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Late February 1866



Xanthe Blake stared out of the kitchen window at the parched Australian landscape. The grass outside the paddocks was beige because it was summer and hadn’t rained for two months. Leathery dried leaves lay in drifts here and there, rotting more slowly than English leaves did. Since water was precious, she picked up the tin washing-up bowl and carried it outside, tipping it carefully along the nearest row of vegetables. A sudden longing for the green fields and soft air of Lancashire swept over her. She’d grown up there, had been forced to come to Australia and work as a maid nearly three years ago – and didn’t intend to stay here for much longer.


‘Penny for them.’


She realised she’d been standing there lost in thought and turned to see her employer standing in the doorway, giving her one of his serious, assessing looks. She had a great deal of respect for Conn Largan, who might have come here as a convict, but he’d been convicted on political charges, which didn’t make him a criminal in her eyes. Anyway, his mother had assured them he’d been innocent and Mrs Largan wasn’t a liar.


‘My thoughts aren’t worth a penny.’ She tried for a light tone, but could see from the way he tilted his head to one side and studied her that he wouldn’t be deflected. As an ex-lawyer he was a very shrewd man, but he was kind, too, and she was tempted to confide in him.


‘You’re an intelligent woman and your thoughts are usually well worth listening to, Xanthe,’ he urged gently.


So she told him, because she was aching to talk to someone about her problem and this was one time when she couldn’t confide in her twin. ‘I’m trying to work out two things: first, where I should go from here and second, how to persuade Maia to let me go on my own and leave her here at Galway House where she’s happy.’


He was silent for so long she nearly went back into the kitchen.


‘It’d be better for Maia if you took her with you,’ he said at last.


‘How can you even think that? I want to travel, but she’s a homebody – and besides, she’s absolutely devoted to your mother.’ Maia was devoted to her master too, though Xanthe was never quite sure whether Conn knew that her sister loved him. She was fairly sure his mother was aware of it, but open as she was about most things, Mrs Largan had never even hinted at it.


He began pacing up and down, avoiding looking directly at her. ‘I can find other maids to do the housework and care for my mother, if you’ll give me a little time.’


She was puzzled by that. Did he really want to get rid of them both? ‘That’s not easy in the Swan River Colony. There are ten men to every woman here and people with money are desperate for maids. You might not realise it, but Maia and I have had lots of other offers since we started working for you. Men come to see you about horses but they also come to me and Maia secretly, begging us to go and work for their wives.’ One or two had wanted more from her, but she wasn’t going to sell her body, however much they offered. No less than three of the younger men who lived nearby had proposed marriage to her, on the briefest acquaintance. She’d had no hesitation in refusing.


She wished sometimes she was ugly, then men wouldn’t pester her in that way. Unlike the other young women she’d known, she’d never met one with whom she wanted to spend her whole life, so had decided there was something wrong with her. But since she and her sisters had inherited money from their uncle, she didn’t need to marry to find a man to support her, wouldn’t even need to work for a living as long as she didn’t live extravagantly. She was lucky, or she would be once some of her inheritance was sent to her in Australia. Until then, she was as short of money as she’d always been.


‘I could send back to Ireland for a maid or two,’ Conn said. ‘Though I realise that would take nearly a year and you may not be willing to wait so long.’


‘I can’t go anywhere till our money comes through. When Pandora wrote to let us know she’d got back safely to England, she said it might take some time to sell the cottages my uncle left us, then find someone to bring the money to us here. She and Zachary want to buy the shop from us, so there’ll be more money to come later from that, as well.’


He frowned again. ‘It’s not going to be easy to get money out here safely. And even when you get it, where would you keep it? The Post Office Savings Bank or the Perth Building Society? Neither has been open long enough to prove themselves safe. Other banks here haven’t lasted long, either. I wonder now . . .’ He turned away, staring into the distance, then said thoughtfully, ‘A close friend of mine is thinking of coming out for a visit, possibly to settle here. I’d trust Ronan with my life. He could perhaps bring you some of the money at the same time. There’s nothing like good golden sovereigns safe in your purse or strongbox.’


He paused to let her think about it, strolling to the fence to stare across the grassy paddock, the grass of which was kept more or less green by regular watering from the well.


Conn Largan was like that, Xanthe thought, watching him. He never tried to force a quick reply or impose his opinions on others. Had he always been so reasonable or had being transported done that to him? she wondered. Most men brought up with a privileged background like his were not nearly as courteous towards their servants – especially a servant who was thinking of giving notice.


‘That might be a good idea,’ she said at last. ‘I shan’t want all my money bringing here anyway because I’m definitely going back to England at some stage, and will probably stay there, so—’


There was a gasp behind her and she swung round to see her twin staring at her in dismay from the kitchen doorway. Seeing her sister was always like looking at a slightly altered image of herself in the mirror. Physically, they were almost identical, tall and with the same dark hair and eyes, but Maia was slightly plumper and softer looking. In character they weren’t at all alike. Xanthe knew she was far more decisive, while Maia was too gentle for her own good.


Her twin rushed across to grab her arm. ‘You can’t mean that, Xanthe. I know you said last year that you weren’t staying here for ever, but I thought you’d settled down. You’ve seemed happy enough.’


‘I made up my mind to enjoy the experience of living in Australia until I could see my way clear to moving somewhere else. I haven’t changed my mind at all. I just – didn’t see the point of upsetting you.’


‘When must we leave? Can we at least stay until I find a replacement to look after Mrs Largan? Oh, I shall miss her so much!’


Xanthe looked at her sadly. ‘You don’t want to leave at all, love. You know you don’t.’


‘I’ll not be separated from you.’


‘You hate travelling and I want to do quite a bit of that, though at least you’re not seasick like poor Pandora was.’ When her sister would have spoken, she held up one hand. ‘No, let me finish, Maia. You prefer staying at home, being with people you know, while I like to meet new people. That was the best part of the voyage out here, talking to people, going to the classes on the ship, learning new things.’


She looked over her shoulder and saw to her relief that Conn had moved further away, leaving them to talk privately. Still, she lowered her voice. ‘Besides, how can you leave? You love him, don’t you?’


Maia’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You know I do. But it’s hopeless. He’s an educated gentleman and I’m just a mill girl, even if I do have a little money behind me now. He’d never look at someone like me in that way.’


‘You’re not just anything. Our father didn’t only give the four of us fancy Greek names, he made sure we grew up with a love of books so that we could keep our minds fed as well as our bodies. You’re the equal of anyone else in understanding.’


‘As if other people care about that! What they think important is knowing your place in society and behaving accordingly.’


‘When have we ever done what was expected of us? We’re our father’s daughters in more ways than one. If not, we’d be long married with a gaggle of children tugging at our skirts. Well, I shan’t ever—’ She saw her sister’s expression change. ‘Oh, I’m a fool to talk like that! There’s nothing you’d have liked better than a gaggle of children, is there?’


Maia tried to smile. ‘It wasn’t to be. I’m twenty-seven and I’ve never met the right man, even though quite a few tried to court me when we lived in Lancashire. I’d not settle for anything less than a husband I could love. Look how happy Cassandra and Reece are. I want that sort of marriage or none. He’s a fine brother-in-law, isn’t he?’


‘Yes, she’s fortunate to have found him.’ Xanthe gave her a hug and there they left it.


But she hadn’t changed her mind. Once she got her money, she was leaving Australia – and on her own. Life here was too limited for her taste and sometimes she felt like screaming at the boring repetition of her daily routines. She didn’t enjoy being the housekeeper, though she did her work as well as she could, out of sheer pride.


In Lancashire a few months later, Pandora Carr woke up feeling sick. She lay still and closed her eyes, willing it to go away, but it didn’t.


‘Are you all right?’ Zachary asked.


‘No. I’m feeling sick again.’ She heard him suck in his breath and knew what he was hoping. ‘I must be expecting a child,’ she admitted.


‘Oh, my darling girl! I’m so happy.’


She risked a slight movement to look at him. His plain bony face was lit up with joy. He’d never be handsome but he was attractive to her and to others too because of the kindness of his nature. ‘I’m not sure how I feel about it,’ she admitted. ‘It’s too soon.’


He laughed softly. ‘Children come when chance wills it. And anyway, didn’t we say we wanted three or four?’


‘Not yet, though. I’ve hardly settled into the routine of the shop. We’ve not even been back in England for a year. You and I have so many plans now that the war in America is over and the town’s mills are coming to life again.’ She and Zachary intended to buy her sisters’ share of her uncle’s shop, where he’d worked since he was twelve and which he loved.


‘I know, love, but we’ll manage just fine with a baby. I’ll make sure my children never want.’ He watched her anxiously. ‘Can I help in any way? There must be something wrong if you’re not bouncing out of bed.’


She smiled wanly. ‘I’ve a sudden longing for a cup of tea, very sweet. Could you ask Dot to bring one up, please?’


He leaned forward to press a kiss on her forehead. ‘I’ll do it straight away.’ He’d heard their maid get up a little while ago.


Half an hour later Pandora got up and although she felt a little dizzy at first, her body soon settled down again. She was even more grateful than usual for the wonderful indoor bathroom and smiled wryly as she remembered her days working as a maid in Australia, sleeping in a tent, fetching all the water from the well, using a trench for a privy at first. It had been hard, especially after her eldest sister Cassandra got married and left her on her own with their employers.


The thought of her three sisters brought tears to her eyes, as it often did. She’d been so desperately homesick in Australia, she’d been wasting away with unhappiness, but the others had loved it there and refused to come back to England with her.


She knew they’d always keep in touch by letter but that wasn’t very satisfying and it still hurt to be so far away from them. Things would never be the same as when they’d lived together. Why, it took over six months to send a letter and get a reply. She’d been expecting to hear from at least one of her sisters for the past few weeks.


Sighing, she finished getting dressed and went down to the kitchen to discuss the day’s work with Dot – she still wasn’t used to having a maid – then into the shop to see Zachary before it opened.


‘Feeling better now?’ he asked with a smile.


‘Much better. What are you going to do today? How is the new tea blend you created?’ She felt shut out of the shop, because only men served there and they didn’t like her even making suggestions openly, so she had to do that through Zachary, for his sake.


‘Blake’s Best Tea is selling well. Your uncle always said I had a good sense of taste and smell, and I think I’ve achieved as good a blend as he did. Today I’m going to look at the shelving in the shop. I’m sure we can arrange things more efficiently. I want your help there. We can study it together then draw up plans. So have a think about it.’


She loved the way he tried to include her. ‘Breakfast is ready now. You’d better hurry up or the shopmen will be here.’


Just as Blake’s Emporium was opening, the postman arrived at the house door with a letter from Australia. Pandora beamed at the mere sight of it. How marvellous that a small thing like a letter could come so far in safety! She blinked away tears as she traced out Xanthe’s handwriting on the envelope with her fingertips.


Closing the house door, she went to stand at the inner entrance to the shop, waving the envelope triumphantly at her husband. He grinned and waved back, knowing this letter would make her day.


Then she could wait no longer and hurried upstairs to the parlour to read it. A quick glance showed her that it was mostly in Xanthe’s handwriting this time. There would be inserts from both Maia and Cassandra, though, there always were.


Only there weren’t any inserts this time. It was a long letter in which Xanthe poured out her heart. And what she read both upset and delighted Pandora. It might mean she’d see her sister again.


And whatever Xanthe said, she didn’t think Maia would let her twin go so far away.
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Ronan Maguire waited till he was alone to open the letter from his friend Conn in Australia, reading it with great interest and locking it away carefully afterwards in his travelling writing desk. His mother wasn’t above going through his things and as he could never stay angry with her, he found it easier to keep his private papers secure.


Down in the parlour he went to stand by the window, looking out over the rain-swept landscape at the big house at the far end of the drive. Ardgullan had been in the family for generations. It must be ten times as big as the dower house, where his mother had lived since she was widowed. His mother’s house was set back in a small patch of woodland near the gates and he sometimes wondered if the ancestor who’d built it had deliberately placed it as far away as possible from the main family residence.


An even heavier downpour pounded against the window panes. Fine summer weather this was! He heard his mother come in behind him and said with a sigh, ‘It’s done nothing but rain lately.’


She linked her arm in his. ‘This is Ireland. We’re famous for our rain. Why don’t you go for a ride anyway?’


‘I’d come back drenched and cold. That’s not my idea of enjoyment.’


‘Going to Italy and Greece spoiled you. Though I do get fed up with the rain too. But the gardener says it’ll be fine tomorrow. I haven’t ridden since I was a girl and I don’t miss it. So smelly, horses! I suggested your brother put in a croquet lawn at the big house. It’s all the rage, croquet. It’d give us something pleasant to do.’


‘Who would you play with? Our village is too small to provide you with any suitable partners.’


She shrugged. ‘I could play with you when you’re here.’


‘As I’m not here half the time, it’d be a waste. Hubert wouldn’t play. He’s not a sociable animal, my brother. Anyway, I doubt he could afford it. Have you seen the condition of the estate cottages? The whole village is in a sorry state. I wonder he doesn’t do something about that. It’s much more important.’


‘You’re always going down to the village and talking to common people. You should spend more time with people of your own class.’


‘I grew up with some of those men in the village and we played together as boys.’


She let go of his arm, moving away to fiddle with the ornaments on the mantelpiece. ‘Well, you’re not boys now. What you need, my dear, is to settle down with a wife and children. That would steady you.’


‘Hubert isn’t married and he’s the eldest. Turn your matchmaking on to him.’


‘I’ve got one or two young women in mind but he’s as stubborn as you. He says he wants to get the estate in better order before he thinks of marrying.’


‘Because of Father’s gambling.’


‘Yes.’ She didn’t comment on her late husband’s weakness for cards; she never had. ‘Well, at least my youngest son has married well and Patrick’s given me grandchildren, too – though they’re in England so I hardly ever see them.’


She’d been saying that sort of thing for years, introducing Ronan to a string of eligible young ladies, but he hadn’t met a single one who wasn’t a dead bore. Hubert hated social occasions and avoided them when he could, even though he was the landowner now. He avoided his own family too, preferring to sit on his own in the evenings. Ronan had never understood him and if they hadn’t been brothers wouldn’t have bothered with him at all.


His mother shook his arm to get his attention. ‘You’re not listening. Do think about finding a wife. I’m sure it’d make you happier.’ She flung herself down in a chair.


‘I doubt it. And I’d need a house to put a family in, which I don’t have.’


‘You’ve the money to buy one. You had a very comfortable legacy from your great-aunt Mary. You could live nearby and make your poor old mother happy. You’re thirty, Ronan darlin’. If you wait much longer, it’ll be too late for you to father children.’


He didn’t let himself smile, but he doubted he’d have trouble with that. He’d fathered one illegitimate child already and had seen it well provided for.


She began drumming her fingers on the arm of her chair. ‘It’s all that travelling that’s unsettled you. Have you any idea how much I worry when you’re off on one of your trips?’


‘I’ve always been perfectly safe.’


‘Then perhaps you could take me with you one day. I get very bored here sometimes when you’re away.’


He’d hate to travel with her. She’d be fussing about every little thing. ‘I think you like your comforts too much to travel, Mother.’


‘It might be worth the discomfort. I get very lonely here when you’re away.’ She forced a smile. ‘Maybe one day I’ll surprise you all, and go off to see a bit of the world. London. Paris. Rome. You make them sound so interesting.’


The wind suddenly howled round the house and he thought longingly of warm, lazy days in Italy and Greece. But the less frequented parts of southern Europe weren’t very safe at the moment so he didn’t feel inclined to risk his life there till things settled down. There had been years of patchwork troubles, with the shifting of territories and minor kingdoms from Austria to Prussia to France. Who knew what would happen next? He’d no mind to run into danger.


‘Well, I’d better go and write some letters.’ He left her with her embroidery.


In his bedroom he unlocked the writing desk and took out the newest letter, rereading it carefully. He was very tempted to accept the invitation to visit Australia. Conn wasn’t guilty of conspiring against Queen and country, but his cousin Michael had given convincing evidence against him. All Ronan had been able to do was sort out the finances so that when his friend arrived in Australia, there was money waiting for him.


How could justice go so awry? Conn had received no support from his damned father, either.


Someone rode up to the front door. Good. A caller. That would cheer his mother up. But a few minutes later she called up the stairs, her voice urgent. ‘Ronan! Come quickly! They’ve just sent a message round from Shilmara. Poor Mr Largan has had a seizure and is like to die. We must call on Kathleen at once, to offer our sympathy and help.’


‘Didn’t I tell you I’d never cross that threshold again?’


‘You’ll respect our neighbour in his last hours, if you respect nothing else, Ronan Maguire, or you’re no son of mine.’


When she spoke as sharply as that he usually did what she wanted. And in any case, it occurred to him suddenly that if he did go to Australia, Conn might like to know how things were at his old family home.


‘I’ll go and have the horses put to,’ he called back.


When he came back into the house to tell her the carriage was ready, his mother met him, arms akimbo, cheeks flushed with anger. He looked at her in puzzlement. Fenella Maguire’s temper was mercurial at the best of times, but this sudden change of mood baffled him. ‘What’s upsetting you now?’


‘Your friend Conn seems to think you’ve agreed to go and visit him in that heathen place.’


‘You’ve been reading my letters again.’


She tossed her head. ‘And why should I not? You left the latest lying about. How was I to know it contained secrets? I’m your mother, aren’t I? And anyway, I’ve a right to read what comes into my own house. I’ll not have you going so far away! You’re staying here in Ireland and that’s my final word.’


Her prying made up Ronan’s mind for him. He was going, but he wouldn’t tell her that until he’d finalised his plans. No use trying to change her. She’d interfere in their lives and nag them for as long as she had breath in her body. She meant well, he’d grant her that, but he didn’t want her pushing him into a marriage like his brother Patrick’s, one where neither cared about the other, only about money and their position in county society. Ronan intended to follow his own destiny, wherever it led.


‘Are you ready to leave, ma’am?’


Something in his voice and the formal way he called her ‘ma’am’ instead of ‘Mother’ must have warned her that he was seriously annoyed. She looked at him a little warily, hesitated and when he said nothing more about Conn’s letter, put her hand on his arm and let him lead her out to the waiting carriage.


He could see Shilmara long before they got there, a sprawling, two-storey building on a rise overlooking a small lake. He’d not visited it since Conn sailed for Australia and wondered what they’d think of him coming here today. Well, who cared what they thought? He was here for Conn’s sake, not because a scheming, lying old man lay on his deathbed.


A groom came running to open the carriage door, whispering, ‘’Tis grand to see you again, Mr Ronan. Have you heard from Mr Conn lately?’


‘I heard only yesterday. He’s doing well in Australia, breeding horses. You know how good he always was with animals.’


‘And his mother?’


‘She’s in better health there in the warmer climate, though still not able to move about easily.’


‘It’s good to be hearing that. The poor lady used to suffer terrible bad from the rheumatism.’


A cough from inside the carriage reminded them of their obligations and Ronan went to help his mother get out.


‘Do you have to chat to grooms like that?’ she snapped as they climbed the stairs to the front door.


‘I’ve known Bram since we were lads together. It’s only natural he’d be asking after Conn and Mrs Largan.’


‘That woman didn’t know her duty to her husband. I can’t even bear to speak her name.’


To his mind, when she fled to join her son in Australia, Mrs Largan had been obeying a higher duty, serving the cause of truth and justice rather than staying out of duty with the husband who’d allowed them to jail his son on a trumped-up charge without making a single protest. Ronan thought less of his mother for her changed attitude towards a woman who had been her closest friend for years. ‘We’ll not be arguing about that again.’


She tossed her head and led the way through the front door, which had been opened by then. The Largans’ housekeeper was waiting to show them in.


He slowed down to greet her by name as well, to his mother’s annoyance.


‘It’s nice to see you again, Peggy. I hope your mother is better.’


She nodded but after a glance towards his mother said only, ‘Mrs Kathleen is waiting for you in the parlour, Mrs Maguire.’


‘Thank you.’


As they entered the room, Kathleen Largan moved forward from the window, where she must have been watching their arrival. ‘Won’t you sit down?’ she asked her female visitor. She didn’t attempt to greet Ronan, hadn’t spoken to him since he helped her husband. As if he’d disown a good friend like Conn. He went to stand on the other side of the fire, one hand resting on the mantelpiece, and prepared to endure a boring visit.


His mother shot him a glance warning him to behave, then said in the cooing voice she used when out in society, ‘We heard about Mr Largan and came to enquire. How is your poor dear father-in-law?’


‘Holding his own, the doctor says. That’s all we can hope for at the moment.’


‘Was it a bad seizure?’


‘Yes. One side of his body is completely paralysed and he’s only half-conscious. I’ve sent for Kieran – in case.’


Well, Ronan thought, Conn’s oldest brother would be a much nicer person to have as a neighbour. He wouldn’t make his tenants’ lives a misery as that wicked old man had done. James Largan had sat in the pocket of the English from the moment he’d inherited, even changing his religion to suit, furious when his wife and sons hadn’t followed his example.


The two women chatted for perhaps five minutes. Kathleen didn’t address a single remark to Ronan, which suited him just fine. She really was a strange woman, rigid in her ways and he knew Conn had only married her under strong pressure from his father.


As he listened, Ronan studied the room, thinking how shabby it was looking these days. Were the Largans also short of money, then?


When he and his mother took their leave, he was again ignored by his hostess. He wondered what she’d do without her father-in-law to look after her. He knew Kieran couldn’t stand her and doubted he’d let her live at Shilmara after his father died.


The visit made Ronan wonder whether he’d ever be coming back here again himself. Perhaps he’d stay in Australia. Or if he did return to Ireland, he might buy himself a house somewhere else. Oh, who knew what the future held?


But the thought of buying a house depressed him. He hadn’t unlimited money and would need to buy the sort of estate that brought in a regular income – and tend it carefully, too. So there would be no more travelling, except maybe to Dublin or London.


Did he want to settle down?


Did he know what he wanted?


Pandora paced up and down the parlour above the shop, staring through the window at the main street of Outham. Why, she thought rebelliously, were pregnant ladies supposed to hide away as if there was something indecent about their condition? Nothing was more natural than having a baby. And heaven forbid she should show herself in the shop now! Why the whole town might vanish in a clap of thunder if she did that!


Not that she considered herself a lady. She was neither fish nor fowl in that respect. She had worked in the mill when she was younger but now had money and property, so people didn’t know how to treat her.


She saw their lawyer’s clerk moving down the street and when he turned into the shop, she wondered what he wanted with Zachary. He’d better not avoid her if he was here on her business, because she wasn’t going to let anyone exclude her from helping manage her own inheritance.


Mr Dawson didn’t come out into the street and she wondered if Zachary had brought him out of the shop to have a private conversation in the hall that linked the two parts of the building. She went out to the head of the stairs, to see if she could hear them, annoyed that she had to resort to eavesdropping.


Sure enough, Zachary’s voice floated up to her. ‘I don’t like to disturb my wife with this, in her condition, so perhaps I can come to Mr Featherworth’s rooms in about an hour, when things will be less busy in the shop?’


Angry at this, she called down the stairs, ‘You won’t be disturbing me and if it concerns me or my sisters, I insist on being involved.’


There was a brief silence and she could imagine the two men exchanging glances, then Zachary called, ‘I’ll send Mr Dawson up, then, and I’ll join you in a moment or two, my dear.’


She heard the sound of footsteps and Mr Dawson came round the turn in the stairs. She was quite prepared to say something sharp if he avoided looking at her and her baby-filled stomach, as some men did, but instead he gave her a beaming smile as he got to the top.


‘No need to ask how you are, Mrs Carr. You’re blooming.’


‘Do come and sit down. How is your wife?’


He blushed. ‘She too is – um – in a delicate condition.’


She looked at him in surprise. Both he and his wife were in their mid-forties and recently married, so no one had expected them to have a child. ‘How wonderful for you!’


He smiled but there was anxiety in his eyes. ‘She’s rather old for a first child, I’m afraid.’


‘Alice is in good health and was well-nourished during the Cotton Famine, so I think she stands as good a chance as any of a safe delivery.’


‘Yes, you’re right. I daresay I’m worrying for no reason. But since my sister died, Alice is all I have. If I lost her . . .’


She didn’t try to reassure him, because as far as she could see, women risked dying every time they bore a child. She was relieved to hear Zachary run lightly up the stairs and turned to stare at him challengingly, answering his most frequent questions even before he asked them. ‘No, I’m not tired and no, I shouldn’t be resting.’ She turned to Mr Dawson with a smile. ‘My husband fusses too much over me. I find it more than a little trying because I’m in excellent health. I hope you’re not driving your wife mad!’


Zachary gave her a wry, apologetic look and of course she couldn’t help smiling back at him. Impossible to stay angry with him. She turned back to the lawyer. ‘Well, Mr Dawson, please tell us why you’re here.’


‘You’ll be glad to hear that I’ve sold two of the three cottages you inherited, and for the prices we expected.’


Pandora clapped her hands together. ‘That’s wonderful news! So we can send a decent amount of money to my sisters. Have you worked out how we do that?’


‘Mr Featherworth has been looking into the matter, but it seems all the methods have their disadvantages. The main safeguard, we feel, is not to try to send the money all at once. If we send everything and the ship founders, as the London did in January in the Bay of Biscay, then the whole inheritance is lost. With the recent bank failures, we don’t feel sure of the banks, either. And they seem to be opening and shutting banks rather frequently in Australia, as they are here. So . . . the best thing would perhaps be to send some of the money in the form of gold sovereigns in the care of a responsible person. But I don’t know how to find someone one can trust absolutely.’


‘I know someone,’ she said, feeling smug at the surprise on their faces. ‘I had a letter from my sisters in Australia recently. Xanthe is going to leave the Swan River Colony and come back to England as soon as she gets some of her money, though she hopes to do some sightseeing en route. She said a friend of her employer is probably going out to Australia to visit the Largans, so Conn has written to him to ask if he’ll take some money out for them. He’d be very reliable, I’m sure. He’s not a poor man. And if he’s a friend of Conn’s we can definitely trust him. Until she gets some money, Xanthe can’t even afford her fare back, you see.’ She couldn’t withhold a sigh. Her three sisters were all so very far away!


‘Who exactly is this person?’


‘He’s called Ronan Maguire and is from a landowning family near Enniskillen. Xanthe’s sent me his name and address so that I can write to him.’


‘Perhaps it would be better if your husband did that?’ Mr Dawson suggested.


She breathed deeply. ‘I think I can manage to scratch a few words down legibly.’


Zachary smiled. ‘My wife has some very firm views on what she wants to do – and it is her money, after all.’


‘Legally, it’s yours now, as her husband.’


‘Then the law is wrong,’ he said quietly. ‘She inherited it. Were I to take it for my own use without her permission, it’d be no better than stealing.’


Pandora looked at him, feeling emotion bring tears into her eyes. Few men were so liberal in their views about their wives’ money. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly.


The look he gave her said he perfectly understood how she was feeling.


Strange that he was so liberal about this, yet would not countenance the idea of women serving in the shop. He insisted customers would regard it as lowering the tone, which would perhaps make them go elsewhere. She had to abide by that for the moment, because he did understand about running the grocery emporium, loved what he did, had been trained by her uncle, who’d made such a success of what had been quite a small shop before.


When a letter arrived a few days later, Ronan’s mother studied the envelope with a frown, not tearing it open as she usually did. He guessed it was for him and twitched it out of her hand.


‘Now, who would be writing to you from England?’ she demanded.


‘I don’t recognise the handwriting so I won’t know till I’ve read it.’


She looked at him expectantly but he took it up to his bedroom, promising himself that this time he’d make sure his writing desk was locked.



Dear Mr Maguire,



My sister Xanthe Blake works for Conn Largan in Australia. She’s written to say you’re considering visiting her employer there, and Mr Largan thinks you might agree to carry some money out to the Swan River Colony for us.


Would you be so kind as to do this?



If you agree, perhaps you could visit us before you start your journey? My husband Zachary and I would be happy to give you a bed for the night and to pay any expenses you incur in making this detour.


Pandora Carr (Mrs)


He smiled. Conn had mentioned the four sisters, two of whom worked for him, saying how unusual they were and how well-read. This one certainly wrote a fine, educated hand. He’d have expected it to be the husband who contacted him, though.


He’d certainly take up her invitation. He’d never been to Lancashire before and dearly loved to visit a new place. Were the industrial towns really as bad as William Blake’s poem suggested, with ‘dark satanic mills’ belching forth smoke?


Someone tapped on his bedroom door. ‘Mr Ronan, Bram Deagan is here to see you, says it’s urgent.’


‘I’m coming.’ Ronan carefully locked his writing desk and ran lightly down to the kitchen.


He found Bram sitting at the table with a cup of tea, looking utterly miserable. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘She’s dismissed me, sir, Mrs Kathleen has.’


‘Whatever for?’


‘Asking you about Mr Conn. She had a window open and overheard us.’


Ronan felt anger surge through him. That woman was as bad as old Mr Largan, harsh in her judgements, cruel to those who served her, but unlike her father-in-law she acted irrationally at times, so that you could never quite guess what she’d do or say next.


‘I wondered, sir, if you’d have a word with her? She refuses to pay me my wages, even. They’re surely owing to me? I’ve done the work, over two months of it, because it’s not long to quarter day.’


‘That’s not fair.’


‘My mother’s packing my things, sir – and crying her heart out. Mrs Kathleen says she’ll turn my parents out of their cottage if I’m not clear of the estate by nightfall and they’re to be grateful they’re allowed to stay. What am I to do without my money? I give most of my wages to the Mammy, so I’ve only a few shillings to my name.’


‘You’d better come here. We’ll find you a bed for the night, if only in the stables.’


‘We’ll do no such thing!’ his mother exclaimed from behind him.


Ronan turned round. ‘Mother, surely—’


‘I’ll speak to you in the parlour. And you!’ She turned to Bram. ‘Finish your cup of tea and wait outside. I’m sure Mr Maguire will give you a coin or two to help you on your way, but that’s all he’ll be doing.’


Ronan followed her into the parlour. ‘Are you really refusing to give Bram shelter for the night?’


‘Of course I am. It’d be disloyal to our neighbours to do otherwise.’


‘I thought you kinder than that, Mother.’


She glared at him. ‘Your first loyalty is to your own class and we’ve always been particularly close to the Largans.’


‘My first loyalty is to truth and justice – the same as Mrs Largan’s was.’ He waited, willing her to speak, but she kept her lips firmly pressed together. ‘If you’ll not change your mind, I shall leave with him.’


She gaped at him for a moment. ‘You can’t mean it! You’d turn on your mother and neighbours for a servant?’


‘I do mean it. I was leaving anyway, but this has only brought it forward. I’m definitely going to visit Australia.’


The colour drained from her face. ‘You’re going to him, aren’t you, Conn Largan?’


‘I am. And I’ll not be coming back to live here, either, not after what you and Kathleen have done today.’


She drew herself up. ‘Then may the Lord forgive you, Ronan, because I shall have trouble doing so.’ She turned and left the room, head held high.


He stood there for a moment feeling desperately sad. His mother would regret these harsh words in a day or two, she always did after her temper flared up. But it’d be too late then. He’d be gone. Ah, he’d let a little time pass and then write to her. She’d come round.


He went to speak to Bram, now standing outside the back door. ‘I’m sorry my mother won’t let you stay here, but as I’m leaving today, you can travel with me. In fact, I have a proposition to put to you, a possible job.’ He knew from Conn’s letters that a man who was good with horses would be sure of finding a job in a new country like Australia – probably with Conn himself. And Bram was more intelligent than most. Emigrating might give him chances he’d not find if he stayed here in Ireland.


His friend looked at him sadly. ‘I could hear you and your mother arguing from here. I’ll not be coming between you and your family, Ronan lad – sir, I mean. If you can lend me a pound or maybe two, and write me a letter saying I’m a good worker, I’ll manage somehow. And you can be sure I’ll pay you back one day, I swear to that.’


‘Don’t do anything hasty. We’ll talk further tonight. In the meantime, will you do me a favour? If I lend you a horse, will you take a message to John Docherty and bring back his answer?’


‘Of course.’


‘He’s a good friend, is John, and will lend us a carriage to take us and our luggage to the railway station in Enniskillen. It’s shocking how behind the rest of the world for rail travel Ireland is. Why, they’ve lines everywhere in England, and branch lines even to the smallest towns. Everyone uses that form of transport.’


‘Are you going to England, then?’


‘We are going to England, Bram. It’s only our first stop, though.’ He pulled out his watch and clicked his tongue in exasperation at how late in the afternoon it was. ‘Look, I’ll explain later. Will you trust me and come with me?’


Still the groom hesitated. ‘Are you sure you want to do this, sir? You’ve upset your mother and now you’ll be upsetting the Largans.’


‘I am sure. Very sure. That woman treats her servants badly and I for one can’t stomach it any longer. Why, she and old Mr Largan have even set my mother against Conn, a man we’ve all known and liked since boyhood. I can’t be doing with the hypocrisy and the downright cruelty of it all, Bram lad. I was going to leave anyway, I promise you.’


If Kieran returned, he might give Bram his job back, because Bram was a good worker. But there again, he might not. Being several years older than Conn and Ronan, Kieran hadn’t been one of their group of friends and had spent a lot of time away from the estate since he grew up. No, it wasn’t worth risking.


He saw that his old playmate was wavering and added firmly, ‘I’m leaving today whether you join me or not.’


‘Then I’d be honoured to travel with you.’
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Xanthe hummed as she cleared up the kitchen. It’d been months since Conn wrote to his friend who might be able to bring some money out to Australia for them. She needed to be patient but it was hard sometimes and she felt trapped here, even though she worked for such nice people.


Hearing a sound behind her, she spun round to see her mistress standing there, leaning on her walking stick.


‘You should have rung for me, Mrs Largan. It’s no trouble to come and see what you need.’


‘I wanted to catch you on your own. Maia’s cleaning my bedroom so perhaps you and I can have a quiet little chat? I’m worried about her, you see. Your decision to leave once your money comes through has made her so unhappy.’


Xanthe sighed. ‘I know. But I can’t help how we’re both made. I always felt we’d go our own ways one day, and I’ve tried to prepare her for it, but she refuses to believe me.’


‘Will you sit down and tell me about what you want to do? Or should I mind my own business?’


Xanthe helped her mistress to ease herself down into a chair then pulled up another for herself. ‘It’d be good to talk to someone who isn’t part of the problem, if you don’t mind, ma’am. The trouble is, I’ve always wanted to see the world. And Maia – well, she doesn’t want that.’


‘Do you want to become a lady explorer like Louisa Anne Meredith? I’ve read her accounts of her travels in the Antipodes and always envied her.’


‘You envied her?’


Susannah Largan smiled. ‘Yes. I was very interested in botany when I was younger and more able to go out and about. Does that sort of travelling interest you?’


‘No, not at all. I’ve no wish to go exploring wild places or living among savages.’ She smiled. ‘Growing up in the mill terraces with no gardens didn’t give you much chance to grow fond of plants, let alone study them, and I was always more interested in books than flowers. No, I want to see the other countries I’ve read about, especially Greece. My father loved the Greek language and myths so much. I want to go there for him. And then . . .’


‘Then what?’


‘I don’t know. See something of my own country, or yours, or Scotland. Visit Paris. I’ve read that a man called Thomas Cook is taking groups of people travelling to France and Germany. I could maybe go on some of his tours now that I have money.’


‘And where would you live in between your journeys?’


‘I could visit my sister Pandora or rent a little cottage somewhere pretty once she and Zachary have paid us something for our shares in my uncle’s emporium, because to be honest . . .’ She looked round, listening, not wanting Maia to hear this. ‘I don’t see myself ever coming back to live in Australia.’


‘That’ll upset your sister. And what will happen to Maia if I die?’ Mrs Largan asked. ‘She’ll be on her own then.’


Xanthe hesitated, unable to think of an easy answer to this.


‘You must both realise that her love for my son can lead nowhere.’


That was obvious to both her and her sister. Maia wasn’t stupid, after all. But Xanthe hadn’t realised Mrs Largan was aware of Maia’s feeling. Even this kindest of mistresses wouldn’t tolerate a marriage between her son and a young woman from the labouring classes. ‘I don’t think she expects anything to come of her feelings, to be truthful, ma’am. She knows gentlemen like your son don’t marry mill girls.’


‘Expecting is one thing, dreaming is another. If I didn’t need her so badly, I’d help her find another position, for her own sake.’ Mrs Largan looked down sadly at her twisted hands. She wished they’d told their maids the truth about Conn being married from the start. It might have stopped Maia falling in love with Conn – or perhaps not. Who could deny love? ‘Well, your other sister lives nearby. Maia could go to Cassandra if anything went wrong here. And in the meantime, if you do leave, I’ll look after her as best I can. Will that set your mind at rest a little?’


‘Yes. It will.’ Was her mistress hiding something? Xanthe wondered. Why was she talking of dying? Had her health deteriorated? She watched as Mrs Largan got slowly and painfully to her feet and left the room. Clearly the conversation was over.


But it had done little to solve Xanthe’s worries. She’d always been the strong one, protected her gentler sister, and she felt guilty about leaving. But she couldn’t give up her whole life for Maia, much as she loved her.


Two weeks after he left his mother’s house, Ronan got off the train in Outham and looked round with interest, smiling wryly to see that it was looking like rain here, too, with heavy grey clouds hanging low. His travels hadn’t included a Lancashire mill town before and he was hoping to get a tour of one of the huge monoliths with their towering chimneys. He’d not like to live here, though, fenced in by rows of streets on either side and with even the sky barred by ribbons of black smoke from the mills.


He realised a lad had asked him something and forced his attention back, having difficulty understanding the accent. ‘What? Oh yes, I would like a handcart for my luggage. I’m going to Blake’s Emporium.’


‘It’s just down the main street in that direction, sir,’ the lad said, not cheekily but as one equal to another, which was very different from the way poorer people in Ireland talked to the gentry.


The rest of Ronan’s things were in Southampton, waiting to be loaded on the ship. Bram was in London waiting for him. He’d given Bram enough money to look round the famous capital city of England, which he would probably never have a chance to visit again, and his boyhood friend had been as excited about that as a child.


Ronan had written a brief note to his mother to tell her he was sailing to Australia, but hadn’t received a reply. It didn’t usually take her more than a few days to get over a disagreement and he couldn’t think why she was staying so angry.


The lad stopped and gestured to the emporium, which had a handsome frontage with a big plate-glass window to the right of the entrance and a smaller one to the left. The name of the shop was written in big gold letters against a maroon background above the sparkling clean windows. A few tins and packages were arranged neatly in the narrow shop window and the whole of the inside seemed full of shelves containing groceries of all descriptions, some dry goods already weighed and set out in neat rows of packages of various colours. It had the air of a thriving business.


‘House door or shop, mister?’


‘I think it’ll be the house door,’ Ronan said, so the boy used the knocker and they waited patiently.


A young woman with a cheerful face and the white apron and cap of a maid answered it.


‘I’m Ronan Maguire. Your master and mistress are expecting me.’


She beamed at him. ‘Oh yes. Welcome to Outham, sir. If you’ll please to come in and leave your luggage here in the hall, I’ll get someone from the shop to carry it up to your bedroom in a few minutes.’


He paid the lad and followed her upstairs, where his hostess was waiting for him. She was glowingly beautiful, as some women are when expecting a child.


‘Mr Maguire. How kind of you to come and see us!’


He took her hand and shook it. ‘I’m always interested in visiting new places.’


She smiled. ‘You sound like my older sister Xanthe. She’s intending to use some of the money we’ve inherited to travel.’


‘With her husband?’


‘She’s not married.’


He hoped he’d hidden his surprise but he couldn’t help saying, ‘It isn’t usual for single ladies to travel on their own.’


‘I doubt we’re any of us “usual”, Mr Maguire. Our father worked in the mill and yet was learning Greek, while my sisters and I usually have our heads in a book when we have time.’ She sighed and glanced at an open book, lying beside her on the sofa. ‘At the moment, I have all too much time on my hands.’


He could only assume that her sister didn’t share her beauty, because it was normally dried-up spinsters who became globe trotters, a modern phrase he rather liked. He’d met a few such women on his travels and found them eccentric, bizarrely dressed and sometimes rather free in their behaviour.


Mr Carr didn’t come in from the shop to join them until the evening meal, which was served at six o’clock and which everyone called ‘tea’. After that he apologised for needing to go back to the shop, which didn’t close until nine o’clock.


‘Your husband works hard.’


‘Yes, but he loves it. I do the accounts but women aren’t welcome to serve in the better class of shop.’


She’d surprised him again. ‘Would you want to?’


‘Oh, yes. It’d be much more interesting than sitting here twiddling my thumbs.’ She smiled. ‘Most men wouldn’t let their wives near the accounts, but I’ve always been good with figures.’


‘Tell me about your sisters and how they wound up in Australia. Did you not want to go with them?’


So she explained about their aunt forcing them to go to Australia by kidnapping Cassandra and threatening to kill her. As their aunt had already killed her own husband, they’d been too afraid to refuse. ‘But I could never settle in Australia and was so homesick I became ill. In the end I had to come back to England on my own, but I miss my sisters dreadfully.’


It was said simply and quietly, but he could sense the deep sadness behind the words.


‘They’re starting to reduce the travel time now that steamships are coming into their own, and once the Suez Canal is finished, it’ll be even easier to get to and fro. If they prosper, and from what you’ve told me they sound very capable, I’d guess that one day they’ll come to visit you here.’


Her face lit up. ‘Do you really think so?’


‘I do indeed.’


‘Then you’ve given me a bright hope to comfort me.’


Fenella Maguire sat stabbing at a piece of needlework, bored with her own company and wishing she hadn’t quarrelled with her son. Ronan would come back, though, she knew he would. Didn’t they always make up their differences?


When she heard a carriage outside, she went to peep out of the window and saw Kathleen Largan get out, her black clothes fluttering in the breeze.


Fenella hurried to greet her in the hall. ‘Are you all right? I thought you’d be resting after the funeral.’


‘That was over a week ago.’


‘What shall you do now?’


She shook her head, frowning. ‘I don’t know. Kieran has told me he doesn’t want me staying at Shilmara. He’s offered to buy me a house wherever I like, Dublin, Belfast or England even, but I’d be among strangers and I don’t like that. I’ve always lived near here. I like living in the country. Why should I leave and go to live in a town, where I’d not be able to ride?’


Fenella wondered what to say to this. Kathleen wasn’t an easy person to live with, so she didn’t blame Kieran. James Largan should never have made his son marry her, because any children of the union might be like their mother, but everyone had supposed she’d brought a large dowry with her.


Kathleen hadn’t had any children, which was perhaps a good thing, but Fenella felt sorry for the younger woman, she did indeed. She’d once promised James Largan that if he died she’d keep an eye on his daughter-in-law. Strange how kind he’d always been to Kathleen. The younger woman didn’t have the knack of making friends, or even of getting on with people. Perhaps that was because of how her parents had treated her, keeping her always at home with a very strict governess. Children needed kindness and love, but Fenella doubted she’d ever had any.


Kathleen scowled down at her clasped hands. ‘There’s another thing I’ve been thinking about. Mr Largan’s wife won’t know he’s dead so I thought I might go and tell her.’


‘Go to Australia?’


‘Why not? It was his dying wish that his wife come back where she belongs and Kieran refuses to go and tell his mother or even to write to say she must come back, and cousin Michael won’t go, either. So . . . I thought maybe I could go. I’d do anything for Papa Largan. He was always so kind to me, kinder than anyone else ever has been. What do you think, Mrs Maguire?’ She began to fiddle with the material of her skirt, pleating it then smoothing it out.


‘You could just write to her.’


‘I don’t like writing letters.’


‘I could write for you.’


‘No. My mind’s made up. I want to go and see her myself, persuade her to help me.’


‘You know she’s living with Conn. You said you never wanted to see your husband again.’


Kathleen’s fingers stilled for a moment. ‘I don’t want to see him, but I must if I’m to see her. Since Mr Largan died, people have started treating me differently, as if . . . I’m a divorced woman or something terrible like that. It’s all because of Conn being a convict. I hate being married to a traitor.’


‘You are in a difficult position,’ Fenella admitted. Only James Largan’s influence had made sure that Kathleen was still accepted in the houses of the local gentry after her husband was transported.


‘So I’ve decided to go to Australia, see Mrs Largan, tell her what her husband wanted and try to persuade her to come back and live with me. That’d be more respectable, don’t you think? People would talk to me again if I was living with her.’


‘What about your husband?’


‘Conn can rot in hell for all I care!’


Fenella didn’t know what to say to that. If Kathleen moved out of the district, she didn’t think anything would make up for the fact that her husband was a convict who’d been transported to Australia. Socially, her young friend was ruined and would remain in a sort of limbo unless Conn died and she remarried. Even then, some people would refuse to socialise with her.


Fenella too would have looked askance on a convict’s wife if she hadn’t known the family and Kathleen all her life. She’d never been able to believe that Conn was a traitor. ‘Australia. That’s a long way to travel on your own.’


‘That’s why I came to see you. You told me your son wrote to tell you he’s going to Australia and you’re all on your own here now. You said last time I saw you that you were bored, so I thought perhaps you’d like to come with me, to make it all respectable.’


Fenella stared at her in shock, unable to speak or move for a few moments, then slowly the idea began to seem . . . possible . . . interesting even. She’d never travelled, never really wanted to until now, but she didn’t enjoy being a widow, particularly now that all her children had left home. In fact, life had become rather tedious and without Ronan to cheer her up, she couldn’t see it improving.


She sat and thought about it, vaguely aware of Kathleen staring at her, grateful that her companion didn’t say anything to interrupt her thoughts.


Should she go? Dare she go?


The alternative was to stay here and die of boredom. She’d had more than enough of that.


She was only mildly surprised to hear her own voice, sounding to come from a long way away. ‘Yes, I’ll do it. I’ll go to Australia with you. Why not? What have I got to keep me here at Ardgullan?’


Maia went to sit on the front veranda on her own. She felt too restless to sleep and since the night was mild with a full moon shining, she went to stroll round the gardens, which were only half-finished. They didn’t have proper flower beds yet, but there were paths winding among the remaining trees and a few bushes had been planted, some of which were in flower. There was always something in flower in Australia.


She didn’t try to stop the tears tonight. She tried not to weep at the thought of being separated from Xanthe, especially in front of her twin, but sometimes she just couldn’t help it. They’d always been so close, she and Xanthe.


After a few minutes she ended up on the far side of the stables and went to lean on the rough fence, made from sapling trunks alternating in a zig-zag pattern, each one set on top of another. She didn’t realise someone else was there until a man moved forward and she couldn’t help crying out in shock.


‘It’s only me.’


She’d recognise Conn’s voice anywhere. ‘It’s – um – a beautiful night, isn’t it?’


‘Too beautiful to be crying. What’s wrong?’


She scrubbed at her eyes, not knowing what to say, but the tears wouldn’t stop.


‘Ah, Maia!’ He pulled her into his arms and held her close. ‘Are you fretting because your sister wants to leave?’


‘I don’t think I can bear it. We’ve never been parted before.’ She sobbed against him, unable to hold back the tears that had built up over the past few months.


When her weeping eased, he fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled handkerchief. ‘Here. It’s more or less clean.’


She tried to take it from him but her hand was shaking so badly she dropped it and when he picked it up, he clasped her fingers around it with his big warm hands and then stilled. She heard him suck in his breath sharply and looked up at him. The moonlight was shining down on them both like a blessing.


For a moment neither of them moved, then he pulled her close to him and said simply, ‘It won’t go away, this feeling between us, will it?’


‘No. Conn, I know I’m only a maid, but I lo—’
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