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Dedication






In loving memory of the
wonderful woman who was my mama.

There has been no one
like her since.

I miss you. 
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 Preface






Backstory: In the reading of this
novel, readers will occasionally encounter references to previous
events of which few if any details are provided. However, as this
is a standalone novel knowledge of those events is not required to
enjoy it. Should anyone be interested; the events referred to were
the subject of the pre-sequel novel ‘Peter’ details of which have
been included in the ‘Also by T. R. Robinson’ section located
toward the end of this book.






Language: British English including
British spelling has been used throughout.






Accuracy: Where this tale is based
upon factual events I have done my best to represent them truly. Of
course this depends upon the quality of my own memory, which is
generally very good, and the memories of those who passed the
accounts on to me.






Disclaimer: As indicated above, some
of the events in this story are based upon actual happenings.
Therefore, in order to protect those still living, the descendants
of those referred to and my own family, names of people and places
have either been changed or omitted. In the fictional remainder of
the tale any similarity to any person living or deceased is
coincidental and not intended.
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 Prologue






Young Maria declares
her life intent.






Katherine,
having at long last recovered from her lengthy illness, was once
again prepared, and able, to see to her daughters welfares. They
had waited long enough to get on with their lives. Over the
following three weeks the house had been a hive of activity
culminating with Ellen and Michael Hermann’s marriage in the
village church. They had delayed, awaiting Katherine’s recovery and
consequently had no choice but to leave, to commence their new life
in the city, within the week. The fact it was so soon was a
disappointment for Katherine because she knew she would see little
of her daughter thereafter. Nevertheless, she was happy to know
Michael did truly love, and would take care of, Ellen.






A further year
passed with Katherine reopening the clinic they had established in
one of the old outhouses; resuming her welfare visits; and, with
the help of Ambrose, the estate manager, running the family
business and estates. Thankfully she had an acumen for business and
everything thrived. She also continued to teach Andrea, despite her
having no real interest, and Maria, her youngest, what they needed
to know to fulfil the the same duties. She would not be around
forever. Of the two, Maria was the one, despite her young years,
who showed any true regard, her empathy with nature and all things
living and her delight in their surroundings constantly evident.
She had even once stated, categorically, never to leave the area.
She would spend her whole life there, on the family estates,
whether she married or not. Her husband, should she marry, would
have to agree to it otherwise he would have to go. Katherine smiled
at the innocent statement knowing full well how love could change
things. But she was grateful for her young daughter’s
sincerity.






Within the
following year Andrea was also married to a young man who was to
set up his own shipping business in Portside. Consequently, she
also left. Katherine continued her education of Maria who not only
had an avid interest but proved more than capable of assimilating
information and applying it effectively. However, she was also
conscious of her young daughter’s interest in medicine and of how
quickly she also assimilated and applied that knowledge. Katherine
was herself a qualified nurse who also had considerable knowledge
of long established herbal remedies. It had always been understood,
when old enough, and if still interested, Maria should be given the
opportunity to study, in Vienna, for a doctor’s degree, for which
it was evident she had the requisite aptitude.






“Maria.” A
month after Andrea’s departure.

“Mama?”

“As you know
your sister’s husbands both declined a portion of the estates as
part of their dowries. Beside their trousseaus, they simply asked
for a little cash. Consequently, it will fall to you to continue
the family tradition in the district. Unless, of course, your
husband shows no interest and takes you away.”

“I meant what
I said about not leaving. If anyone wants to marry me he will have
to agree to live on, and work, the estates. I love it here and
never want to go anywhere else.”

“Things can
change.”

“Not for
me.”

“You may
change your mind when you see Vienna.”

“You did not.
You came back did you not?”

“Yes, but then
I fell in love with your papa.”

“No. If it
means leaving here I will not marry.”

“And if you
fall in love with someone from elsewhere?”

“I would have
to get over it. I never intend to leave.”

Katherine
smiled. 


 1 The Girl






The beauty of a
naturally loving character.






His eyes
sparked as he leaned on the gate and watched the tall, slim
silhouette approaching. No mistaking who it belonged to; no one
else like her, certainly not in their district if at all in the
world. A rare beauty. A feast for any eyes. Doubt any angelic being
could compare. He leaned further over the gate fully aware of the
increased heartbeat now vibrating within his chest and pulsing in
his eardrums. Could spend the day like this if not eternity,
looking upon such beauty, such gentleness, such radiance. His
throat tightened as he attempted to take in air having momentarily
and unconsciously forgotten to breathe. What was breath compared to
her? Nothing. Life itself paled in comparison.






Maria felt her
cheeks warming with the blushes she had failed to subdue. It was
not as if this had been the first time he had embarrassed her with
his complete disregard for, and total breach of, protocol.
Nevertheless, she had to admit, to herself at least, if not to
others, how much she liked his countenance, especially that
mischievous smile and his warm brown eyes. However, that was all
she knew of him, tradition and social convention preventing any
actual communication between them. She wondered what he really was
like and would have loved to converse with him but that was
definitely out of the question. It would be considered scandalous
and people would think her no better than a harlot to talk to a man
without a chaperone present. Nevertheless, it would be nice to
acknowledge his presence. Perhaps a smile. But no, it would be
wrong to do anything that could be interpreted as even the
slightest hint of encouragement. Such a shame. She did not want to
appear rude but convention and protocol had to be observed. He
would understand, she hoped. She lowered her eyes. However, once
alongside the gate she could not resist the temptation for a
discreet sideway glance. Oh, obviously not discreet enough; a
bright beaning smile greeting her. Confused embarrassment
immediately assailed. Her cheeks warmed further. It must show.
Quickly averting her eyes, she increased her pace and sped off down
the rutted dirt track.






Her confused
embarrassment and deliberately averted eyes had not escaped him. At
least she’d noticed him. He smiled, unconcerned about his complete
breach of convention. Of course he knew his behaviour was out of
order but who could resist such a wonder. He continued to follow
her delicate, beautiful, angelic, form with his rich brown eyes.
Ah! If only.

“Oi! Get over
ere! We got get these drainage ditches dug. There no time for you
to stand there ogling.”

“I weren’t.
She’s so beautiful.” Unconsciously or perhaps subconsciously
contradicting himself. The warmth in his voice undeniable.

“Beautiful or
not she’s out your league.”

“Nothing wrong
with looking.”

“And hoping,
I’ll be darned if you’r not.”

“Nothing wrong
with that either.”

“Oh, to be
young again. Huh. Come on, we’ve got ta get this finished.”

Reluctantly
moving from the gate, his broad muscular shoulders visibly rippling
under the worn almost threadbare shirt, he continued to look back
and watch her retreating form. There just wasn’t anyone else like
her.

“Come’n wit
you!”






Having put a
little distance between herself and the gate, she slowed her pace.
She needed time to recover herself before arriving at her
destination. Stopping by a stile she took in the vista spread
before her. The broad patchwork of multi-coloured fields drew her
eyes to the distant horizon where sunbeams glanced off the hilltops
giving the impression of heavenly light having condescended to
mantel the rich earth with its glory. In her mind’s eye she saw the
tall majestic trees, scattered across the scene, as the supporting
pillars within some grand natural cathedral. The blue sky its
ceiling. The myrtle and dog rose bushes its walls. The bird song
its angelic choir. Nature’s beauty and diversity never ceased to
delight and amaze. She stood lost in wonder and awe. Truly God had
graced this earth.






The antics of
squirrels, as they chased each other and grasped occasional seeds
and nuts between their delicate hand like claws in the nearer
trees, returned her thoughts to earthlier matters. She smiled even
though the sensation of embarrassment momentarily re-emerged. She
watched as the cock pigeons kowtowed and then virtually bullied the
hens in their desire. The green and yellow finches as they played
in the branches, occasionally pecking for some unseen midget. The
sparrows as they flitted from branch to branch. No question, nature
really was wonderful, a true gift of God. Having now calmed and
enjoyed all before her, she recommenced her journey.






The tiny
hamlet, her destination, to which the track led, soon came into
view. The sunbeams glancing of the rough thatched roofs making it
all look like one of those fairytale places pictured in the
children’s books she had grown up with. It warmed her heart
bringing a bounce to her step. She could see all eight homes, four
on either side of the track that ended at the little green upon
which children were playing, their laughter adding to the
delightful bird song filling the air. She directed her steps toward
the nearest cottage.






Bending
slightly, so as not to hit her head against the door lintel, she
entered. Though, at the age of sixteen going on seventeen still
growing, she was unusually tall when compared to the average height
of women within the district. All signs were she would grow into an
even more elegant woman than she already was.

“Hello Maria.
So good of you to call.”

“Good morning
Annette. How is little Simeon today?” Following her mama’s example
as well as having her own genuine care for others, Maria had
adopted the habit of visiting the poor and sick.

“A little
better though he’s still coughing more than I’d like.”

“May I have a
look at him?”

“Of course.
Come here Simeon.” The boy eagerly obeyed hoping for some titbit or
sweet. “Now let Maria have a look at you.” He liked Maria and
willingly allowed her to examine him. She felt round his neck, his
brow, his temples, under his arms and round his tummy. Asked him to
open his mouth and say ‘ahh’. Looked into his eyes.

“There does
not appear to be anything serious. Probably just a bit of a chill
from playing by the river.”

“Oh good. I
was beginning to wonder.”

“No need for
worry as far as I can see. I will give you something to sooth his
cough.” Reaching into the small basket that, again following her
mama’s example, accompanied her whenever visiting.

“Thank you.
What is it?”

“Just one of
the old herbal remedies. Mama has taught me a lot about them; which
plants or roots to pick and how to make up the potions.”

“That’s good.
We’re all always very grateful to her and of course you for helping
us when we need it. It’s so kind of you both. You really are a God
send for us.”

“No need to
thank us. We are just glad we are able to help. Now, give him a
small spoon full each morning and his cough should clear up fairly
quickly.”

“Thank you. I
hope it will, I hate seeing him poorly.”






Watching
Simeon quietly playing by the hearth, Maria wondered if she would
ever have such a delightful child, or any children. She had meant
what she had told her mama, that ‘she would never leave’. Her home
was here. This is where she belonged. Where she would spend her
life. She would never leave no matter what even if that meant never
marrying.

‘But darling,
you may meet someone you care about who will not want to live
here.’

‘I meant what
I said mama. I will not consider anyone who is not prepared to live
here, in our home, and who is not willing to work the estates.’

‘Love can
change things. Can change how you feel. Can bring a different
perspective to previous decisions.’

‘No, I would
not allow it. I admit, if I ever developed deep feelings for anyone
who was not willing, it would be disappointing. Nevertheless, I
will not compromise. I will never leave. I would just have to get
over them.’

‘Not always
that easy darling.’

‘Maybe not but
that is how it is. And how it will be. This is my home. This is
where I belong. It is where I will see out my days.’

‘Darling, you
are a bit young to be thinking like that. Things can and do
change.’

‘No matter. I
will not leave. Not you. Not our home. Not the estates.’ She had
noted how her mother had smiled but she meant every word. Yes, it
would be sad to meet someone she liked and then have to give them
up. But, if it was to be that way then so be it. God knew her heart
so, perhaps, there would be someone who would be willing.






The matter
continued to play in the back of her mind as she made her way home.
The picture of Simeon playing continuing to stir her desire for
children of her own. She wanted a family but not at any cost. No,
her mind was made up. Either she would have a family here or not at
all. Taking a moment to lean on the top bar of the stile she had
passed previously, she again took in the glorious vistas lying to
left, right and front. Was there anywhere more beautiful? So calm
and yet so full of life. Closing her eyes, she breathed in, making
herself one with nature, intent upon absorbing the peace and
harmony. However, her recurring thoughts would not obey her command
to leave or at least remain where they were; to the back of her
mind; in her subconscious. There was no point in trying to second
guess the future or the possibilities. There would be time enough
if the situation ever did arise. Not worth upsetting herself now
about something that may never happen.






Nevertheless,
despite her efforts and awareness of the repetition, her concerns
and thoughts just would not leave but progressed into other areas.
Why is it all those who might be considered suitable suitors were
hell-bent on going to the city ‘to make their fortune’? This was
hardly a poor district and they were hardly a poor family: the
estates provided more than enough. There was a good and pleasant
life to be had. She sighed. Yes, she reaffirmed to herself, she
would like to marry and yes, she would love to have children but
…….. She sighed again. What would be would be. She meant it. Any
prospective husband must be willing not only to stay in the
district but to live on and work the estates. She would not abandon
them. Not for anyone. Not even for love. If it did happen and there
was a man she could love, there still was absolutely no way she
would consider leaving. She would have to get over him. No, this is
where she belonged and where she would stay even if it meant no
children. Realising, from what she had seen so far, this was a very
real prospect, her heart grew a little heavy: she loved children.
But if that was the path God had planned for her then so be it. He
knew best. She would come to terms with it. But at least, so far
anyway, there had not been anyone she felt deeply for. Yes, of
course there had been the occasional attraction but nothing like
love.






While
pondering upon these matters her attention was diverted to a
movement beneath a nearby hedge. What was it? A snake? She stamped
her feet on the hard, dry earth knowing snakes were primarily
cowardly and preferred to slither away than confront a larger
being. The movement ceased for a moment but then reoccurred along
with a flash of black and an orangey yellow tip. Now certain it was
no snake she surreptitiously moved closer. The wild grasses and
lower leaves of the hedge wavered as something disturbed the air
surrounding them. Had that been a chirp? She bent closer. Then a
sudden rush of movement caused her to jump back: a large frightened
blackbird emerged dragging one wing behind and clearly limping.
“Oh. You poor thing. You quite startled me.” She kept her voice
clam and quiet so as not to frighten the trembling bird further.
She watched as it attempted to lift and spread its wing evidently
intent upon trying to fly. Then, how, realising it could not, it
turned its head this way and that while maintaining a wary eye upon
her, clearly in a panic. “It is all right. I am not going to hurt
you.” Her soft tones appearing to calm the poor thing as it stood
observing her with head on one side. “Now then you are obviously
hurt. Let me have a look.” Again ensuring she maintained her soft
quiet tone. She reached out. It moved back with evident
uncertainty. “There, it is all right. I am just going to have a
look at you.” She reached further and gently, yet firmly, grasped
the poor creature in both her hands. The bird momentarily struggled
and attempted to peck her fingers but then, sensing her kind and
unthreatening nature, relaxed. “Now let me have a look.” Gently
lifting the wing it had been dragging she tried to determine if it
was broken. “I think I better take you home so we can see what we
can do for you.” It cocked its head to one side as it listened to
the rhythmic tones. It no longer seemed in the least afraid. 


 2 Siblings


Maria reaffirms.

A national shadow is
cast.

Ellen and Andrea
visit.


“Hello mama.”
Then noting her mother’s flushed cheeks. “Are you all right?”

“Ah, there you
are dear. How is little Simeon?” Sidestepping her daughter’s
enquiry.

“He is all
right. Just a bit of a cough. I left some of your soothing cough
mixture with Annette.”

“That should
sort it out. You are sure it is nothing more serious?”

“Yes. I think
he may have caught a bit of a chill from playing by the river, or
probably in it, knowing him. But I am sure it is not serious. Are
you sure you are all right? You look flustered.” The mottled
patches of red and pink in her mama’s rounded cheeks; the unusually
lose wisps of slightly greying hair falling over her ears; and her
generally unsettled demeanour giving rise to further concern.

“Do I?”
Subconsciously pushing the wisps away and back into her neatly
formed bun.

“Yes, you
do.”

“I suppose I
must. Marcus Manning has just been, again. He is still trying to
badger me into agreeing a marriage union between his son and
you.”

“But, surely
he must know by now you will not agree. Will you?”

“Financially,
as well as socially, it would make sense but ……”

“But mama, you
do not agree with arranged marriages. Or have you changed your
mind?”

“You know very
well, generally, I do not. But it does have to be seen from his
perspective as well. And remember arranged marriages are considered
the norm for families like theirs, and ours.”

“You are not
going to agree?” Concerned the constant badgering might be
undermining her mother’s resolve.

“No darling, I
am not. I promised you I would let you make the final decision when
it came to who you would marry. And I meant it. But our position
and status do have to be considered.”

“Maybe but I
do not want to marry someone I do not love. You did not.”

“No darling, I
was very fortunate.”

“And I do not
want to marry just for the sake of our family reputation. If I am
to marry I want it to be to someone I care about and who is willing
to look after the estates. I meant what I said.”

“I know you
did dear. But love can change things.”

“Please mama,
not all that again. I will never leave and if that means I never
marry, so be it.”

“I understand
dear.” Affectionally stroking her daughter’s hair to reassure.
“Now, that is enough of that. I have not agreed, and I am not going
to. What have you there?” The cloth covering Maria’s basket having
rippled.

“Oh! I almost
forgot.” Not wishing to dirty the freshly scrubbed table, Maria
placed the basket on the stone hearth surrounding the large
fireplace that served them in the winter months. Then, carefully
disentangling the edges of the cloth from where it had caught on
the rough wicker ends, pulled it back to reveal the blackbird
quietly sitting on the small bed of grass and leaves she had
created in the centre. “I found him under a bush. I am not sure if
his wing is broken or not.”

“Poor thing. I
will have a look but first we better make him more comfortable. You
stay with him while I fetch a couple of things.” Maria watched with
concern and a hint of sadness as her mother made her way across the
room. The increasingly stooping shoulders, the ageing skin, the
slower movement, the greying hair, all giving witness to the
passing years. “Here we are.” Placing a box half packed with straw
on the hearth next to the basket. “He should find that a bit more
comfortable.”

“It is all
right, I am not going to hurt you.” Soothingly while lifting him
from the basket and lowering him on to the fresh straw. Naturally
hesitant the bird nervously looked about, possibly looking for a
means of escape. “No need to be afraid.” Her gentle reassuring tone
once again appearing to calm the little creature who then shifted
and settled into the straw. Then, while still keeping a wary eye
open, it started to pluck at the feathers of the damaged, loosely
hanging wing.

“Now, let me
have a look at you.” Adopting a similar consoling tone as her
daughter’s. At first the little creature resisted but then
appearing to sense her intent to help, allowed her to gently lift
and expand his wing outwards. She carefully felt round and beneath.
“Does not appear to be broken. I think he may have bruised it
against a branch or something.”

“Oh,
good.”

“We will keep
him here for a while and see how he gets on. If it is only bruised,
it should be better in a few days. But I did note he is also
limping.” Having first allowed the bird to refold his wing as much
as he could, she examined the little feet and legs. “Ah, yes. There
is a small cut. You hold him while I clean it.” The bird didn’t
take kindly to being picked up again. Nevertheless, Maria held him
firmly while her mother cleaned and dressed the wound.

“Will he be
all right mama?”

“Yes, I think
so. The gash is not too deep and now we have cleaned it there
should be no infection. Now you must not get too attached to
him.”

“All right
mama.” Knowing full well she would find it difficult not to. Like
her mama she had a natural love and affinity with all things
living. But she also knew, when it came to undomesticated animals,
they were best left to their natural habitat.

“I think we
deserve a cup of tea after that.”

“That would be
nice.” Maria went to fetch the water while her mother got the tea
caddy.


The tea made
they sat together round the end of the large table ready to enjoy
it and some small homemade biscuits. A pricking into her thigh
reminded Katherine of the apron’s large pocket content. She reached
in a drew out the letter.

“What is that
mama?”

“Oh dear, with
that Marcus Manning and the poor little fellow you brought home, I
forgot. It is a letter from Andrea.”

“How is
she?”

“Well. She and
Ellen are planning to visit.”

“Oh good. It
is ages since we saw them.”

“Yes it is. I
have missed them. But we knew when they married we would probably
see very little of each other.”

“It is a shame
they had to move so far away.”

“I know but if
Michael was to get on Ellen and he needed to move to the city. And
if Karl’s shipping company is to be a success he needs to be there
in Portside all the time.”

“I understand
that but it is still a shame.”

“That is life
dear. You never know, you might also have to move away one
day.”

“No mama. How
many times must I tell you; I will never leave no matter what. This
is my home and this is where I belong.”

“I know dear.
You have said so many times but things can change.”

“Please mama,
we have just been over all this. I will not leave, not for anyone.
My place is with you and here in our home.”

“Yes dear.”
Regretting having raised the matter again and realising, as always,
it would be pointless to discuss it further. Secretly, she was
pleased but also concerned in case her young daughter’s
determination resulted in hurt and sorrow. What if she did fall for
someone who could not, or would not, take on the estates? Who would
want to live elsewhere or whose business required them to do so?
Would Maria really be able to refuse them and would she be able to
get over them? Would she be able to push the disappointment and
probable hurt away? Or would she live a life of regret? She did not
want that for her.

“When are they
coming?” Excitement at the proposed visit starting to take
hold.

“Um, let me
see.” Perusing the letter again. “Friday. Ellen is to travel down
to Portside, then the two of them are going to make their way
together from there. Andrea thinks they should be here in time for
dinner.”

“I can not
wait. Should we invite Michael and Karl’s families to join us for
dinner?”

“They are not
coming. Apparently Michael’s involved with an important case and
Karl cannot get away at the moment. It is disappointing for them
but the girls did not want to put off visiting until they were
available which is likely to not be for some time.”

“I know it is
naughty but quite honestly I am pleased. It will be nice for it to
just be the four of us. Be like old times.”

“Yes, I agree.
It will be nice to have them to ourselves. Do not mistake me, I
like Michael and Karl but it will be good to have some quality time
with your sisters.” Then glancing at the mantel clock. “Goodness,
look at the time! We better get on. Will you help me prepare some
more herbal remedies, we are getting low?”

“Of course I
will.” Rising to follow her mother to the outbuilding where they
kept and dried all the herbs, roots, bark, leaves and so on.


~~~~~~~~


“I’m sorry to
disturb you at home but you weren’t in the clinic.”

“That is all
right Susan. Is something wrong?” Noting the stress in the usually
smiling homely features.

“It’s my Paul,
he’s not very well.”

“Oh dear. What
are his symptoms?”

“He’s been
coughing and sneezing for a few days and has been sick a couple of
times. I’m worried it may be that illness we heard about.”

“What
illness?”

“We were in
town a couple of days ago where we were told there is some sort of
epidemic effecting a number of countries, some are calling it a
plague. Several think it may’ve reached our northern
territories.”

“I have not
heard anything. Have you Maria?” Turning to quiz her daughter.

“No mama. Did
anyone tell you anything more Susan?”

“No except to
say it’s killed a lot of people. I’m worried Paul may’ve got it
somehow.”

“Sounds more
like he has a heavy cold, or perhaps a touch of flu.”

“I hope that’s
all it is though people were saying the epidemic has flu like
symptoms. I’m really worried. Will you have a look at him
please.”

“Of course I
will. You get back to him and Maria and I will follow in a
minute.”

“Thank you.”
Grasping her hand in gratitude.

“All right,
Susan. Now go on. We will not be far behind.”


~~~~~~~~


“There, all
done.”

“Yes, looks
like they have never been away.” The small occasional table wobbled
precariously as she brushed pass to look out of the window. The
echo of horse’s hooves and carriage wheels on the gravel drive
having caught her ear. “Yes! It is them! They are here at
last!”

“Wait for me
dear.” Maria having rushed to the door, forgetting her mama could
not move as fast.

“Oh, sorry
mama. Come along they will be in any moment.”


The two, as
quickly as her mama’s legs would permit, rushed along the corridor
and onto the landing that joined the east and west wings and
overlooked the substantial parqueted entrance hall. Stopping by an
ornately carved balustrade Katherine looked over as two figures
entered. Where these really her daughters? So changed and yet still
themselves. Tall, slim, Ellen dressed in a beautiful mid-grey two
piece with wonderfully embroidered lapels looked every inch the
sophisticated city lady. Pearl earrings and neckless together with
patent leather handbag, heeled shoes and a delicate little hat set
upon her fashionable coiffeur completed the effect. Standing next
to her, looking no less elegant but in a parochial city style,
Andrea sported a calf length green and red floral satin dress
offset with sophisticated red leather handbag and shoes, her little
green hat no less enchanting than her sister’s. It was so good to
see them after so long. Though she accepted there was little
choice, due to their respective husband’s occupations, she still
struggled not to resent her daughter’s enforced absences. Surely it
was not really asking too much, in the time left her, to be
permitted regular periods of quality time with them. But she
understood that was the way life is. That frequently it was not
possible to have all one wanted. At least they had made good
matches with men who loved them and all the signs pointed toward
them having happy marriages, something she truly wished for her
darlings. And she still had Maria, for now at least though, despite
her youngest’s remonstrations, it was likely she would also be lost
to her in the not too distant future: She was the most attractive
and kindly spirited of the three and had already attracted the
attention of many potential suitors. But, never mind that now; her
girls were here and on their own, without their husband’s. Perhaps
her enjoyment of the fact was wrong but whatever, she would make
the most of it. Who knew when there would be another such
occasion.


Following in
Maria’s wake, the exuberance of which almost had a physical pull
upon her, Katherine carefully descended the staircase. Once
ensconced upon the highly polished parquet floor she waited for her
daughters to disengage. Maria had almost knocked her sisters over
with the eagerness and enthusiasm of her embraces and was clearly
reluctant to let go. She waited a moment longer before deciding it
time to announce her arrival. “Darlings, how wonderful to see you
both.” Eyes glistening with little tears of joy.

“Mama.” Ellen
setting aside the false city society convention of holding back,
her love overruling the cool self-control she had become accustomed
to exercising. Though she understood it necessary to meet
expectations for the sake of her husband’s career, she was not
naive and comprehended well how society’s conventions could be
quite ridiculous and hurtful at times.

“Darling
Ellen.” Unrestrained tears now running down her cheeks.

“Mama.” Andrea
in her turn moving forward to kiss and embrace this wonderful woman
who had given her and her sisters a marvellous childhood and a
better preparation for adult and married life than many could ever
hope for.

“Andrea dear.”
Embracing her second daughter with further tears of joy. How she
missed having them near. How she worried, though certain her
sons-in-law cared for them, they were not close enough for her to
protect from life’s cruel foibles. She knew, no matter who you
were, troubled times were
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