         the measured trot of the horse.
      

      
      Outside the darkened house where Albert lay sleeping, Judd ordered the driver to wait while he escorted Sukie to the door.
         He could just as easily have dismissed it and walked home but he wanted no awkward moment on the doorstep while Sukie waited
         to see if he would kiss her good night. He needn’t have worried. She shook hands with him formally as if they were strangers.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for a lovely evening, Judd,’ she whispered, like a child giving a ‘thank you’ speech at the end of a party. ‘I
         had a very nice time.’
      

      
      ‘Did you, Sukie?’ he said, holding on to her hand as he saw her bleak expression. Her lips were trembling and she seemed on
         the verge of tears. If only – if only he could have offered more. She was a dear girl and deserved better than to be dumped
         on her doorstep like an unwanted parcel. ‘Oh Sukie, Sukie, I—’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Judd?’ She took a step towards him, screwing up her eyes to stop them flickering, all her hopes in that tentative smile.

      
      ‘It’s late,’ he said, scarcely brushing her forehead with his lips. ‘You’d better go in. G’night, Sukie. Sleep well.’

      
      She turned away, let herself into the house and closed the door without looking back.

      
      It was Niamh’s habit to get up early on a Sunday morning to give the saloon a thorough cleaning throughout. She would throw
         open the windows to clear the room of smoke and stale air, pile the chairs on the tables, sweep all the floors and then scrub
         them to remove the smell of stale tobacco and spilt ale; the aftermath of an exuberant Saturday night.
      

      
      ‘The better the day, the better the deed, Pa,’ she laughed at Tully who frowned at this weekly penance, threatening to employ
         a cleaner to do it instead.
      

      
      ‘No, Pa. Nobody will do it quite so thoroughly as I do,’ she said. ‘And I like to do it; it’s my gift to you. There’ll be
         time enough for me to play ladies when I’m wed – you can take on a charwoman when I’m gone.’ She said this last with a wry
         smile and certain lack of conviction as if the event was still so far in the future, it might never be.
      

      
      But Tully insisted on dealing with the spittoons himself, rinsing them thoroughly each night before he retired. It wasn’t
         a pleasant task and he didn’t care to leave it to his womenfolk.
      

      
      So by the time Janet dressed herself and arrived downstairs, Niamh was hard at work, tackling the worst of the mess with a
         millet broom, a scarf around her head and wearing an apron to cover her clothes. Old Sally, well into her seventies and needing
         less sleep, was also up and about in the kitchen, coughing richly as she clattered the pans in the sink.
      

      
      ‘You’re up early, Mama,’ Niamh greeted her, noting that the smudges beneath her mother’s eyes were darker than usual. ‘Couldn’t
         you sleep?’
      

      
      ‘Sleep?’ All Janet’s good resolutions to be tactful deserted her as she blurted the reason for her concern. ‘Sleep – when
         all I could think about was that man and the cheek of him, staring at you all night.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know who you mean.’ Niamh deliberately raised a dust with her sweeping. ‘I didn’t see anyone.’

      
      ‘You must have done. That dark-haired man – that boyfriend of Sukie’s.’

      
      ‘He isn’t Sukie’s boyfriend. He’s Albert’s new foreman, that’s all.’ Niamh stopped sweeping for a moment and leaned on the
         broom. She didn’t want to talk about Judd who had been the cause of her own lack of sleep, unsettling her so thoroughly that
         even now he was invading her thoughts. ‘He came in with Albert – oh, months ago now.’
      

      
      ‘Aha! So this isn’t the first time! You’ve seen him before?’

      
      ‘What’s “Aha” for?’ Niamh frowned, sweeping vigorously again and trying to ignore her mother’s taunt. ‘He isn’t a regular,
         Mama. It could be another twelve months before he comes back again.’
      

      
      ‘I hope so. I didn’t take to him – not at all. And I’ll have a word with Albert when I see him. What’s he thinking of, letting
         his only daughter keep company with an experienced roué like that.’
      

      
      Niamh smiled. Janet often used French words to describe anything she thought indelicate. ‘Judd isn’t a roué, Mama. He’s just
         Albert’s foreman.’
      

      
      
      ‘Well, he shouldn’t be ogling you, not now you’re engaged. It isn’t every girl who has a plum like Hollis Maitland fall into
         her lap. You don’t realise just how lucky you are. You have too much luck. Take care that one day the world doesn’t blow up
         in your face.’
      

      
      ‘Mama!’ Niamh stopped her work to stare at her. ‘What a horrible thing to say.’

      
      ‘No, it’s not. Not if it shakes you out of your apathy. You take too much for granted, my girl. And Holly most of all.’ Gritting
         her teeth, Niamh stirred up even more of a dust but her mother wasn’t done. ‘Look at you now, sweeping and scouring like a
         Cinderella. It’s Sally who should be doing the housework, not you.’
      

      
      ‘Sally’s old, Mama. She does what she can but she’s much too frail to do heavy work.’

      
      ‘Then maybe it’s time she left us to make room for someone who can.’

      
      A strangled cry from the kitchen made them both pause, staring at each other. Niamh narrowed her eyes and glared at her mother,
         shaking her head. ‘If she heard you …’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense – how could she? You know she’s deaf as a post!’

      
      Another gasping cry brought them both running to discover Sally leaning over the sink, wet hands clasped to her chest, her
         face ashen and her lips turning blue as she struggled to breathe.
      

      
      ‘Sally! Sally, my darling, what is it?’ Niamh put her arms around the old lady who seemed suddenly to have shrunk into a bag
         of bones, trembling and fragile as a bird.
      

      
      ‘She’s having a heart attack, I think.’ Janet spoke sharply, regretting her earlier harshness. ‘Run for the doctor, Niamh,
         I’ll get her to bed.’
      

      
      ‘No. You go for the doctor. I’ll put her to bed.’ Niamh felt the old lady relax as she said this. Janet wouldn’t mean to be unkind
         or rough but she resented the place Sally held in her daughter’s heart – a daily reminder of her own shortcomings as a mother.
         Happy as she had been to surrender her screaming, demanding infant to Sally’s care, she was jealous of the rapport that existed
         between them now her daughter was grown.
      

      
      *

      
      
      The doctor arrived, unshaven and dishevelled at this early hour, confirming their fears. Sally had suffered a heart attack.

      
      ‘She shouldn’t be working at all, a woman of her age.’ He spoke in a clipped, upper-class English manner, accusing them. ‘High
         time you turned the old horse out to grass.’
      

      
      ‘Oh doctor, no!’ Sally protested weakly.

      
      ‘You’ll do as you’re told, my girl.’ He patted her hand not unkindly. ‘If you get over this – and I’m not at all sure you
         will – you’ll need to take better care of yourself. You can’t go on as before.’
      

      
      ‘Sally will have whatever she needs, doctor.’ Niamh covered Sal’s hand with her own as she fixed her mother with a look, daring
         her to say otherwise.
      

      
      ‘Send for my niece – my niece, Gladys.’ Sally ground out the words, speaking with difficulty. ‘Widowed just now. Lives up
         Castlemaine. Send for Gladys O’Shea.’
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