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            For my parents, Philippa and Bryon, with love. Silver Thread.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Way of Heaven is to benefit others and not to injure.
 
            Lao-Tzu (sixth century BC)
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            4 April 1841

         
 
         The grey walls of Millbank receded until they were a dark huddle on the edge of the world. The sun spread across the water, refracting into shards where their oars dipped.
         
 
         A light that would leave scars.
 
         The Thames snaked towards the sea, carrying the procession of rowing boats, in each a huddle of silent women. The last boat was piled with luggage of modest proportions; canvas sacks, wicker baskets and battered hat boxes. And a single trunk.
 
         The small liberties of freedom – a walk to the market or an idle afternoon in the sun – were hopes once. Now a length of ribbon would seem like freedom. Still, what could be worse than Millbank prison?
 
         For those who had left their children, there was only the grief. Against this, the guilt of any crime was incidental.
 
         At the mouth of the river the currents collided, creating ridges of tidal water frilled with dirty foam. The Thames was opening to the sea. The white water churned like a bilious stomach. Behind the boats, the rising sun traced a copper edge along rooftops and chimneys; a burnished London; a trick of the light.
 
         There was time for one last glance at the receding city; a moment to take in its outline and shape. Once the entire world, London now looked no larger than a page in a picture book, and so pretty that it might be the Otherworld.
 
         All of a sudden the light changed, revealing the new factories along the banks, their chimney stacks exhaling wraiths of smoke, their pipes leaking into the inky river.
         
 
         Ahead of them lay an unfathomable voyage and a land beyond the seas. This farewell to London might be for ever. Now, there was only the sea, and the shadowy form of a ship appearing through the fog. Drawing closer still, they could read the name painted at the towering prow of their new prison.
 
         Rajah.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            I
            
 
            Linen
            

         
 
         
            I am told that in your country, opium smoking is forbidden under severe penalties. This means that you are aware of how harmful it is. So long as you do not take it yourselves, but continue to make it and tempt the people of China to buy it, such conduct is repugnant to human feeling and at variance with the Way of Heaven.
            
 
            ‘Your country lies 20,000 leagues away; but for all that, The Way of Heaven holds good for you as it does for us, and your instincts are no different from ours; for nowhere are men so blind as not to distinguish what brings profit and what does harm.
 
            
                

            
 
            From a letter to Queen Victoria from 
 Imperial High Commissioner Lin Zexu, 1839
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               I arise today 
               
 
               Through the strength of heaven; 
               
 
               Light of sun, 
               
 
               Radiance of moon, 
               
 
               Splendour of fire, 
               
 
               Speed of lightning, 
               
 
               Swiftness of wind, 
               
 
               Depth of sea, 
               
 
               Stability of earth, 
               
 
               Firmness of rock. 
               
 
                         ST PATRICK (FIFTH CENTURY BC)
               

            

         
 
         Do not think of him. 
         
 
         Rhia had been not thinking about William all afternoon and it showed. She squinted: the pattern was crooked.
 
         Everything was out of shape lately. Serpentine, Mamo would have said. Life does not always beat an even rhythm, Rhiannon. It meanders like chords on a harp. The resonance of the old woman’s voice seemed to move the air. She could almost be in the room. Rhia let her paintbrush drop into the tray. She had tried to resurrect the pattern all afternoon and it still looked as wrinkled as silk moiré. Now the light was only fit for catching swirls of dust, the sun so low that it filtered through the canvas, making her pigments as translucent as coloured glass.
         
 
         She blamed William. He should not have called.
 
         It could have been a day given, with the front room all to herself and nothing to do but paint. It could have been. The question was, would her father understand that she’d had to tell William what had happened in Greystones all those years ago? It was unlikely.
         
 
         To Connor Mahoney, truth was a holy thing. So was chastity. And marriage. This was the kind of rhetoric he had brandished since Rhia was old enough to irk him. She had always been expert at it. She understood, now, that it depended on the nature of the truth, and that discretion outranked honesty. Sadly, she possessed neither.
         
 
         A carriage bell tinkled and, not for the first time that day, Rhia wished herself in Greystones, walking barefoot on the shale, listening only to the sea and the gulls.
 
         Connor Mahoney’s boots tapped briskly up the stairs.
 
         Rhia removed her smock. She paced to the front window. She smoothed her hair in its reflection and paced back to the fireplace. There was absolutely no need to tell him that she had upset his cherished William. It would all blow over and they would be married next February as scheduled. The time for having a say in such matters was past – the fact remained that no one else had offered. The fact remained that she had not fallen in love.
 
         Or else, she had not fallen for love.
 
         Rhia shivered and cast about for her shawl. The air had moved again.
 
         Mamo despised cynicism.
 
         Connor Mahoney’s voice murmured in the hallway, talking to Hannah. Rhia retrieved her shawl from the floor and turned to the fire, her back to the door. She softened her gaze, looking for shapes in the flames, dancing like dervishes. She willed them to lend her their grace. Rhia could sense her father’s mood through the wall. He was unusually irritable lately. This was most definitely not the time to tell him that she had insulted her fiancé.
         
 
         The door opened.
 
         ‘Rhia.’
 
         Strange how you could tell someone was angry with you just by the way they spoke your name. She could think of nothing she had done to rile him lately.
 
         ‘Father.’
 
         His jaw was squared for a fight. His anger made him look old and ugly, though his frame was trim and his thick hair still as bright as copper. He snapped a folded piece of paper at her. ‘I’ve had a letter from William.’
 
         Rhia had not expected this. ‘From William?’ Her voice sounded high and unnatural. The letter must have been written as soon as he had left her.
 
         ‘He has withdrawn his offer,’ said her father.
 
         ‘Withdrawn his—!I am to be …’ Rhia strode to the door and back, smashing a pipe dish to the floor with her skirts. She took a breath. ‘I am not a property,’ she spat. The flames had lent her nothing. She clenched her fists, took another breath and suddenly felt like laughing. She lowered her eyes and stared hard at the pattern on the Persian rug. It only reminded her of her failed painting. Persians could design patterns fit for the feet of a goddess.
         
 
         ‘Until you are married, you are as my property, and I will not have you become a burden on this household.’ He was almost choking on the words but they hit their mark. He had never called her a burden before. He would regret it, she thought, though with almighty self-restraint she held her tongue. She would say the wrong thing and he would see that she was unrepentant – relieved rather than ashamed.
         
 
         He paced between the cutting table and the wall of shelves where the cloth was stored, his hair falling across his spectacles, his cheeks hot with emotion. He was not finished. ‘You should have been married years ago, and now I wonder if anyone will have you.’
         
 
         Rhia had wondered the same thing herself.
 
         He stood with his back to her, talking to the bolts of fabric. ‘William O’Donahue is a respectable and successful merchant. He would have been a great asset to this family – to the business.’
         
 
         Rhia flinched. Restraint be damned. ‘Is that what this is about? The business? William is a dullard who does not dare to wed a woman who is cleverer than he. I’m glad I need not see his face each day!’
         
 
         Her father spun and glared at her, his eyes burning. ‘I did not raise you to have opinions! If it were not for your … were it not for your mother’s family, then you would be like any agreeable Dublin girl. Instead, you read the papers and tour the city like a milkmaid. I see now that you have deliberately offended William in order that he be forced to cancel the engagement. What in tarnation did you say to him?’
 
         ‘I did no such thing! I would not.’ Rhia lowered her voice. ‘I told him what happened the winter Michael Kelly was arrested.’
 
         Connor Mahoney was silent. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse. ‘You told him that you helped those tenants; that you made a Protestant landlord look like a blackguard?’
 
         Rhia held his gaze. She had only done what anyone with an ounce of compassion would have. The weavers were being evicted because their rent was not paid. It was the middle of winter. They might have starved. They would certainly have frozen. She had taken them to Mamo’s cottage. Not long after, Michael Kelly’s boys torched a shipment belonging to the same landlord, a tea merchant. He, the landlord, came after Michael, who broke his nose. Michael was transported.
         
 
         Her father was glaring at her. She had not answered him. ‘Yes, I told him,’ she said quietly.
 
         ‘Foolish girl. O’Donahue is a business associate of the man Michael Kelly assaulted.’
 
         ‘All the more reason not to marry him.’
 
         ‘You are a devil in petticoats!’ He slammed the flat of his hand on the table.
 
         ‘And you are a damned tyrant! I should have married Thomas Kelly, at least he loves me.’
 
         He had once.
 
         ‘You will not breed with a weaver!’ He strode to the door and stopped with his hand on the knob. Without looking at her he said, ‘We shall discuss this further when your mother returns. I will dine at my club.’
 
         He left the room.
 
         She stood shaking with anger, her fingernails digging into her palms. ‘I am not a child!’ Rhia called after him, but the second she heard the front door close she collapsed onto the Chesterfield, feeling every bit a child. He was right, she should be married by now. William O’Donahue was from Belfast; he had not encountered her reputation before they met, and now she had turned him against her.
 
         Hannah knocked before she entered. She had no doubt heard everything, even if she hadn’t had her ear to the door. She scurried about more than was necessary, poking at the fire and lighting the lamps. ‘Will you have supper in here, miss?
 
         ‘I’m a devil in petticoats, Hannah.’
 
         The maid chuckled. ‘Well I never heard that one before. He’s only in a mood.’
 
         ‘He’s been in a mood for months. This time last year we would never have closed the front room for an entire day. And now I’ve turned away the only man in Dublin who might have married me.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll tell Tilly to make dumplings,’ Hannah said, and hurried away as though nothing could be more pressing.
 
         Rhia crossed the room and picked up her paintbrush. The motif was a spray of orange and yellow calendula. If she could make it right, everything else might straighten out too. When her father got home they would make amends. They never slept on a quarrel.
 
         
             

         
 
         At the sound of Hannah’s voice, Rhia’s eyes flickered open. She was on the Chesterfield and Hannah was leaning over her, reeking of tooth powder and glycerine. ‘There’s a fire!’ she puffed breathlessly. The candlestick in her plump hand tipped dangerously. Its flame cast skittish shadows around the walls and was the only fire in sight, as far as Rhia could see.
 
         She swung her feet to the floor in a tangle of skirts, catching Hannah below the knees. The maid clutched the arm of the Chesterfield to steady herself; Rhia stumbled around in the dark. There was something she had to remember. What? Shouldn’t there be smoke? She found the door to the hallway.
 
         ‘Quick, Hannah, wake the others, we must get everyone out of the house!’
 
         ‘It’s not in the house,’ puffed Hannah, following her. ‘It’s at Merchant’s Quay. The night-soil men saw it.’
 
         The storehouse.
 
         Rhia ran up the dark hallway towards the stairs, though she couldn’t think why. Boots? She collided with the banister in the dark, hitting her head and cursing. She could do without boots.
 
         Hannah was behind her when she turned, her nightgown as voluminous as sailcloth. ‘I’ve got Tom hitching up, and his brother’s taken the steed to fetch your mam. Don’t forget your cloak! And where’s your blessed boots? Merciful heavens, and Mr Mahoney’s not home yet …’
         
 
         Rhia stopped. This was what she needed to remember. ‘What is the time, Hannah?’
 
         Hannah didn’t know. She had found the boots and followed Rhia back down the hallway chattering anxiously. She mustn’t worry – her da would still be at his club, he wasn’t exactly going to be at the quay after the soil collection, was he? And would she please put on these blessed boots? It was the first of November, after all.
 
         Rhia stood at the front door, fumbling with the clasp of her old red cloak. There was no time to button boots. Of course he would still be at the club. He would be playing another game of cribbage, or talking about the new looms; or he’d decided to have another brandy or two because his daughter wasn’t to be married to a tea merchant after all.
 
         Outside, Tom the groom had hitched the two-seater and the horses were shifting and snorting restlessly, their breath trailing mist in the air. Tom was bleary-eyed, his pale hair in a tangle beneath his cap. He reeked of poteen. He nodded when Rhia climbed up beside him and slapped the reins before she was seated. The horses lurched forwards and she clutched the hammercloth to stop from toppling backwards. She searched her mind for a prayer.
         
 
         The chaise almost tipped as they clattered through St Auden’s Gate and past St Patrick’s. Rhia glanced at the cathedral. Would the saint give a damn about an irresolute Catholic?
         
 
         Save our storehouse and I’ll stop the cursing.
         
 
         Was it enough?
 
         And I’ll attend church.
         
 
         They’d reached an unsafe speed. Rhia looked sideways at Tom, tilted forwards, enjoying himself: the groom was a lunatic at the reins even when he’d not been at the drink. She should take them from him, but she wasn’t sure that she’d do any better. The mare was on edge; her ears pricked back.
         
 
         ‘Slow down, Tom! She’ll bolt if she gets any faster.’
 
         Tom nodded. ‘Aye, we’ll not stop before Kilkenny if Epona bolts. But I reckon Mr Mahoney’s at the storehouse.’
 
         ‘He’s not. He’s at his club.’
 
         ‘He’s not. It’s gone two.’
 
         Rhia’s heart pitched. The club closed at one. ‘Well then he’s gone to the quay to supervise the firefighters.’ This seemed reasonable.
 
         The sky above the waterfront was lit up as if all the saints of Dublin were swinging their blessed lanterns above Merchant’s Quay. As they rounded the corner of the last alley, Rhia braced herself to see the entire waterfront ablaze. But only the Mahoney storehouse was burning. This was somehow more devastating.
 
         Rhia leapt clear of the chaise before the wheels stopped. Connor Mahoney would be close to the front of the crowd, perhaps with the gardaí. She pushed her way through the press of spectators, their faces glowing eerily in the blaze. A wall of flames rose from the stone foundations where only yesterday had stood a wall of brick. The air was poisonous with fumes, the heat staggering. The quay was lit like a carnival, with people still arriving to watch along the opposite shore.
         
 
         She could not see him.
 
         She darted between fists of spectators, trying to see beyond the line of gardaí keeping the crowd back. She searched the faces of the men by the waterside. He must be on the other side, closer to the storehouse, but she would have to get around the gardaí. She moved along the edges of the crowd, as close to the furnace as she could get without being overcome by the heat. She might have got a little closer but someone grabbed her wrist, twisting it like a rope. The rough, unwashed wool of a garda’s tunic was suddenly in her face.
         
 
         ‘Tuilli!’ She spat before she could remember her wager with the saint. Perhaps cursing in Irish didn’t count?
         
 
         ‘Who are you calling bastard, you wee tinker?’ The garda’s expression was as dirty as his face. Rhia held his gaze and tried yanking her arm away, but his fingers pressed into the flesh of her wrist.
         
 
         ‘Loose your hand or I’ll bite it!’ she snapped.
 
         His hand was like a slipknot, fastening tighter when she twisted. He was strong. A ghost of a smile twitched at his lips. ‘You don’t want to be getting too close to a burning building, now. It could all come down faster than your legs can carry you away.’
 
         ‘Please! It’s my family’s storehouse. I’m looking for my father!’
         
 
         ‘You’re never the Mahoney lass?’ The raised eyebrows and swift appraising glance said it all. Her hair would be like a bird’s nest – it always was after sleep – and her favourite cloak was old. Her feet, she suddenly realised, were bare. The dark looks of the Black Irish came from her mother’s side, and Black Irish were as good as tinkers to many Catholics. People thought them of dark nature, as well, which was occasionally useful.
 
         ‘There’s a bold-hearted garda gone in after your da. An hour ago.’
         
 
         An hour. The words crushed the breath from Rhia’s chest like a lead corset. The garda’s grip held her upright.
         
 
         ‘You mean …’ She would not say it.
 
         He nodded grimly. He expected the worst.
 
         She should pray. Mamo would not counsel prayers to saints. St Patrick had chased the true religion from Ireland and stolen the sovereignty of women. That’s what Mamo said. She would say that fire, being elemental, was the business of the creatures of the Otherworld. Connor Mahoney said Mamo was without religion. To Rhia the stories were just as credible as the immaculate conception and an immortal carpenter. She stared into the fire for the second time that evening, though this time looking for a different kind of grace. For a heartbeat the flames sculpted a heat-white sylph, twisted like a crone. Had she called it from the crucible?
         
  
         Cailleach. Death.
         
 
         It was only a fire trick; air warped by heat. Rhia had outgrown dragons and enchantresses and vaporous creatures, and all but the most persistent ghosts. She closed her eyes; opened them. Just flames.
 
         She looked around for a means of escape. There was none, so she bit the garda’s hand. He tasted as bad as he looked. He bellowed and drew back his other hand, but seemed to think better of hitting her. She might be Connor Mahoney’s daughter after all. He twisted her wrist a little tighter instead, making her wince.
         
 
         ‘Why has your mam not come?’ The garda was watching her closely. Did he really think her a tinker, and if he did, then why not let her go? She just might be Connor Mahoney’s daughter.
         
 
         ‘She’s not in town.’ The rents were due and more weavers were in trouble. Brigit Mahoney’s swift, charitable hands at the loom might not save them, but, in spite of her husband’s disapproval, she wouldn’t stand by and watch another eviction. The mechanised loom might be the pride of Belfast, but it was enemy to the Greystones pieceworkers.
         
 
         Rhia suddenly remembered Tom. He could explain who she was to her captor. She scanned the crowd hopefully, but her heart sank when she saw him. Tom had joined a nearby group of spectators who were passing around a flask. The fire had drawn a sizeable crowd from the rookeries as well as from the opposite shore. It was an amusement.
         
 
         ‘Cheaper than the penny gaff,’ said the garda, following her gaze.
         
 
         The stink of charred cloth filled the air. Rhia remembered Mamo telling her that they’d used linen rags as tinder, because it burnt well. The smoke was in her eyes and lungs. She felt hollowed out. Along with the great timbers of the storehouse, she was dragon’s prey. It suddenly struck her that the assurance society’s men were not here. She elbowed the garda, who narrowed his eyes. ‘Where are the firefighters?’ she demanded.
         
 
         ‘They went home.’
 
         ‘Why?’
         
 
         ‘Building’s not insured.’
 
         ‘The building is insured!’
 
         He shrugged. His look said that biting him again was not advisable.
 
         It was impossible; Connor Mahoney was unerringly conscientious; fastidious, even. He would not forget to keep up the assurance payments. Rhia shook her head, disbelieving.
         
 
         Eventually, the garda eased his vice a little so his dirty nails did not bite into her flesh. Again Rhia tried to snatch her arm away; his grip tightened in response. She did not try again. The fire lessened but continued to burn through the night.
         
 
         She watched and waited as though her father’s life depended on her not taking her eyes from the flames. This time she was certain she saw Cailleach. The hag’s hair was a mantle of blazing flax, and her fiery gown trailed the ruin like the tail of the dragon. She was terrible and beautiful; her face as white as ash, her lips as red as embers.
         
 
         Was she here to take Connor Mahoney?
 
         ‘Bring him out or …’ What? What bargaining power could she possibly have with Death? Threaten to marry a Catholic? She almost had.
         
 
         The garda was looking at her. Had she spoken aloud? The figure vanished into the flames, leaving Rhia blinking away hot tears.
         
 
         The heat diminished and the flames settled. Darkness lifted just as suddenly, or so it seemed, and the smoking ruin was exposed. The storehouse, yesterday unyielding and constant on the waterfront, was a carcass. Bricks, timbers and thousands of pounds’ worth of new linen all reduced to a fine white dust, waiting to be carried away by the smallest breeze.
 
         Brigit Mahoney arrived as dawn exposed the ashen rubble. Most of the crowd had drifted away. Only vagabonds, a few sailors and the gardaí remained. Brigit embraced Rhia, but could not speak. Her face, normally so carefully composed, was creased with fear. She was almost in her fiftieth year but her features might have been carved from well-preserved wood. She seemed smaller today, her shoulders rigid.
         
 
         Brigit was looking at Rhia’s feet and Rhia followed her gaze. They looked like marble in the half-light. She had barely noticed the aching chill of them until now.
 
         ‘I didn’t feel the cold,’ she mumbled.
 
         ‘Then perhaps they are frozen. My calfskin slippers are in the carriage. There is a flask of tea.’
 
         Rhia returned from the carriage shod and carrying the stoneware flask. Her mother was talking quietly to the garda who had detained her. He glanced up at Rhia wearing an expression that said he believed her, now. They shared the steaming brew with the remaining men. None spoke Connor Mahoney’s name.
         
 
         They waited. No one wanted to be the first to lose hope, but there was no sign of life from the ruin, and barely a flame. ‘The lawn at the cottage is like a Persian carpet,’ Brigit whispered. ‘The pink and scarlet rose petals are scattered everywhere.’ She was trying to evoke something beautiful; to soothe them both. ‘And the leaves from the maple and the copper beech. I thought you might come with your paintbox …’ She trailed off with a choking sound, her fingers flying to her lips. Rhia followed her gaze. The body of Connor Mahoney was being carried from the skeleton of the storehouse on a makeshift bier by two gardaí. He was black as a sweep and as still as death.
         
 
         Her mother gripped her hand so hard it felt as if the bones would crack. They walked towards the bier, which was being lowered gently to the ground. Those gathered stepped back to let them pass. Connor Mahoney’s left leg was twisted so badly that it looked as though his trousers were stuffed with rags. His face was a dark mask.
 
         The moment was an eternity.
 
         Brigit sank down beside her husband and kissed his blackened lips as though they were alone together. ‘Leannán,’ she whispered, my love. Her little shoulders finally collapsed. Rhia knelt beside her.
         
 
         ‘He is alive,’ said the young garda, black from head to foot. ‘He is alive.’
         
 
         Rhia laughed and her mother wept. The garda beamed and thumped the young hero on the back, handing him the flask. The boy told them how they had passed the night. The fire started at the bottom of the building, he said, when Mr Mahoney fell down the stairs, dropping a tallow into a basket of oiled linen. In the fall he’d broken his leg, and by the time his rescuer arrived the cellar was their only hope. It was, providentially, connected to a tunnel that led deep into an old vault close by the river. A tiny vent; perhaps a rat’s entrance, had allowed them to breathe plain air when the room filled with smoke.
         
 
         The boy waved off their thanks and praise and looked uncomfortable. He did not seem to think it remarkable that he had saved a man’s life. He was merely disappointed that the flask contained tea and not whiskey.
 
         Someone was despatched for the infirmary coach.
 
         Rhia watched her mother take the coarse blanket that was offered and place it gently over her husband. She brushed his hair from his eyes, lightly, and dusted ash from his shoulders.
 
         The garda who had detained Rhia smiled before he walked away. She smiled back. Cailleach be damned. Tonight, after all, there had been grace.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Flannel

         
 
         Morning sloped into the ramshackle docks. Rhia walked away from the quay as if she could leave the night behind, but its smell lingered, threaded through her hair and the wool of her hood. The infirmary coach was drawn away by four drays, carrying Brigit, pale and weary, clasping her husband’s hand. Rhia sent Tom back to St Stephen’s Green. He didn’t look well on his night of thrills and cheap potato whiskey, but she couldn’t summon the energy to reprimand him.
         
 
         The water trade started to gain momentum along the docks and she felt soothed by the commotion. She pulled her hood forwards, for invisibility, but a young fisherman still tipped his cap and grinned foolishly, following her with his eyes until she’d passed. It was hard to be invisible in a red cloak.
 
         She sifted through the ruins of the night. What if the garda had not found the cellar hatch? What if it had been Connor Mahoney’s time to die?
         
 
         She stopped still.
 
         It was Samhain. How could she have forgotten? This was the night when the dead awoke whilst the living slept. When the Others were abroad. If Cailleach had not come for her father, then for whom? She pulled her cloak closer and kept walking, faster now.
 
         The smell of burnt cloth seemed to be all around her. She tried not to think about all that linen turned to cinder. It was a disaster. But there was clearly some confusion about the assurance society – her father never forgot to pay his accounts.
         
 
         Their quarrel would continue to trouble her until they had made peace. They were too alike; both pig-headed. He’d usually bring home a lace fichu or a length of silk after a dispute and say that he regretted his words. Rhia would then apologise for whatever heated remarks she had made and that would be that.
 
         She had never wanted to marry William O’Donahue. She had sensed what kind of man he was beneath his manicured respectability; his oiled whiskers and London tailoring. But she had not sabotaged the engagement. Perhaps she should not have confided the events of that cold January night, seven years on and still so sharp in her memory and her heart; she had carried the couple’s babe to Mamo’s cottage, in awe of its wee hands. The weaver’s landlord was, like Connor Mahoney, a member of the United Irishmen; an alliance of Protestant and Catholic traders against the English stranglehold on Irish produce. She had made the man look heartless. (Never mind that he was.) She had made herself seem unattractively active. There was a difference, her father said, between being rebellious and being a rebel. Mamo had been proud of her.
 
         William had found the affair highly distasteful, and made it clear that his sympathy rested with the landlord, rather than the tenants. After all, they had not paid their rent for three months. In turn, Rhia made it clear that she considered him as pitiless as any man who built his fortune on the ruins of honest labour. He had looked startled to hear her disagree with him. The memory of his expression cheered her.
 
         The eye-watering stink of the port area made her nostalgic. As a child, she would often beg to accompany her father when he was supervising a linen shipment, and thrill to inhale the reek of wet canvas, and to get close enough to a sailor to smell the tar on his breeches and the tobacco on his breath. She loved to hear the creak of leather straps on wicker, as basket upon basket of Mahoney Linen was hoisted onto the deck of a sleek tea clipper, bound for London. The sound always sent a shiver through her; it signalled the beginning of a journey to a place so exotic and mysterious that it might as well have been the Otherworld: London. But one had to cross the Irish Sea to get there.
         
 
         The sea.
 
         Whenever Ryan visited Dublin, Rhia begged him for tales of the capital. London had cultivated her uncle, who had always been elegant but was now worldly and sophisticated. He made the capital sound like the most intoxicating city in the western world. Ryan would not be receiving their shipment of linen at China Wharf this season, nor finding buyers for Mahoney’s sheerest cambric or heavy damask. Irish linen was not Ryan Mahoney’s only enterprise, of course. He also imported wool from the continent, cotton from India and silk from China.
 
         Along the port market, Rhia took refuge in the familiar, nodding her greeting to the barrow-keepers who recognised her; guilefully dodging the vendors you could smell from a distance, their pails filled with cockles, jellied eels and herring. The everyday muddle of wastrel beggars, canny merchants and bleary-eyed passengers calmed her.
 
         Beyond the fishermen bartering with prostitutes, Rhia saw something that made her woes seem trifling. A line of female convicts, a queue of sagging brown flannel, shackled and surrounded by gardaí. Their pale faces stared vacantly, as though they had already departed their land and kin. Their utter hopelessness. For a moment, Rhia was one with them. The sensation was so strong that she clutched an upturned drum to steady herself. Such feelings only ever got her into trouble. She could do nothing for these women. She turned away, thinking of Michael Kelly, whose wife and son had not seen him for nearly seven years.
         
 
         She arrived at the last market stall. Nell the fryer was up to her elbows in fish scales. Her flesh wobbled from her chins to her buttocks every time she slammed a fat trout or glittering salmon down on her block. On her fire was a griddle pan and in it was a fillet of something that had, a few hours before, spent its last night swimming up the Liffey. When she noticed Rhia, Nell gave her a sparse-toothed grin and wiped her poxed hands on her apron.
 
         ‘Rhia, me lovely! You look half dead. Set them skinny haunches down and take a draught.’
 
         Rhia did as she was told, and a dish of fried whiting was slapped down in front of her. Nell cocked her large head and squinted. ‘Well, what the devil is Rhiannon Mahoney doing in the port market at sparrow’s fart?’
 
         Rhia burst into tears. She had been perfectly all right until she saw the women. She was quickly enfolded in Nell’s mighty bosom, which radiated fish oil and love. ‘There there, blossom. There there. Is it a blackguard? Or is it your da again?’
 
         Rhia took a deep draught of warm porter, and then, amidst sobs, told Nell her troubles. Nell always knew how to make things right. She was astonishingly well-informed about the world for a woman who had never left Dublin. She had survived the last epidemic of the pox, which invaded the rookeries around the port like the Norsemen, taking all of her family from her. The world came to Nell; she heard of its farthest reaches from sailors and traders, whores and thieves. Nell the fryer’s fish was legendary.
         
 
         ‘I believe the business was in need of a prosperous son-in-law,’ Rhia concluded. ‘We have less custom with each new season because we charge more than the factories. People don’t care that hand-woven linen is of better quality, they want what’s cheapest.’ This made Rhia weep all over again. She would not make such a spectacle of herself in the presence of just anyone. Better to be thought brazen than hysterical.
         
 
         Nell cocked her head the opposite way, tutted and sighed. ‘These machines will be the finish of honest labour. Take heart, blossom, bricks and cloth are easily made, but boldness is not. A lady is as limp as a dead trout without it. A lady such as yourself, with knowledge of a trade, can earn her living – husband or no – though I doubt your da would have it. Now take yourself home before your mam finds you missing. The woman has cares enough without you giving her more. But first, you finish that fish!’
         
 
         Rhia did as she was told, then she hugged Nell and left the port market.
 
         She took the shortest route home, behind the rookeries. A band of ragged urchins followed her until she stopped and told them that she thought them brave to be abroad so early after the night of the witches. ‘I’m on my way home from a witch’s gathering,’ she added, ‘and if you don’t leave me alone I’ll turn you all into beetles.’ They ran off laughing and squealing.
 
         Beyond the rookeries was the dyers’ quarter, where bolts of cloth were hung out to dry all along the alleyways: saffron, scarlet, indigo and emerald. Rhia the child had thought the dyers’ streets an enchanted forest. No one looked twice at her red cloak here. It was here that she had once imagined days as pieces in a quilt made of all colours and cloths; some days were bright and delicate, others discoloured and ruined.
 
         Today was dove grey, and silk. A melancholy cloth that whispered and rustled and liked to be mysterious. Who could say what it foretold.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Yarn

         
 
         Michael Kelly pulled the brim of his hat down against the sun. Even at the end of a November day, the broad corridor of George Street was sunlit and lively. Most of the shopfronts were now shuttered, but striped awnings were hoisted at all hours here, all the days of the year. In Sydney, no draper, confectioner nor bookseller left goods displayed in their windows. Cloth faded, vendibles turned rancid and paper crisped.
         
 
         Michael had an uneasy alliance with this remote shore, his home and his prison. A man would be a fool not to hold some regard for the unseen in Australia; for ancestral heroes and sacred places. Disrespect for the wildness of the land had cost many a convict his worthless life.
 
         When Jarrah told him about the Altjeringa – the ‘religion’ of the original Australians – Michael was not surprised. He had felt it. The place was overrun with spirits, some freshly slaughtered and others which had apparently been around since the world’s dawn. In this alone, Australia was like Ireland; the gods were inseparable from the land. It had taken Michael years of scrutinising Jarrah, the only Original he knew, to even begin to see it.
 
         The craving for home used to spoil his gut when he caught sight of the watery horizon. But now the silvery shale of Greystones and the wistful mauve of the Wicklow Hills were so remote that he barely believed they existed. Here, the beaches were met by tow-headed cliffs and laid with pale sand, and the mountains to the west looked dangerous. The sky was of a blue so striking that it seemed unreasonable such a colour should occur in nature.
         
 
         Michael couldn’t say that he’d miss Sydney, but the colony had an unexpected anarchism that he approved of. He supposed this was the natural condition of a place whose population was cobbled together from the lawless outcasts of other societies. Shackled together, he thought wryly. The place was damned beautiful, too, for a prison.
         
 
         There was a carelessness about the George Street shopgirls who jostled past him on their way to the cocoa rooms at Circular Quay. Their bare arms were linked, their hair loose and their gait typically defiant. Sweethearts were more daring here, children louder and men more violent. The public behaviour of the colonists was unique. Sydney was unlike any place Michael had known, and he’d known plenty.
         
 
         He had a lot of time, lately, for the past. It seemed to press against him with more force the closer he got to leaving. As a young, wayfaring sailor, he’d taken whatever commission he could to avoid the stationary industry of weaving. He’d seen the ports of Europe and Africa and had got as far as Bombay with sherry and tobacco from Bristol. The cargo was not for sale. Rather, it was destined for the cellars and pipes of the gentleman of the East India Company. His father called him home before he was near ready, because of a contractual arrangement with the Dublin Mahoneys. Then he met Annie. After that, Michael only went to sea in his dreams, or spinning salty tales for Thomas and young Rhia Mahoney, who begged to hear them again and again. Over the years his stories grew bigger and more embellished, but their scoundrels were usually  the same – the Merchant Venturers who controlled the Bristol docks.
         
 
         It was after he’d spent a few days in Colaba, the thriving colonial port of Bombay, that Michael began to reflect upon the dark underbelly of profit. It was the stinking slums behind the stately offices of the East India Company in Bombay that did it. He could not fathom how, when the merchants of Dublin and London were investing so much capital in Indian produce, the children of Bombay had rags for clothing, no food, no books nor schools and slept in the street.
 
         In the port taverns where the British traders took their drink, Michael learnt that the very gentlemen whose sherry and tobacco he had accompanied across the Indian Ocean, were forcing Indian farmers to grow poppies. The arable land remaining for food crops was negligible. Five thousand chests, containing one hundred and thirty pounds of resin each, left India annually for China on the ships of British merchants. This single commodity provided the commerce upon which the empire prevailed. Michael could barely fathom how many poppies were grown, how many farmers and farmers’ children it took, to accomplish this feat. All in the name of commercial expansion.
         
 
         He’d only realised the full extent of the crime when he happened upon an opium den in St Giles. That was the first time he’d seen a hollowed out man; a living carcass emptied of spirit. He’d seen many more since putting to sea with a ship load of condemned men. He’d seen truer crimes committed by wealthy industrialists than by any of the petty criminals who populated this town. The tea merchant who had sent him down was running opium from Calcutta to Canton, then collecting his China tea and shipping it to London and Dublin. It was the dogs in doublets Michael was after bringing down; that much hadn’t changed.
         
 
         The toil of a sailor had mettled his body and his nerve, but it was nothing to how the last seven years had sharpened his wits. He might be more than fifty now, but he was as able as he had ever been. His skin was browned like leather, and on the rare occasion that he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a glass, he was always a little startled by the way his face seemed etched with those years.
         
 
         In the sandy, darkening street, children played skittles with pebbles and seashells, and built fortresses from driftwood. Contrary to the mutterings he’d heard about the offspring of felons, these children weren’t as lawless as those in the slums of Dublin and London. Michael reckoned it was because their playground stretched from the golden sands to the silver-green scrub forest, where they could chase small marsupials and brilliant parakeets, and hunt for insects too large to keep in a jar.
         
 
         At its western rim, the settlement was skirted by a large saltwater lagoon which provided the natural boundary between the land that had been claimed by the city and that which was still occupied by the Altjeringa. Only children dared to cross to the other side of the lagoon and to fish for turtles with the Originals, who were magnificent hunters.
 
         Jarrah occasionally agreed to be a tracker for the constabulary, though an escaped convict was more often found dead than alive. His tribe, the Eora, had inhabited the coastal hunting grounds until Phillip saw fit to tenant them. Michael was not entirely alone in his empathy for the Originals; there was many an Irishman in Sydney who knew what it was like to be turfed off his land by an Englishman. He was in awe of them. Jarrah could find a trail after a sandstorm, a deluge or a brush fire. But if he himself didn’t want to be troubled by white men, he simply became invisible.
         
 
         The convicts assigned to cattle stations and who tilled the barely arable land, told stories of old men standing on one leg, still and naked as statues, for over an hour, spears poised, waiting for some creature to emerge from its hole. They shook their heads as they described young hunters, little more than babes, creeping through the dry underbrush in pursuit of a possum or reptile, moving as silently as their own shadows. Michael had not come to this land to claim it as his own, so it was clear to him that these uncanny people honoured the red earth and belonged to it in a way no Christian ever would.
         
 
         Dan, the wool draper (who had served his sentence and opted to stay), was on the footpath outside his shop. ‘Lovely evenin’, Mr Kelly.’
 
         ‘’Tis so, Dan. How’s the trade?’
 
         ‘Can’t complain. Though if I did, I’d say it’s not exactly the temperature for wool.’
 
         ‘Aye. You shipping it yet?’
 
         ‘We’ll be sending our first home-spun to Bristol come end of the month. There’s a yarn dyer up near the barracks now.’
 
         ‘Thought about Dublin, have you?’
 
         ‘Can’t say as I have, Mr Kelly, why’s that?’
 
         ‘Well, there’d be many a Dublin merchant happy to buy yarn or spun cloth and not give his silver to the Crown, if you take my meaning.’
 
         ‘I do. Well, I’ll give it some thought.’
 
         ‘You do that, Dan. Regards to your wife.’
 
         The wool draper tipped his cap and finished bolting his shutters, and Michael continued on his way to the Harp and Shamrock.
 
         The hot, dry breath of the day lingered, and Michael was thirsty. The seasons were topsy-turvy here, so November was a month already expectant of the scorching summer. George Street was neat and new, the sandstone, quarried from the nearby cliffs, still pale and unweathered. Here were all of the commodities of any city in the western world, yet it was so far east as to not be thought a part of that world. Few would believe that each day he passed by more banks and churches than one would find along a carriageway of equal distance in London; that he lived in an attic above a professor of the pianoforte and harp, and next door to livery stables; that there were French baskets and fancy biscuits to buy. He had not expected this of the colony. He had heard only of lawlessness and scurvy, both conditions that he had encountered before and had little regard for. To be sure, there was crime and illness here, and worse, but then, there was an underbelly to the veneer of civility and respectability of any prospering place.
         
 
         Occasionally, the children playing on George Street scattered to one side of the road to avoid a bullock dray piled high with shafts of wheat or merino fleece, or a landau containing one of the Hebrew bankers from Pitt Street.
         
 
         Or that rarity, a lady.
 
         Such creatures always stopped a game of skittles. The picture of white muslin and a pale straw bonnet caused most eyes to swivel, Michael’s included. The sight of a lady, even the wife of a merchant, was like a cool balm in this overheated land. She might be regarded with envy or curiosity; resentment or lechery; or simply because she was clean as new linen – a welcome tonic for eyes that, like his, looked upon men, masonry and wood shavings all day, and at night upon an inky letterpress.
         
 
         Michael walked wide of the footpath to avoid a game. Some days everything reminded him that wealthy men caused the suffering of children. The opium traders would never see the gallows nor the stinking belly of a convict transport. Michael never thought he’d clap eyes on the breed in Sydney, but there was more land here than an Irishman could dream of, and that meant merino, cedar and wheat, and trade with India and China.
         
 
         It meant silver.
 
         Everyone wanted silver. It was the only currency the emperor of China would take for his tea. Had it escaped the attention of the few good men in Whitehall that the West thrived on a stimulating brew that financed the East to dull its wits on opium? Perhaps Britain intended to colonise China by making its population oblivious.
 
         Michael sighed at his own unhappy preoccupations. Annie would have told him to find something to be pleased about and to keep his mind where his boots were. Well, right now they were on the way to the Harp and Shamrock, and that was something to be pleased about.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Jacquard

         
 
         The upstairs parlour had the best view of St Stephen’s Green which was, this morning, clad in diaphanous fog. Serious-looking gentlemen with black coat-tails and walking canes appeared and disappeared like apparitions. They were not (not as far as Rhia could tell). These were men with earthly concerns in offices and chambers. It was the time of day when the light could be fleetingly incandescent. If she narrowed her eyes and focused her mind, a shape might just emerge from the shifting patterns amongst the trees and the mist. She had not opened her paintbox since the fire; had not looked upon the world with an eye to light and shade; colour and shape. Her mind would not be coaxed away from its troubles.
         
 
         Ryan’s letter lay where she had dropped it on the window seat. Rhia picked it up and read it again, pacing in front of the window.
 
         
            China Wharf
 
            London
 
            
                

            
 
            7 November 1840
 
            My dear Brigit,
 
            I was grieved beyond measure by your news, and deeply regret that I cannot leave London this month. How like you to look immediately to your blessings: my brother’s life, your mother’s cottage, yours and Rhia’s skill and experience.
 
            I have taken the liberty of discussing your situation with a recently widowed friend. Antonia Blake is a woman of good character with considerable knowledge of the trade. She is of the abstemious Quaker faith, but you will never meet a more generous soul. Her husband Josiah, my friend and associate, died tragically early in the summer whilst in India on business.
            
 
            Mrs Blake has invited Rhia to reside with her in the City of London, a vibrant and exciting quarter of the capital. She says she would enjoy the company of another woman. It is plain that she is missing Josiah terribly. I would offer lodgings myself, but have recently given up the City address and moved into my offices at China Wharf.
 
            Antonia assures me that there are an abundance of positions for young ladies of good character advertised daily in the London papers. Would you consider allowing Rhia to come? A young woman as bright as she would easily find a post as a governess or companion, and I know Connor is anxious that she marry. In a modern city such as London it is still possible for a spirited twenty-eight-year-old to find an eligible husband! It is something you might consider, at any rate.
 
            I must continually remind myself that I will receive no shipment of linen from Dublin this autumn, but the trade is changing rapidly. The import price of American cotton has recently plummeted due to London clothiers and drapers stocking the new blended fibres. This is an exciting time and an ever-expanding enterprise. Of course, I have been trying to convince my brother for years that there is no future in hand-woven cloth.
 
            Connor confided the state of Mahoney Linen to me in the summer, and I had by now hoped to provide some means of rescue, but it is complicated. It is not only because I am not convinced traditional methods have any future, but because my finances are temporarily inaccessible.
            
 
            Do let me know what you decide with regard to Mrs Blake’s offer. I would love to have Rhia in London, but the decision must be made by you both.
 
            God bless you and may His grace be with you in your troubles.
 
            
                

            
 
            Ryan Mahoney

         
 
         Rhia bit her lip and glanced back to the Green. There was still no sign of her mother. What exactly was ‘the state of Mahoney Linen’ that her father had confided to his brother? It sounded ominous. Was this why her mother was being so sparing of the tallow and the gaslight, and had instructed Tilly to boil a leg of mutton clean to make another meal of it? As usual, no one had told Rhia anything.
 
         She folded the letter. She should not have read it. Her mother had left it on top of the dresser knowing full well that Rhia used that mirror to braid her hair, so she could hardly be blamed for her curiosity – her blessed interestedness as Hannah called it. Her father called it unbecoming. She didn’t miss his opinions on what the female mind was and was not suited to, but she missed not having his quiet proprieties running the business. Without him, nothing felt right.
         
 
         She squinted at the Green, searching for a distraction, trying not to think about Ryan’s letter. How did this house appear to those who passed by? An elegant house, built in the time of the first King George, painted white in the London fashion; the house of a successful merchant.
         
 
         Was it all a lie?
 
         Her mother should be back from the infirmary by now. Rhia was impatient to know how long it would be before they opened the front room for trade again. She was restless and bored and tired of not being told things. She suspected that this was no different to being a wife.
         
 
         She’d only been out on Epona to escape Hannah’s long face. She’d given up on trying to make Hannah smile after being chided for her blessed cheerfulness. The entire household was in a mood. The mare was no better. She sensed Rhia’s restlessness, which made her frisky if they left the cobbles for the fields. Rhia wasn’t in the mood for jumping stiles.
 
         She couldn’t decide if Ryan’s proposal made her feel anxious or excited.
 
         It would mean crossing the sea.
 
         It was all very well standing at its shore with her feet on the land. The idea that a boat was safe at sea was laughable.
 
         Rhia looked around the room for something to occupy her. Only the coal fire here in the parlour was lit, now that the downstairs rooms were closed to customers. The ivory-papered walls and pale rose furnishings were restful, but she had spent too much time here lately and it was beginning to feel like a cage. She had scoured her father’s bookshelves for something she hadn’t read, and had found Tilly’s secret hiding place for her penny journals. This proved to be a waste of time, since Tilly had ripped out all the most interesting pages for fear someone would find them.
 
         On the upside, since the fire Rhia had read the Irish Times daily without having to defend her ‘blessed interestedness’. The shipping news was still dominated by the events unfolding in the Port of Canton between the British Navy and the Chinese war junks. It was enthralling reading, though she supposed she shouldn’t feel this way about another war. She wondered what opium was like. She’d taken laudanum for a week once and it had rendered her practically senseless. Yesterday, there had been an essay on a new fad called photogenic drawing. It required the use of a light box, parchment, silver nitrate and salt. She could not imagine how on earth a portrait might be effected from such an unlikely recipe.
         
 
         Brigit Mahoney was easy to spot from a distance in her pea-green cloak. As she drew closer, a triangle of colour flashed beneath it. She was wearing purple. This was not a good sign.
         
 
         Purple was not an everyday colour for Rhia’s mother. She wore it when she needed courage, such as on the days when she took tea at the linen hall with the other Catholic merchants’ wives. Brigit was hurrying along the path that meandered through the Green. As she passed, one or two gentlemen turned to catch a second glimpse of her small, swift figure. She did not have the look of a Dublin lady. She wore plain dresses in solid colours, and although she always delighted in the season’s prints, she rarely took more than a passing interest in a fashionable sleeve or corsage. Rhia, on the other hand, took note of every new conceit.
         
 
         She still had the letter in her hand. That was foolish. By the time she had run up the stairs and replaced it on the dresser, Brigit was in the front hall. Usually, Rhia could judge immediately how the invalid fared by the depth of the creases etched between her eyebrows.
         
 
         ‘He is not improved, then?’
 
         Her mother brushed a loose strand of hair from Rhia’s eyes. ‘A little.’
 
         It wasn’t true.
 
         ‘The physician says he might recover more quickly were he cheerful. He frets ceaselessly that he has let us down, that he has,’ she hesitated, ‘caused the ruin of the company.’
 
         ‘Is the company ruined?’ Rhia could not take her eyes from her mother’s face as Brigit hung her cloak and smoothed her hair. The air turned cold, as if all the shadows in the house had gathered in the front hall to hear her answer. ‘You’re wearing purple.’ Rhia’s voice sounded accusing, even to her ears.
         
 
         ‘There are things that need doing in the front room. Will you help me?’
 
         The room was bathed in darkness. Brigit pulled the curtains open and let in the morning light. The long cutting table in the centre looked forlorn and the Chesterfield only reminded Rhia of the night of the fire. This room was where all of the public business of Mahoney Linen was conducted.
         
 
         She wandered to the wall opposite the door, which was lined with deep shelves, bowed under the weight of rolls and rolls of damask, jacquard, chintz and cambric. She ran her hands over plain and patterned linens of different ply and quality; some woven, others printed. Prints were the Mahoney mainstay and Rhia loved them all; tea party florals, Indian paisleys, modern abstracts, this riot of pattern and colour had always delighted her. She’d gazed at prints for years without realising that she was learning composition. Later, for detail, she went to Culpeper’s Herbal. She became preoccupied with the way that quality of light changed the natural world, from the silvery Greystones shale to Dublin’s flaxen autumns. She had a portmanteau full of designs for repeat patterns. It was an amusement, though. Designing textiles was not a woman’s occupation.
         
 
         Brigit was standing in the middle of the room looking at the shelves with her hands on her hips. Rhia made herself sit on the Chesterfield and fidgeted with her sleeve. She took in the lay of the room as though she had never before noticed it. Memories paraded before her. The entire front of the house always smelt of flax, and she had spent her days here for as long as she could remember. As a child she had sewn pretty scraps of cloth into miniature quilts for her dolls while her parents ran the business. Sometimes she’d sat quietly in the corner with her paintbox and tiny easel, listening to the clip of Brigit’s shears and the scratch of her father’s fountain pen. Thomas had made the paintbox and easel for her, only then he became annoyed when she started to copy from Culpeper instead of walk with him. Still, it was years before any of her botanicals were recognisable.
         
 
         Brigit was still gazing at the shelves as if trying to decide something. Rhia stood up and walked the length of the room and back, twice. She wanted to ask about the letter, but her mother seemed too deep in thought. When Brigit turned round, she looked wretched.
 
         ‘Rhiannon.’ She only called Rhia this when something was wrong.
 
         ‘I know about the letter. I read it,’ Rhia said.
 
         ‘I knew you would. Today I asked your father to tell me the truth. We were in debt to several creditors before the fire, which is why the rather expensive assurance policy was cancelled. A false economy, as it turns out. The loss of the stock and storehouse has ruined us. We have agreed that we must sell this house and move permanently to Greystones.’
         
 
         Rhia was not prepared for this. She walked over to the window. The fog had lifted and the Green was lively with costermongers and nannies with black hooded prams. Her composure fell away. ‘Why didn’t he tell us?’
         
 
         Brigit looked at her imploringly. ‘Don’t be angry. He was ashamed. He believes he has managed the business badly, but it is simply a result of the times. Our methods are becoming old-fashioned. It is not so awful. We are blessed to have Greystones. You always wanted to spend more time there.’
 
         Rhia tried to grasp what this all meant. ‘But how will we live?’
         
 
         ‘We will manage. You forget that I spun wool before I met your father; I still have deft fingers and there are Mamo’s sheep. Thomas Kelly can weave a broadcloth as fine as any I have seen, and Michael will have served his sentence by next summer.’
         
 
         Rhia struggled to take it all in. It was now clear why her father had been so angry over her broken engagement. She felt like a criminal. ‘And I turned William O’Donahue against me.’
 
         Brigit shook her head firmly. ‘A man such as he would probably have dishonoured the engagement once the state of our affairs was known. You were lucky to escape that, though I would never say so in front of your father.’ There was little she would dare to say in front of her husband. Mamo had always been disgusted by it.
         
 
         Brigit had said nothing of Ryan’s proposal. Surely she wouldn’t want Rhia to go? She would want her to stay and spin wool. The offer was tainted, anyway, by the governess thing, and besides, she was not nearly clever enough. The only Latin that interested her was the names of plants, and her French was poor. ‘What about London?’ she ventured.
 
         ‘You would have to spend a night and a day at sea to reach Holyhead.’
 
         Rhia shuddered. It was settled, then.
 
         Brigit kissed her on the forehead, then left her alone to wrap herself in whatever cloth this day of change might represent.
 
         Rhia absently rolled up a bolt of pretty jacquard that was on the cutting table and picked bits of thread from the floor. She glimpsed herself in London. She had always dreamed that she would visit the capital with her husband, travel being one of the few advantages in having a husband at all. Of course, the likelihood of marrying was increasingly remote, and her dreams always conveniently overlooked the inevitable sea crossing.
         
 
         As to love, it was clearly a condition that had originated in the minds, rather than the hearts, of poets. Everyone knew that aside from a dowry and annuity, husbands preferred a tepid nature and an agreeable tongue. Or a tongue that always agreed. These were graces that Rhia neither possessed nor could become interested in fostering. What was to love in that? Perhaps she was destined to be a governess living in the house of a Quaker after all.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Satin

         
 
         On the way to Pudding Lane, Antonia Blake was inconveniently overcome by emotion. She took out her handkerchief, neatly side-stepping some unidentifiable filth in the street (one advantage in having one’s gaze cast down).
         
 
         On certain days it seemed that she had only just received the news of Josiah’s death. Today was such a day. She focused her mind fiercely on short ends of ribbon and bias binding. The theatrical costumer had seemed pleased when she first approached him. Not because he had heard of prison reform or Elizabeth Fry’s charitable works, but because it relieved him of the extra bother of disposing of unusable cloth. All the better of course, he said, if it was put to some purpose beyond rag picking.
 
         The Pudding Lane costume workshop was a cluttered front room, in the corner of which was a trestle table and a huddle of straw and cloth mannequins. Onto these was pinned and stitched all manner of regalia; the buttons and braid of a Napoleonic tunic, a cascade of scalloped flounces for a Shakespearean heroine and an ass’s head made from horsehair.
 
         Antonia always felt acutely plain when she visited the costumer. He made no secret of his fascination with the lack of ornament on a woman of means, and his eyes usually roamed unashamedly over the cut and cloth that she wore. She imagined he was, over time, working up the courage to enquire after her faith. Quakerism was clearly something of a mystery to one whose living was derived from the decorative and theatric. He would know that those of her faith refused to bear arms, pay tithes on church land, or take the sacraments, and as such were heretics of a kind. He would also know, as all seemed to, that the Society of Friends excelled in business and were amongst London’s richest bankers and wealthiest merchants. This was all Antonia herself had known about the Friends before she met Josiah Blake.
         
 
         It was not to be the day for a conversation of this kind. The costumer was in a state of distress, which was not unusual. He was habitually fearful that he might not complete some assignation or other before a dress rehearsal. Today, a bodice had been cut for an actress whose waist had expanded, following her recent success in Drury Lane. She was, he explained mournfully, sustaining herself on suppers of meat pies and cream cakes rather than the bread and tea she had used to make do with. The costumer gave Antonia her sack of cloth with only a cursory glance at her grey linen and starched white collar. As he did, he complained of the complexities of inserting a panel of satin so that the elegant line of the décolletage was not lost. She could not help but take a step closer to his table and look at the pieces of the troublesome bodice. She was relieved to have something, a salve, to occupy her mind.
         
 
         ‘It might be that you could insert two narrow panels here and here instead,’ she suggested, ‘then it would look as if you were deliberately making something of the new seams.’ The sweaty little man was staring at her with utter disbelief. She did not look like she knew a thing about the cut of a corsage. Antonia laughed at his expression. ‘My father is a mercer,’ she explained. ‘There are often shirtmakers and seamstresses in his showroom, measuring silk around their paper pieces so as not to waste an inch of precious cloth. I no longer take an interest in fashionable clothing, but I hope that I still have an eye for silhouette and … contour.’
         
 
         ‘You have indeed. You are most gracious to share your expert eye with me, Mrs Blake. Why, I believe you have solved the riddle of the thing! Is your father a London mercer?’
 
         ‘His emporium is in Manchester.’
 
         ‘Then you will have come to London when you married.’ It was a clever means of extracting information without appearing to enquire.
 
         ‘Yes. My late husband was a cotton trader. The trade was how we came to meet.’
 
         The costumer looked embarrassed. ‘I am sorry for your loss. I did not realise.’
 
         There was no salve. Why, today of all days, should she have to be reminded? ‘You could not,’ she said quickly. ‘And I must be getting on. As ever, our organisation is most grateful.’ Antonia hurried away before her composure was undone by a conversation with a relative stranger. She was overcome by small things. She could still not completely believe him gone. How could he be gone?
 
         Josiah had upheld the excellent reputation of Quaker merchants and was a man of his word. He had been among the first to voice an opinion on the trade ban with China. It was a Quaker ship that had triggered the sea battle that now raged near Canton. The captain of the Thomas Coutts had refused to acknowledge that the British Navy’s blockade of the Pearl River, preventing Chinese trading vessels from passing, was legal. The Pearl River was the only means of reaching Canton, the most important port in the East. The Blakes, like all Quakers, considered themselves outside of the dispute between the Emperor of China and the British East India traders. They were bringing cotton and wool into Canton, not opium.
         
 
         When she was seated in the privacy of a Hackney cab surrounded by her bags of cloth, Antonia leaned back and wept. She had been mercifully distracted at the costumers, but in the dark privacy of the carriage there was no longer the need to pretend. She need only be composed by the time she reached the Montgomery emporium, her next appointment. Composure, like charity, whether heartfelt or not, was her shield. Beneath it skulked fear and loneliness, always measuring her faith and her strength.
         
 
         When her handkerchief was wringing wet and her eyes dry, Antonia felt calmed. She straightened her back. There were women in far greater misery than she, locked away in pitiful conditions in dank, subterranean cells. Some waited to be hanged, and others to be sent far away from their children. It should fortify her to think that, by her hand, the suffering of another might lessen.
 
         Antonia was cheered to find Mr Montgomery on the shop floor in his shirt sleeves. Mr Beckwith was up a ladder arranging bolts of pearly silk and sleek cashmere. Grace Elliot, the assistant, was behind the counter, her face drawn as tightly as her stays. Antonia was accustomed to her airs. It was a peculiarity of Londoners that they were affronted by appearances to the point of prejudice. Northerners were more robust in their judgement, and not so easily fooled by a myrtle green petticoat or a candy stripe bonnet.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery smiled so warmly when he saw her that she felt her heart lurch.
 
         ‘Mrs Blake! What a happy coincidence that I should be here for your visit. I have asked Miss Elliot to put aside some remnants for you. Is your carriage on Regent Street?’ He turned to Mr Beckwith, who had come down the ladder and was smiling shyly at Antonia. ‘Francis, would you bring the sacks from the storeroom?’
         
 
         They were as unalike as two gentlemen could possibly be. Mr Montgomery was tall and lean with an abundance of pewter hair and a fondness for Savile Row tailors. It was unusual to see him without his coat and, in spite of herself, Antonia admired the breadth of his shoulders. Francis Beckwith was slight and balding, his mud-coloured suits always ill-fitting. Josiah had considered Beckwith the cleverer of the two; he’d thought that, without Beckwith, Montgomery would not be known as king of the mercers.
         
 
         ‘Tell me, Mrs Blake, what progress have you made with Mr Talbot’s mysterious potion? I admit that I am baffled by it, though it has captured the imagination of London as thoroughly as a scandal.’ He was looking at her as though her opinion on such things mattered.
         
 
         ‘It does seem to be the latest sensation, doesn’t it?’ Photogenic drawing had captivated her from the moment Laurence, Josiah’s cousin, showed her his experiments with the calotype process. After that, she begged Laurence to instruct her every time he visited. She still found it extraordinary that light could pass through a small brown box and form a picture on the wall opposite. But to now be able to transfer the light onto paper, as Fox Talbot’s famous innovation could, was simply wondrous. Laurence had been lodging in the house since the news of Josiah’s death, and the entire third floor was now their calo-type laboratory.
         
 
         ‘Speaking of photogenic drawing, what of our experiment?’ Mr Montgomery was smiling. He had no idea what he was asking of her. She was surprised, also, that he considered the experiment to be theirs. He had been merely one of her subjects. Mr Montgomery was conveniently distracted by a customer. How could he understand? Early in the spring, just before Josiah had sailed for Calcutta, Antonia had decided that she wanted to take her experimentation a step further; to capture a negative image via its exposure to light. On a bright day soon after, several of Josiah’s colleagues, including Mr Montgomery, gathered at Cloak Lane to discuss a joint venture. Antonia had, that day, not only asked the gentlemen gathered to donate cloth scraps and factory ends to the Convict Ship Committee, but also to be her subjects. In the spirit of supporting the new science (or perhaps to humour her), five gentlemen, including Josiah, allowed themselves to be arranged in a tableau in the garden.
         
 
         The negative was now carefully preserved in a silk wallet, as advised by Laurence. The paper looked no different at all after its exposure, though he said this was normal. And now, with the recent arrival of her licence, Antonia finally had permission to bring the image to paper. Or, to use the expression coined by Mr Talbot, to make a representation. How could she, though? How could she bear to see Josiah’s face gazing back at her, as though a ghostly portrait had been painted after his death. One day she would feel brave enough to expose the negative, and Josiah’s face, to the light. She would be exposing her heart to the truth in a more tangible way than her faith had ever done. Grief, Isaac said, eventually evolved from refutal to acceptance. He would know.
         
 
         Mr Beckwith returned from the storeroom lugging two bulging sacks. While he fastened them, Antonia noted that Mr Montgomery had donated some exceedingly high grade remainders. He had been more generous than usual since Josiah’s death. For this, Antonia liked him even more. Too much, perhaps. The pattern on a roll of jacquard caught her attention and she drew closer to examine it. When she looked up Mr Montgomery was watching her.
         
 
         ‘Wonderful, isn’t it? French of course, but one day I will have my very own collection.’ He was interrupted by another customer, so Antonia thanked Mr Beckwith and left hastily. She was not herself.
 
         When she was back in the quiet of her carriage, she ordered her thoughts. She might soon have another lodger. By Ryan’s description, his niece Rhia was an unconventional young woman. Had she been hasty in inviting a stranger and a foreigner into her house? Antonia sighed at her own fearfulness. She should be hopeful rather than anxious. It would be enjoyable to have a female companion with whom she could discuss the trade, rather than the quantities of vinegar and linseed oil required for furniture polish.
         
 
         Antonia delivered her cloth at the Meeting House and took weak tea with the sombre British Ladies Society, as the convict committee liked to call themselves. Quakerism had, at least, saved her from the helplessness of her gender and class. She approved of the Quaker view that equality and respect were due to women. The integrity of God’s guidance was, of late, a more difficult ideal to uphold. Without Josiah, how could she now be certain of it?
 
         Her gaze shifted and she became aware of the passing view. This part of the City of London was always humming with activity. The Gracechurch Meeting House was in between Lloyds Bank and the Bank of England and only two streets away from the Royal Exchange. All along Lombard and Cornhill were coffee houses where bankers, merchants and stock jobbers met to discuss the shipping news and the international marketplace; to buy and sell Jamaican sugar, West Indian tobacco, Australian wool and China tea. Antonia lived in the City and passed through the banking district almost every day, but she never grew tired of it. There was an invigorating briskness to the quarter that may well have as much to do with the amount of coffee consumed as with the nature of its industry.
         
 
         As she passed the Jerusalem Coffee House, she was certain that she saw Isaac through the window. It was hard to mistake him. He was a large man; not corpulent, but tall and broad of frame. He was deep in conversation with another gentleman, whom she recognised as one of the bankers at Barings. Josiah had forsaken all ties with this bank upon discovering that currency from the sale of opium was deposited in its vaults. For the use of the Crown. Antonia was startled. Why would her husband’s close friend, a Quaker, have reason to meet with such a man? She turned away, chastising herself for her lack of trust. Of course Isaac would have a perfectly sensible and morally sound reason for his actions. She was not herself.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Calico

         
 
         Juliette inspected herself in the only looking-glass in the house. The sight did not cheer her. Mrs Blake only ever used the glass in the hallway to fasten her bonnet or brush lint from her dull costumes. It was a shame for someone like Mrs Blake to be without vanity. To have the purse for silk but to choose wool seemed against the natural order of things. Surely the whole point of wealth was in flaunting it. Her mistress was pleasant-looking, though certainly no stunner, and would look well in India green or Lavinia blue.
         
 
         Juliette leaned a little closer to the glass and smoothed her flyaway brown hair. She looked every bit as unquiet as she felt, though she tried so hard not to be anxious. Ever since Beth said fretting made the flesh flee from your bones. If the reverse were also true, then it explained the scullery maid’s contented roundness. Beth’s cheeks were like pink apples and she had a beam as round as a laundry tub beneath her black calico skirts. Black did nothing for Juliette. Today, her narrow face had a red spot high on each cheek and her forehead looked like crumpled linen. She examined her every angle and flaw until her gaze reached her hands. Her knuckles were as white as a boiled joint from the fastness of her grip where she clutched the letter.
 
         She turned away from the disappointing portrait in the glass and marched the length of the hall. She did this another three times before she heard the jingling and huffing of carriage horses, and then the clip of sensible boots on the stone stair.
         
 
         Immediately, Mrs Blake looked concerned, which made Juliette feel better.
 
         ‘Is something amiss, Juliette dear?’
 
         ‘Not amiss. Not exactly. But the afternoon post has come …’ Juliette took the grey mantle and the grey kid gloves, noticing the unnatural shine to Mrs Blake’s eyes. She had been weeping again. She showed no other sign of it though; she was not one for self-pity.
 
         ‘It has arrived!’
 
         ‘Well the postage mark is Sydney Town.’ Juliette’s voice quivered. This letter had been long awaited.
 
         ‘You’ve not opened it?’
 
         ‘Oh no, it is addressed to you, and my reading’s no better than my writing.’
 
         ‘Well, then. Shall we brew some tea and sit at the table in the kitchen. It seems cruel, I know, to make you wait just a little longer, but I think it wise that we are composed and have a tonic at hand.’
 
         Juliette hurried away to put the kettle on the range, unable to stand still a moment longer. It had been Mrs Blake’s idea, that they – she – write to the Quakers in Sydney, to ask after the situation of her mother, Eliza Green. If Eliza had survived, she would by now be a free woman for five years since serving her seven year sentence.
 
         When they were both seated in Beth’s gleaming kitchen, and Beth had left to sweep out the larder, Juliette laid the letter on the table. They both looked at it nervously. It lay innocently on the smooth pine, but its contents might, at any moment, be deeply affecting. Mrs Blake had been so kind, and was so concerned, that Juliette felt almost as afraid for her disappointment as for her own. She put her hands up to her cheeks as the seal was broken and a plain, yellowish page removed.
         
 
         
            Friends Meeting House,
 
            Sydney Town

            
                

            
 
            4 July 1840
  
            My dear Mrs Blake,
 
            Pertaining to thy letter, written on behalf of thy domestic servant Juliette Green, we have, these past months, made certain advancements into discovering the whereabouts of her mother Eliza Green.
 
            Eliza Green was assigned to private service after passing four years at the House of Correction for Females in Parramatta. Whilst there she worked in the laundry, cleaning linen for the hospital and orphan school. As far as we can ascertain, Eliza Green remains unmarried, is healthful, and is now engaged by a squatter with a sheep station at Rose Hill, some miles west from Sydney.
            
 
            Upon hearing that her beloved daughter, Juliette, was enquiring after her, the lady was overcome by emotion and told our Quaker sister (who visited the station) that she was hopeful to return to mother England but could not find the means for her passage. This is a sad truth which strikes many of those who have served their sentence here and in Van Diemen’s Land, and is more common to the women, for the men can often work the passage home.
 
            She bade us send to her daughter the most heartfelt love and blessings, and her ardent wish that they shall see each other again in this life. She promises that never a day passes that she does not think of her and offer a prayer. She was most comforted to hear that her daughter is no longer in the workhouse but has found a position in a respectable household.
            
 
            The Friends here are wholly at thy service to convey any further correspondence to those who have need of comfort.
 
            Thy interested Friend,
 
            
                

            
 
            Mary Warburton

         
 
         Juliette laughed and then cried and then she seemed to be doing both at once and couldn’t stop. She clasped both hands over her mouth, worried that Mrs Blake would think her hysterical. Mrs Blake only handed her a pristine white cambric square and, serenely, poured tea into each of their cups.
         
 
         ‘There, there. It is perfectly reasonable to feel overwhelmed, after all. Your poor mother. It is wonderful news, and a relief, yet at the same frustrating and terribly sad. You must not feel that you are in any way responsible for her situation, I hope that you do not? Juliette?’
 
         But Juliette knew that she was responsible. Eliza had only been thieving so that her daughter would not go hungry. She was less certain, though, if she was also accountable for her father’s death. It was the memory of that evil day that finally overcame her, and, in spite of wanting to appear sensible, she put her head in her hands and wailed.
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