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  “Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free,
Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be;
And when we find ourselves in the place just right,
Twill be in the valley of love and delight.
When true simplicity is gain’d,
To bow and to bend we shan’t be ashamed;
To turn, turn will be our delight,
Till by turning, turning we come round right.”‘Simple Gifts’, a Shaker dance song (1848), largely attributed to Joseph Brackett








  
  One


Sydney, December 1868
Petty’s Hotel, on the corner of York Street, basked in the lull of midday quiet. Departing guests had finished checking out, and most of those who had checked in were now resting in their rooms before venturing abroad. This included the Hon. Clarence Redgrave O’Reilly – known simply as Clarrie Redgrave to his Australian friends – who sat in a pool of sunlight filtered through his third-storey window overlooking Wynyard Square. 
Though Clarrie’s lithe, easy posture might have looked serene, inwardly he was in turmoil. Hours earlier, the reading of respected Queen’s Counsel Hugo Davenport’s will – which Clarrie had been present at – had been sensationally interrupted by an unknown son from Hong Kong. Clarrie was still digesting that shock, and the second one that followed close behind: the scandalous news of his sister’s arrival in the colony.
It was scandalous, at least, by their family’s measure. Daughters of English earls did not cross the world alone. Certainly not daughters of the notoriously controlling Earl of Ashridge. True, Flora Augusta had brought her lady’s maid, and it was the quiet season for London’s social whirl, but still…
Any moment now he expected a knock at the door that would announce she was ready for tea and a talk. After the debacle at the solicitors’ office he’d escorted her back to his hotel; arranged adjoining rooms for her and her maid, Bessie; supervised the delivery of three heavy trunks; and left the women to unpack. Since then, the question circling endlessly in his mind was: Why? What could have driven her to travel halfway around the globe? Crossing the world on a clipper was no pleasure cruise, even with first-class cabins. What secret – or scandal – was she running from? And did their formidable mother even know she’d gone? It was one thing for the unwanted second son to disappear into the farthest reaches of the Empire, but the prized only daughter, poised for a prosperous marriage…?
When the anticipated tap finally came, his pulse still jumped.
Flora Augusta – Florrie, when they weren’t in company – peeked round the door.
“I’m alone,” she announced. “I told Bessie to have a nap after she finished my ironing. Poor thing was sick the whole voyage.” Her intelligent hazel-green eyes flicked around the room as she stepped inside and shut the door. “Nice bachelor quarters,” she said approvingly before hesitating. “I assume you’re still a bachelor?”
Clarrie laughed, rising from his chair to embrace his sister. “Sit down, you troublemaker.” He gestured towards the small settee by the fireplace. “I’ve ordered tea and sandwiches – they’ll be here any minute. Now, tell me again: why are you here? The excuse you gave at the lawyers made no sense.”
She gazed up at him, a dozen emotions chasing across her face like wind-driven clouds.
“Just the truth,” he prompted. “No embroidery.”
She smiled faintly, then hesitated. “I’m not sure where to start…”
A brisk knock rattled the door before she could continue. Clarrie frowned at his pocket-watch. “That’ll be the grazier I’m expecting – from Boolongra Downs. Didn’t think he’d be this early.”
He opened the door. A tall man stood in the hallway, lean and sun-browned, with the wind still in his dark hair. Dust streaked his coat cuffs, and his boots had known miles of hard country. One hand held his hat; the other, a thick envelope. Clear grey-blue eyes took in the room in a single sweep before resting on Flora.
She stiffened.
He inclined his head – not quite a bow, but something near respect. “Didn’t realise you had company, Redgrave. I’ll come back later.”
“My sister, Lady Flora Augusta O’Reilly,” Clarrie said quickly. “Florrie – Mr Heath Ransome of Boolongra Downs.”
Flora rose automatically, chin high with reflexive poise. “A pleasure,” she said in a voice pure Mayfair.
Ransome’s brows lifted a fraction. “Lady Flora?” he echoed, his gaze cutting back to Clarrie. “Didn’t peg you for family, Redgrave.”
Flora’s eyes sparkled. “We make a point of not advertising it when we’re slumming.”
Clarrie’s laugh carried a tense edge. Ransome was still watching him, something curious – almost wary – in his expression.
“Mr Ransome runs a breeding stud and sheep property in the Hunter Valley,” Clarrie offered quickly. “We share a fondness for horses.”
Flora’s smile was polite but clipped. “How useful.”
Ransome’s mouth twitched. “Well, I do my best.” He stepped forward and handed Clarrie the envelope. “Winstanley asked me to bring this over – the final tally from the stud visit, plus notes on Imperial Lass.”
“Much appreciated,” Clarrie said. “You staying long?”
“Not long. I’m seeing Trevelyan about a small matter, then catching the steamer back north.” His eyes drifted to the table where Flora waited for tea. “Boolongra’s mostly sheep country,” he added, “but I breed horses on the side.”
An awkward pause followed.
“Well,” he said at last, “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“No, stay – it’s fine,” Clarrie urged. “We’re about to have tea. You could tell my sister something about life beyond Sydney, if she’s interested.”
Flora blinked. “Outside Sydney?” she repeated, startled.
Ransome met her gaze evenly. “There’s country worth seeing yet – even if it isn’t paved in cobbles or tamed by carriages.”
Her smile was tight. “I’m sure. If one enjoys dust.”
“And honesty,” he said dryly. “We trade in both.”
A small silence fell. Flora turned aside, fiddling with her glove fastening.
Clarrie’s lips twitched. “I suspect you two will get along like fire and oil,” he murmured.
Ransome’s mouth curved. “Fire and oil can cook up something useful – if you’re careful.”
“Or blow up the kitchen,” Flora returned crisply.
“Stay for tea,” Clarrie said again.
“Best not.” Ransome’s gaze lingered briefly on Flora. “My guess is Lady Flora won’t be around long enough to get dust on her fine boots.”
Flora’s tone cooled to ice. “I don’t mind dusty boots. I mind presumption.”
He inclined his head. “Point taken.”
He and Clarrie exchanged an easy handshake before Ransome backed towards the door.
“We’ll have that beer next time I’m in town, Redgrave.” His grin flicked to Flora. “Or should that be Lord O’Reilly? You kept that quiet.”
The door closed behind him with a whoosh, leaving a faint trace of hay and cigar smoke in the air.
The siblings sat in silence for a time.
“Lesson one, Florrie,” Clarrie said finally. “Playing the lady won’t win you points here. You’ll have more fun if you remember that.”
“He doesn’t seem much impressed by nobility.”
“Most Australians aren’t,” Clarrie said. “Which is exactly why I go by Redgrave.”
She considered this, then said quietly, “It may become harder to keep it up – if I’m to stay awhile.”
Clarrie poured the tea the waiter had just brought in. “Then let’s start with that, shall we? How long are you staying – and why, exactly? Because I doubt it’s just because of the weather.”






  
  Two


Within ten minutes of arriving at Evangeline Harcourt’s Friday-evening salon, the newest arrival from London realised her hope of slipping quietly into Sydney society had been laughably naïve. 
Clarrie had been called away on mysterious “business” – something that caused her great irritation even though, truth be told, she knew little of what her brother had been doing in recent years as she’d tried to untangle herself from an unfortunate romance. Still, despite his absence, he had insisted she make her debut in the colony without delay and foisted a companion upon her before she could protest.
“Who knows how long you’ll be here?” he’d said with that infuriating gurgling laugh of his. “She knows everyone worth knowing,” he’d said cheerfully. “And she’ll keep you out of trouble.”
To Flora’s relief, she’d liked Eudora Gilbert immediately. The woman was lively, fashionable and – thank heaven – sounded reassuringly English.
“Evangeline’s Friday salon is the perfect place to begin,” Eudora assured her as their neat cabriolet rolled through the gas-lit streets, the red crest on its doors glinting – a relic, Eudora said airily, of some distant noble ancestor.
“It’s rather informal,” she went on, stretching one gloved hand over the side. “You’ll meet the most intriguing people, and if conversation grows dull it’s easy enough to slip away.” She glanced at Flora with a knowing smile. “Overwhelmed already?”
Flora shook her head. “Not at all. It’s wonderful to see Clarrie again – and a relief to be anywhere that isn’t London. One grows tired of the same ballrooms after a while.”
Eudora’s artfully painted lips curved into a sympathetic pout.
Moments later, the cab drew up before a gracious sandstone terrace. Golden light poured from the windows; the notes of a Schubert piano concerto floating out to the street. Eudora’s driver jumped down, opened the door, and the warm evening air drifted in like silk.
Flora stepped out and paused on the kerb, tilting her face towards the velvet-blue sky. A light harbour breeze brushed her cheeks; it smelt of salt, and something sharp and green – invigorating, unfamiliar.
“That’ll be the eucalyptus,” Eudora said, noticing her reaction.
Flora smiled faintly and turned towards the house. At the top of the short flight of stairs stood a striking woman with glossy dark hair parted neatly and twisted into an elegant bun. Her violet gown, French in its simplicity, gleamed against the lamplight, and a bold cameo at her throat caught every flicker of the flame.
“You must be Clarrie’s sister, Lady Flora Augusta?” Her marine-blue eyes sparkled with violet flecks. “Welcome to Sydney and thank you for coming, Miss Gilbert – and for bringing such a distinguished guest.”
Eudora laughed. “How many times must I tell you, Evangeline? It’s Eudora. No more of this Miss-and-that nonsense.”
Evangeline’s smile warmed. “Then come inside, both of you. I’ll make the first introductions.”
As they stepped into the drawing room, Flora registered the heady blend of perfume, candle smoke and conversation. The space shimmered with movement – soldiers in dress uniform, poets, merchants, ladies in jewel-toned silks. A surprising mixture of refinement and colonial exuberance.
And I thought I was coming to the backblocks, she thought, half-amused.
She hesitated on the threshold, eyes drawn to a group gathered near the hearth. A tall man stood among them, broad-shouldered, relaxed, the sort who commanded attention without seeking it. His profile caught the light as he listened to another gentleman – dark hair touched with copper, a jaw made for stubbornness. Something in his stillness reminded her of the grazier who’d interrupted tea that afternoon.
Eudora followed her gaze. “A good place to start,” she murmured. “That’s Julian Trevelyan – barrister, art patron, pillar of society. Been here a long time – over twenty years – but still fancies himself an Englishman.”
Evangeline heard and smiled. “You’ve noticed Mr Trevelyan QC? Allow me to introduce you.”
They wove through the crowd.
“Gentlemen,” Evangeline said brightly, “pause your business for a moment and allow me to introduce a lady.”
Two men turned.
The first – Trevelyan – greeted her with polished courtesy. The second made Flora’s pulse hitch. He was taller than she recalled, his tan deepened by sun and saddle. Dust still shadowed the hem of his coat. There was strength in the line of his shoulders, quiet defiance in the set of his jaw. His gold-flecked hazel eyes met hers once again – and darkened.
Flora drew herself up, her smile cool, composed. Ah. So the feeling is mutual. He dislikes me even more than I dislike him.






  
  Three


Evangeline Harcourt had a genius for wrapping gravity in glamour, and this was no ordinary evening of idle chitchat. Sydney’s cultivated elite knew they’d gathered for an occasion: the unveiling of The Settler’s Cairn, Edmund Latour’s latest and most daring work.
The drawing room of Evangeline’s central-city salon shimmered with expectation. Candles blazed from mirrored sconces, their flames catching the gilt rims of silver trays and the sparkle of crystal flutes as waiters glided among the guests, and from the street beyond the shutters, the glow of gaslight mingled with music and the murmur of silk.
At the far end of the room, a long white silk drape hid the painting from view, the canvas itself nearly the height of a doorway. Evangeline, radiant in her violet gown, raised her glass with the calm authority of a woman accustomed to being obeyed.
“Mr Latour,” she called lightly, “before we see your masterpiece, you must tell us your vision. What did you seek to say – to us, to Australia – in this work?”
The laughter and chatter ebbed to a hush.
Edmund stepped forward, his expression thoughtful, almost grave. Lamplight glanced off his cufflink and caught the faint smear of ochre on his thumb – a trace of labour among idle hands. His dark frock coat, though brushed, bore the faint bloom of pigment on one sleeve like a secret signature. A loosely knotted cravat hinted at distraction, while the burn of sun on his skin set off eyes the colour of weathered bronze – eyes that seemed to see more than they said.
He had that quiet magnetism some men carry without knowing it – not brilliance flaunted, but gentleness that commands trust. He stood with the balance of a man used to open sky, not chandeliers; solitude rather than salons. He glanced at the veiled canvas, then at the expectant faces before him.
“Painters,” he began, “are often accused of dreaming – of chasing beauty for its own sake. But I’ve never believed beauty can be separated from conscience.
“In this picture, I wanted to show how the marks of civilisation cut across the living face of the land. Every fence, every road, every cairn we build declares, We were here. But I wonder what do those who came before us say in reply?
“I hope this canvas reminds us that progress without memory is merely another kind of blindness… and that we owe this new country more than our ambition. We owe it our truth.” He lifted his hand and drew away the drape.
A collective breath escaped the room – admiration first, then a faint ripple of unease.
In the painting’s centre rose the cairn: a rough pyramid of stones, luminous in the dying light, standing sentinel against a bruised sky. The landscape glowed with beauty, yet beneath it lingered something restless – a shadow where no shadow should be.
Evangeline smiled, her applause bright and measured. Others followed, though a few exchanged uncertain glances, as if the painting had spoken more than the artist intended.
Near the back, Heath Ransome stood silent, his jaw set. To him, Latour’s words were not philosophy but truth – the truth of every man born under a stain he had not earned, while others prospered on what was never truly theirs.





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ctorian Mystery

1
S

v

ipping

A Gr

1,:.
S
{av]
i
-~
(P
B‘.
o
=
lav]
=4
O
g
(v}
Q
w
)
>
QI
L,.






OEBPS/images/885f84b5-0a33-44ac-96a5-c94eb28fbeb6.jpeg
The
RUNAWAY
LADY

Book #1 The Runaway Ladies of Sydney series

JENNY
WHEELER







