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Chapter 1

July 1830. The Estate of the Earl of Highrock.

It is a lovely warm summer’s day. The guests are spread out on the manicured lawn in front of the mansion of Lord Eric and his wife, Lady Eleanor, enjoying a sumptuous picnic provided by the hosts. 

It is the eighth birthday of the hosts’ only child, Lady Sabine. Present is the family of the Highrocks’ close neighbors and friends, Earl Arthur of Highcliff, his wife Lady Amelia and their twin sons Harold and Clifford, both nine years old, with Harold being the first to emerge into the world, which makes him the ‘oldest’ or ‘first’ son. 

Also present is the family of Earl Francis Pendelton, including his wife Lady Agatha, younger sister to Lady Eleanor, their eldest son Desmond (age ten), second son Rupert (age eight) and the oldest of the siblings, Anne (age twelve). The Pendelton estate is almost a day’s travel from Highrock, which means that mutual visits are less frequent than the regular mingling between the Highrocks and Highcliffs. As a result, Lady Eleanor and her sister have a lot to catch up on. 

Visitors from even further away include the Marquess and Marchioness of Bridgham and their two sons, Alexander and Edmond, as well as the Earl and Countess of Nottingbridge, their daughter, Helena, and their son, Christopher.

The adults have left the girl children to play on their own, in the care and under supervision where necessary of their governesses. Anne has self-assumed the role of Sabine’s guardian, using this to order the birthday child around and doing her best to make her feel small. The boys have taken to playing cricket near the woods surrounding the lawn and mansion. Excepting Clifford of course, who as usual keeps to himself; sitting on a chair, off to one side from where he overlooks the entire party; drawing, as he usually does whenever he has a chance to do so. 

 

“I’m not a runt!” Sabine shouted at Anne.

“Yes, you are,” Anne said with a supercilious air. “I am going to marry a Marquess. You are going to marry nobody at all, because you’re small and lank, and who would want to marry you? Unless he’s also small and lank. Besides, when Desmond becomes Earl of Highrock, he’s going to throw you out on the road.”

“You lie!”

Anne laughed. “Who knows? Maybe the stableboy will have you.”

With the exception of Helena, who appeared unhappy, the other girls sitting on the picnic blanket with Anne and Sabine, tittered dutifully at Anne’s remark. 

The world blurred before Sabine’s eyes. How could Anne say such horrible things to her? This was her birthday! People were supposed to be nice and say nice things. 

Sabine wiped her eyes. “You’re mean! All of you! I hate you!”

She jumped up and looked around. 

The adults were closer to the mansion and didn’t pay much attention to what was happening here. The three governesses were busy talking to each other, giggling at something stupid one of them had said and merely glanced at Anne and the girls, before returning their attention to their vapid chitchat. 

Sabine knew what they were thinking. What right had they to meddle in the squabbles of the girl children of nobles?

Away! She needed to get away! Somewhere without Anne and her evil titter bugs. And away from the boys, who right now were looking over at the girls, but then just laughed and returned to their game.

The woods! Her lovely woods, which she knew so well, and where she could hide and nobody—except maybe Clifford, who was sitting by himself, drawing as usual—would find her unless she wanted them to. Not quickly anyway. 

Sabine pulled up the hem of her birthday dress and started running, with the laughter and giggles from Anne and her entourage following her.

 

♡♡

 

Clifford watched the altercation between Sabine and the other girls. He knew that Anne had said something mean, as she usually did, if only because she was older than all of the others—and three years older than himself, but she wouldn’t have dared to speak meanly to him!—and thought herself better than any of them. Clifford decided yet again that he really did not like Anne at all. 

Sabine jumped up, collected the hem of her dress and ran toward the woods. To get away from everybody, Clifford guessed. And, yes, he understood that. The woods on his parents’ estate were his refuge as well when Harold, his unfortunately a few minutes older twin brother, gave him grief over something or other. Which he did regularly, and more so as of recent, when he had been told that as the first born he would one day be Earl, and Clifford would be nobody of importance at all.

Sabine’s slender figure disappeared into the woods. Clifford fought an urge to go after her and try to make her feel better and ensure that she was safe, but then decided against it. She probably was better off alone, with no one pestering her. And she should be safe, because she had told him that she never got lost in the woods, as she knew every one of the big trees and had given many of them secret names of her own. 

Clifford returned his attention to the drawing on his lap. It was an attempt to capture the picnic scene, with the way the adults were on one side and the children on another. And the boys near the wood playing cricket and the girls gathered around Anne. 

Why around her? She was the most mean-spirited girl he could imagine. And he had seen her push and shove smaller girls around, making sure that none of the adults noticed her doing it. With her size and girth the smaller ones didn’t stand a chance. Sabine had been wise to just get away from them. 

Still, not all the other girls were happy with Anne’s antics either. Helena of Nottingbridge, just a few years older than Sabine, rose and walked away from the group, looking distinctly uncomfortable but apparently unwilling to brave the group’s ridicule.

Clifford looked up from his drawing to compare it to what he saw before him. He returned his attention to the paper to add details to the ornately clipped bush just to the right side of the mansion’s entrance. 

His head snapped up as he again considered the scene before him. Something wasn’t as it had been just moments ago. 

But what?

Ahh, yes, the cricket players. They stood, looking at the woods, but then suddenly returned to their game. Except that…

Where was Desmond?

Suddenly uneasy, with a frisson running down his back, Clifford put his drawing pad and pens on the bench beside him and rose. 

Why had Desmond disappeared? Where to? And why were the boys apparently unconcerned, except maybe for Alexander, the older son of the Marquess of Bridgham, who kept looking around him as if he, too, was worried about more than the stupid cricket game. 

Had Desmond just disappeared among the trees to relieve himself?

If so, then why wasn’t he back already?

The bad feeling in Clifford’s belly intensified. 

He knew Desmond well enough to have felt the boy’s displeasure. Desmond was as much of a bully as his older sister, and Clifford had been on the receiving end of more than one instance of being strong-armed by him.

No more waiting! 

Clifford started running toward the spot where Sabine had disappeared among the trees. It was, as he knew, one of the ways to get to the natural pool not too far into the woods. As Clifford glanced off to his right, he noticed that he had Alexander’s full attention. He shook his head and continued running, not paying attention as to whether Alexander followed him or not.

As he wove his way along the ill-defined path, he heard a squeal from a small female voice, followed by what sounded like a splash. Panting hard he redoubled his efforts and moments later came to the path’s end at the edge of a rocky cliff, maybe twenty feet tall. Below him lay the pool. Off to one side stood Desmond, looking down at a chaotic swirl of pink muslin with Sabine at the center in the dark water below.

Without a moment’s hesitation Clifford leapt off the ledge, splashed into the water boots first, landing only a few feet away from the struggling and clearly drowning Sabine. His clothes and footwear hampered his progress, but he reached her just before she submerged and, holding her head above water, struggled to swim to the lower edge of the pool.

Alexander’s figure appeared on the high ledge beside Desmond and immediately clambered down to the flat shore Clifford was struggling to reach with his precious load. Alexander waded into the water and, immersed almost to his waist, reached out to Clifford and dragged him to the rocky shore.

Clifford pulled Sabine clear of the water and gently placed her on the ground, keeping her upper body in an upright position. He patted her back as she coughed up water. Then there was no more water but she kept coughing, with Clifford now holding her to him and murmuring soothing words.

“We need to take her back,” Alexander said. “Let me.”

“No,” Clifford said, picked up Sabine’s slender form and, followed by Alexander, went back along the path. Halfway back to the lawn, he realized that he had completely forgotten about Desmond, who had stood there at the edge, just brooding down at the drowning Sabine, without making any move to help her.

“Coward!” he spat.

“Coward,” Alexander agreed.

They broke into the open of the lawn. 

Alexander ran ahead and alerted the men, who came running toward them, the women soon following with dismayed voices and exclamations of concern.

Clifford surrendered Sabine to her father, who gently took his daughter.

“What happened?”

“She fell into the pool,” Clifford said.

“I think Desmond pushed her,” Alexander muttered behind him.

“Take her inside,” Clifford’s father said to his friend, then turned to his son and Alexander.

“What makes you say that?” He pointed. “Desmond is over there.”

And he was, right beside his remaining cricket buddies.

“He left,” Alexander said. “We thought he’d gone for a piss. But then Clifford ran into the woods and I followed him. Desmond stood by the edge of the pool. Maybe he didn’t push her, but he’s a coward.”

Clifford’s father considered the two wet boys before him.

“Clifford saved Sabine from drowning,” Alexander said. “I just helped.”

Clifford’s father looked over at Desmond.

“Did any of you two see Desmond push her?”

They shook their heads.

“Then let’s not speak about this right now. What cannot be proven will be seen as accusations and could result in acrimony from the Pendeltons. So, boys, let’s keep this between us. Understood?”

Clifford and Alexander nodded.

“It won’t be forgotten,” Clifford’s father said. “I promise. And I will speak of it to Sabine’s father.”

He laid a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You’re a brave boy. I’m so proud of you. What made you go into the woods after Sabine?”

“Desmond,” Clifford replied.

“And you?” the Earl said to Alexander.

Alexander shrugged. “I saw Clifford going off at a run. Thought that he might need some help.”

“Interesting. I suppose you don’t much like Desmond either.”

Alexander shook his head.

“All right, boys. I’ll go and see how things are going with Sabine.”

“Can I see her?” Clifford asked.

“I’m sure you will be more than welcome to do so once she’s pronounced better. After all, she owes you her life.”

When Clifford’s father had left, Alexander, who was thirteen, turned to the younger boy.

“You were very brave, Clifford. It is a pity that Harold will become the Earl one day. He has none of your virtues. He can’t even play cricket without trying to cheat.” He glanced at where Clifford had been sitting. “I see you’ve been drawing. Can I have a look at what you’ve done?”

“Promise you won’t laugh?”

“Promise. I can’t draw at all, so who am I to judge your work?”

Before they could go though, Desmond and Harold approached them from where they had obviously been watching Clifford and Alexander talking to the Earl.

“Coward!” Clifford shouted at Desmond. 

He wanted to yell “you pushed her!”, but controlled himself with difficulty.

Harold eyed the soaked Clifford up and down and chuckled. 

“You think you’re a hero now, do you?”

“He is,” Alexander said firmly.

At this pronouncement by the much older boy, who was the son of a Marquess and an Earl and Baron by title as well, Harold and Desmond thought it prudent not to say anything.

“I was there,” Alexander added. “And indeed, Clifford is a hero and Desmond is a coward—unless he’s something even worse.”

From a distance, Alexander’s father called his name and waved imperiously. Alexander rolled up his eyes and shook Clifford’s hand. 

“I’m glad to know you,” he said, before pivoting and heading for where his father stood next to two other visitors, among them the Earl of Pendelton, who no doubt wanted to know more about what had just happened first hand.

Clifford hoped that Alexander would be careful with what he told them. He turned his attention to Desmond and his brother, who considered him with what looked like disgust.

“Should have let her drown,” Desmond said. “Papa tells me that if she’s dead I would become the Earl here once the old one’s out of the way.”

Harold’s head snapped around to Desmond.

Clifford, seeing that their attention was on each other, decided that this was a good time to turn away and head back to the bench where he’d left his drawing utensils.

He heard Harold call his name, but refused to turn around and kept walking. Desmond’s words had convinced Clifford that he had pushed Sabine, hoping that she would drown.

But why?

Clifford decided that it didn’t matter. He had arrived just in time and foiled the attempt.

 

♡♡

 

Harold made no secret out of his dislike of the idea that Clifford, who after all officially was the Earl of Highcliff’s second son, even though only by a cat’s whisker, right now was the hero of the day. And when Clifford was told by an effusively grateful mother that Sabine has asked incessantly and insistently that she wanted to see him, and could he please do this as soon he had changed into dry clothes, Harold’s expression was a sneer of utter detestation, such as Clifford had never seen on his brother’s face before.

But all of that was forgotten, when he finally was allowed into Sabine’s excessively pink bedchamber and sat down beside her. She immediately reached for his hand, took it in hers and just lay there gazing up at him as he sat on the side of her bed.

“Don’t be here too long,” Countess Eleanor said. “Sabine needs to rest and get better.”

She left the room and closed the door quietly.

“I’m fine,” Sabine muttered when her mother had gone.

“The water was very cold.” Clifford squeezed her hand. “Maybe your mama is right.”

Sabine sighed and continued to hold tightly onto his hand.

“You saved me,” she whispered. “Thank you so much!”

He smiled at her and thought that he was glad he had. He should thank her for letting him save her life. Indeed, he must.

“Thank you!”

Sabine wrinkled her forehead. Her green, blue-fringed eyes looked at him questioningly.

“Why?”

“I liked saving you,” he said simply, because he didn’t know what else to say. 

Sabine smiled at him, pulled his hand closer and laid a cheek against it.

Suddenly her expression turned very solemn.

“Someone pushed me,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“I don’t know who.”

“You didn’t see him?”

“I heard someone. I was going to turn around. But he pushed me. Who was it?”

“You never saw him?”

Sabine shook her head.

“I think it was Desmond,” Clifford said.

Sabine’s eyes went round. “Why?”

“Desmond is mean. Stay away from him. When he is around, never be alone. Don’t let him come close.”

She said nothing, but just held his hand even tighter to her cheek.

“I like you,” she murmured. “I wish you would never go away.”

“I like you, too.”

They didn’t talk after that, but she turned on her side facing him and held onto his hand until she finally fell asleep.

Lady Eleanor herself came in not long after, very quietly, and stood beside the bed, with a little happy smile on her face.

“We can never repay you for what you’ve done for us, Clifford,” she whispered. “And know that you will always—always!—have a home here, should you ever need it. And even if you don’t, because methinks Sabine would love to have you around.”

She looked at Clifford’s hand, still firmly enclosed in Sabine’s, and smiled.

“I guess, if you leave she’ll wake. Would you mind staying here for a while and watch over her a little longer?”

In truth, Clifford would not have wanted to do anything else. And so he just nodded.

Lady Eleanor smiled again and stroked his head in a gesture both maternal and affectionate.

“Thank you.”

When her mother had left, Sabine opened her eyes.

“You’re awake!” he said.

She grinned mischievously, but then turned solemn.

“Could you stay for a while?” she said in a small voice.

“As long as you need.”

 

♡♡

 

Later, after he finally had left Sabine to her mother and her—severely reprimanded and suitably chastened—governess, the two sets of parents took Clifford into Sabine’s father’s private study and arranged themselves on chaise-longes. The absence of any of the visitors, or even Harold, seemed to signify that whatever they wanted to say to him was intended to be private and important. 

Sabine’s father appeared aware of Clifford’s apprehension and before seating himself laid a hand on his shoulder. 

“We just need to talk about some things, my boy. No need to be scared of anything. You’ve done nothing wrong. If anything, you’re the one person around here today who has done everything right. With the exception of Alexander maybe, but he wasn’t the one who jumped into ice-cold water to save our only child, who is more precious to us than our own lives and all possessions the world has to offer.”

Clifford heaved a sigh of relief.

Sabine’s father sat himself beside his wife.

“Both you and Alexander have stated that it was Desmond who pushed Sabine into the pool.”

“Sabine told me the same thing,” Clifford said. “She said that someone came up behind her and pushed her. Desmond was the only one there.”

The parents exchanged troubled looks.

“He made no attempt to jump into the pool after her?” Clifford’s father asked.

Clifford shook his head. “He just stood there and looked at her. Like—” he hesitated but then decided to say it “—he was waiting for Sabine to drown. And later he said something—”

Clifford fell silent.

“What did he say?” Sabine’s father asked, his voice brooking neither silence nor evasion.

Clifford took a deep breath. “He said I should have let her drown.”

The silence in the room was complete.

Finally, Sabine’s father nodded. “Thank you, Clifford. And now, as if you hadn’t done enough for us already, I—we all!—have to ask you for a big favor. A favor we will also ask of Sabine, but she is younger than you and a girl, and it will be harder for her to keep a secret.

“The favor we ask of you is this. Do not speak of your suspicions regarding Desmond to anyone. We will ask Alexander to do the same thing, and we know that he will keep the secret.”

“Sabine will find it difficult to keep silent about it,” Lady Eleanor said.

“We simply have to impress the importance of this on her young mind,” her husband replied.

“My Lord?” Clifford said timidly. 

It was improper to break into the conversations of adults and even more so of Earls and Ladies, but four pairs of eyes focused on him without censure.

“Speak your mind, Clifford,” Sabine’s father said.

Clifford swallowed. “My Lord, it might be better if I asked her. Let us make it a secret between just the two of us.”

The Earl glanced at Clifford’s parents. “Indeed. Eric? What do you think? Your son has an unusually sharp mind for one of his age.”

Clifford’s father nodded thoughtfully.

“You think you can convince her to keep this secret?” he asked Clifford.

“Yes, My Lord.”

“Then this is the way it shall be done,” Lord Eric said.

Lady Eleanor rose. “I shall take Clifford back to Sabine. She sometimes awakens for a little while not long after going to sleep. If she is awake, they could speak of this now.” 

 

♡♡

 

Clifford was cooling his heels outside Sabine’s room waiting for Lady Eleanor to determine if he could see his young friend. Right now he was wondering why he had spoken up earlier and made his suggestion. Was it because he really thought that this would make her keep the secret, or maybe because he just wanted to sit with Sabine again? Because he liked her company, even though she was just little. 

Well, not that little. Clifford had noticed that she had books in her room. Earlier during his stay he had overheard Lady Eleanor say to his mother that Sabine, under the tutelage of her governess, had actually begun to read. The remark had made him decide to pay more attention to similar efforts on the part of Master Lenier, his and Harold’s tutor at Highcliff. If a seven year old girl could learn how to read…

Lady Eleanor opened the door and motioned for Clifford to enter.

“I’ll leave you two to talk,” she told him, touching his shoulder and glancing over at Sabine, who sat propped up against pillows. Two candles on a nearby table provided a dim illumination.

When Lady Eleanor had left and closed the door behind her, Sabine threw off her covers and sat on the side of the bed, gathering her night gown around her.

“What are you doing?” Clifford said. “You should be—”

“Piffle!” she muttered

Clifford chortled at the expression coming from her mouth.

“Everybody thinks I’m sick,” Sabine added derisively. “Well, I’m not. So there.”

She patted the bed beside her. “Come and sit.”

After the briefest of hesitations, Clifford decided to comply and sat beside her. He kept his distance, but Sabine scooted over so she was right close up.

“Mama said you wanted to talk to me.”

Clifford nodded.

“What about?”

“A secret we have to keep.”

“About Desmond pushing me?”

When he looked at her surprised, she grinned at him.

“I’m not stupid, Cliff.”

“I never thought so.”

“Can I call you ‘Cliff’?”

“Of course. But just when we’re alone.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder.

“So now,” he said, “we have two secrets.”

“Why?” She didn’t take her head away.

“One is the secret about Desmond, and we really, really have to keep this. Our parents will be very upset if we don’t.”

“We can keep it,” she murmured. “What’s the other secret?”

“That you’re much more clever than everybody thinks.”

She lifted her head off his shoulder and looked at him from close up.

“Do you think I’m clever?”

“Very.”

“That’s very nice of you.”

“You are.”

“I think you’re clever, too.”

“Not as clever as you.”

“Yes, you are! You worked out my secret.”

Clifford chuckled.

Sabine leaned her head against his shoulder again.

“Cliff?”

“Hmm?”

“Can I trust you?”

“You know you can.”

“Can I tell you another secret?”

“As many as you want.”

“Just this one.”

“All right.”

“I wish you could live here.”

“That’s the secret?”

“Yes. Will you keep it?”

“Of course.”

 

♡♡

 

Lady Eleanor slowly opened the door and peered into the room, wondering if the conversation between the children was done. She had listened at the door for a while before she opened it, but had heard nothing. What she saw gave her pause and tugged on her heartstrings; Sabine fast asleep lying on her side, tucked in under her blankets, with one hand resting on the shoulder of Clifford, who was sitting beside the bed, his head down and equally obviously asleep.

Lade Eleanor smiled and slowly closed the door again. She went downstairs to the parlor where the others were still talking and told them to follow her.

“Quietly,” she whispered, as they went after her up the staircase to the upper level and Sabine’s room.

She held a finger on her mouth as she slowly opened the door to Sabine’s room again. 

“Shall we leave them sleeping?” she whispered.

Clifford’s father glanced at his friends. 

“They’re a bit too young to care about propriety,” he said lowly.

“Let them be,” Lady Amelia whispered. 

Sabine’s father nodded his assent and Eleanor carefully closed the door again.

Back in the parlor the friends regarded each other in silence for a few moments before the ladies broke into very unladylike giggles, while the men worked hard to hold back laughter.

“We’ll have to watch those two,” Clifford’s father muttered, a grin on his face.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2

April 1837. The Estate of the Earl of Highcliff.

A small gathering for Harold’s and Clifford’s sixteenth birthdays. Present are the families from Highrock and Highcliff as well as the Pendeltons.

It being April, even though the sun is out, the weather is too whimsical to risk an outside picnic. The adults have decided to remain in the security and comfort of Highcliff’s grand parlor. The men and women have agglomerated separately, to occupy positions at the two fireplaces at opposite ends of the room.

Sabine, almost fifteen years of age, is doing her best to avoid Anne and spend some time with Clifford. Anne is displeased with the determined snub from a mere fourteen-year old; but since she is getting ready for her first season, she finds solace in, and believes she derives benefit from, speaking to Lady Amelia and Lady Eleanor, who have a wealth of good advice to offer regarding the intricacies of this hallowed and sometimes daunting ton tradition.

Harold and Desmond have coopted Rupert, Desmond’s younger brother, into a game of not particularly skilled cricket, into which they have also drafted, in minor roles, the two Highcliff stable boys. 

In a private nook in the ornate Highcliff gardens Clifford is seated on a chair several steps in front of Sabine, who occupies a bench in an unwavering pose as he draws her with graphite pens on a sheet of paper affixed to a board resting on his knees.

 

“Why do artists take such a long time?” Sabine pouted. “We’ve been here for ages!” 

She wriggled her posterior on the bench, causing Clifford to grin. But then he bethought himself. She was right. He had taken up a lot of her time; and, enjoyable as it was to be around her, he was being selfish.

 He put down paper and pen and rose, reaching out for her.

“Come then,” he said. “We’ll join the others and find you something to entertain us.”

Sabine took his proffered hand and pulled herself off the bench.

“I don’t want to be entertained,” she said firmly. “I like spending time with you. But my haunches are sore from sitting still like this. Let us do something more fun. We haven’t done hide-and-seek in the woods for so long!”

She started pulling him after her along the garden path, toward the adjacent sprawling Norway Spruce forest, planted by the current Earl Highcliff’s father over half a century ago. The plan at the time had been to use the trees as a long-term investment, ultimately to be cut down for building materials. But then the Earl had fallen in love with the beautiful spruces, which, when covered with snow, looked like nothing so much as Christmas trees. And since, mainly because of other lucrative investments, there had been no need for the profits the forest would provide, it had been left untouched, stretching from the Highcliff gardens almost to the edge of the cliffs facing the Irish Sea.

“Found you every time,” Clifford teased her. “And you never found me.”

“I’m bigger now. And I’m clever. You keep telling me so yourself.”

Clifford laughed. “I’ll be fair and give you a head start!”

He hesitated; looked her up and down. “You cannot go into the woods in this dress. It will tear, and your mother will be most unhappy with both of us.”

Sabine stopped and considered her modest and very proper muslin gown, then gave him a look he knew only too well, and which told him that she was thinking of something outrageous to solve this particular problem. She had a way of finding outrageous solutions, as he had learned to his occasional dismay and mortification over the last few years. And she usually got her way, using all kinds of wiles and stratagems to get around his objections. 

Clifford wondered just exactly what thoughts were coalescing in that pretty head of hers, and which her deceptively innocent gaze was careful to hide.

“Then give me a pair of your breeches and one of your shirts,” she said, looking him up and down. “They should fit me just fine.”

“Are you crazy?” he exclaimed. “How are you going to—”

“Sshhh!” she hissed. “Do you want everybody to hear us talking? Just go and get them. I’ll get changed in the gardener’s tool shed.”

“What? Not there! You cannot—”

“If I go back into the house, they will see me! So hurry!”

She gave him a cheeky look. 

“Methinks you’re scared I’ll find you no matter where you hide.”

Clifford knew what she was doing, but now she had piqued his pride, and he wasn’t going to let her get away with her devious schemes this time. He knew several places to hide where God himself would have a hard time finding him.

“All right,” he muttered. “But you’re a little devil, and I’m going to teach you a lesson.”

She laughed and stuck out her tongue at him; turned away and with a “Hurry then!” skipped off for the gardener’s shed, which was at the end of the path, close to the woods. At this time and with the party in progress, after leaving the estate and garden in an immaculate state, the gardener and his wife had been given a few days leave to visit their daughter in a nearby village. With any luck—inwardly Clifford was crossing every finger he was able to—nobody would ever find out what scandalous activities Sabine and he had been up to.

With a last look at the skipping Sabine, Clifford turned away and hurried to the mansion, wondering which breeches and shirt of his would fit her best. It was hard to tell, because she was a girl, and in recent years her once-slender figure had begun to fill out in interesting places and definitely could not be mistaken for a boy’s anymore. 

Clifford made a vexed sound as he hurried along, wondering if he should call off Sabine’s silly adventure. But then she would laugh and not stop teasing him for the rest of her stay at Highcliff. 

If he hadn’t liked her as much as he did, if she weren’t his best friend, she’d almost certainly would have been the death of him by now. 

As Clifford passed the small gazebo at the mansion end of the garden path, he thought he heard a rustle in the Rhododendron bushes to his left, but he was in too much of a hurry to pause and investigate. 

He doubled around the back of the big house, heading for the kitchen entrance to avoid being seen; tiptoed past kitchen and pantry and started up the stairs.

 

♡♡

 

Desmond had watched Clifford and Sabine leave the picnic and the guests. He was dying to know what they were up to, but he could not follow them, because his cricket buddies would have noticed; and that would not do. So he bided his time until there was an opportunity to disagree with them and walk off in a self-righteous huff. 

He didn’t much care about their company anyway, but was forced to put up with them because his parents insisted on dragging him to occasions such as these. He never quite understood why, even though he was the eldest son and therefore supposed to be present and behave in a reasonably decorous manner, as befitted a future Earl of Pendelton. 

An impoverished Earl. Despite his youth Desmond was very much aware that his father’s estate was in serious financial straits. Which he would inherit. Unless Sabine either died, or married him or married some commoner; because then he would by default become the heir to Highrock. That would make him into a rather wealthy Earl of Highrock as well! One reason no doubt, why his parents insisted that he attend insipid social events like this one. But then again, did it matter? If he was the default heir, then what did it matter if he was here, playing a stupid game of cricket and watching the nobody Clifford sneak off with Sabine to who-knew-where?

As he walked away from the cricket game he told himself that what had once appeared like an unfortunate interference by Clifford now looked like it might actually have been lucky. Because Sabine looked like she might actually grow from the gangly runt she once had been into someone he might not mind ravishing and even marrying one day. He hadn’t thought of that when he was a stupid young boy who pushed her into the pool.

If the truth be told, he wouldn’t mind getting a taste of the little minx, well before the time when he could actually lay a claim on her; when his father could pressure Sabine’s father into consenting to have her wed Desmond, rather than wasting time on the useless and inconsequential Clifford, whose only interests seemed to be drawing pretty pictures.

Such were Desmond’s thoughts as he wandered off from the cricket game, intent to find out what Sabine and Clifford were up to. It didn’t take that much thought to figure it out, because he knew that they liked to get themselves out of everybody’s sight, including that of their overly trusting parents, by retreating into Highcliff’s gardens, with their winding paths and endless places where someone could hide. 

And there they were!

Desmond quickly retreated a few steps, out of their line of sight, but staying close enough to be able to hear most of their conversation. When Sabine suggested hide-and-seek in the woods, he had a sudden idea. A whole lot of them actually, because there were a lot of things one could do in the woods! But then Clifford spoilt everything by arguing about her dress, only to have Sabine making him go off and fetch her breeches and a shirt.

What a strumpet! 

But she planned to get changed in the gardener’s shed! That might be more fun than the woods. As long as Clifford wasn’t there of course. But he would be a little while yet.

Desmond hastily retreated behind a large Rhododendron bush to avoid Clifford seeing him as he hurried toward the mansion. For a moment Desmond thought that Clifford might have heard the rustle of the bush and stop to investigate the noise, but the stupid boy just kept going.

Would Clifford be tempted to watch Sabine undress? For she would have to, and the walls would surely have some cracks to peek through for a closer secret inspection of what Sabine had on offer. The way she was developing there might be quite a lot. Harold had made a remark not so long ago, about another girl of about the same age in Birkwater, who apparently was a fruit ripe for the picking. Harold might have been bragging, of course. But then again maybe he hadn’t, when he had claimed to have gotten a nice handful of ass, with nary a protest from the girl. 

Desmond already had had ample, practical and experimental, evidence that he was ready to try out what nature had provided him with on more than his hand. He wondered what Sabine would think of the equipment in question. She probably would be scandalized, though of course she wouldn’t dare to tell anyone what she had been made to get a look at. 

Or maybe she would actually like it! How could he know unless he found out for himself?

Desmond’s imaginings were falling over themselves as he watched Clifford disappear from view in the direction of the mansion. He left his hiding place behind the Rhododendron bush and, quietly and making use of every opportunity to remain concealed, snuck after Sabine.

 

♡♡

 

Sabine paused when she arrived at the shed. It was a rickety old structure, which Clifford and herself had used once before when they got caught in a sudden downpour, with no time to get back into the mansion without getting soaked. It had been fun, hiding away in here. The roof didn’t leak, but the wall timbers were old and had shrunk and twisted, leaving lots of cracks admitting light from the outside. 

She had been so little at the time they had shared the rough three-board bench affixed to one of the walls!

How much she had changed in just those few years! Some of the changes were embarrassing and nothing she liked to talk about; not even to mama or Lucy, her new governess. Mama had noticed of course, and reminded her that she was on her way to becoming a woman and that the changes still coming might be rather scary. Mama had spoken of monthly bleeding, which she referred to as ‘menses’. She had said that this was a normal, though unpleasant and messy, part of a woman’s life. It would be that way until she got old, and then it would stop.

Sabine had tried to forget these things, hoping they were far away, but when she sat herself upon the bench she and Clifford had once occupied, she noticed that it was much narrower than it had been. But then she realized that these were still the same three old boards, which looked a lot like they had when she was but ten.

So what was different? 

It was she, of course! Gone was the slip of a girl she had been when she had sat on these very planks. Her bottom had become fuller, her hips wider. Her waist had remained much the same, but now it looked pinched in between hips and her upper body, where other interesting developments had taken place. And, yes, she had noticed the looks directed at her, especially from Desmond and Harold. She hated those looks, which made her feel uneasy. And they knew it and enjoyed her discomfort.

How much more at ease she was with Clifford. Always had been, especially after he had pulled her out of the icy waters of the pool. She still remembered him carrying her back and telling her that she was all right; that everything was all right and she was safe.

Sabine looked around the shed. Despite its rough construction, the shovels, rakes, cultivators, brooms and other tools leaning against the walls and lying on the rough hewn table opposite her, she liked this place. It smelled of soil and wood and decay. But that was all right. It belonged here, at the edge of garden and forest, and she…

A sound disrupted Sabine’s ruminations. 

Clifford!

Sabine rose and started for the door to meet him.

A shape larger than Clifford blocked the door. For a moment she didn’t know who it was, as the light behind him kept his face in shadow. But then she knew and her heart beat faltered.

Desmond.

“Hallo, little girl,” he said, just standing there and blocking her way out. 

His voice was on the verge of becoming that of a man. The transition was not kind to him, as it made his words come out sometimes squeaky and occasionally fluttering into a deeper, somehow more frightening, timbre.

“What are you doing here?” Sabine’s voice wavered, but she drew herself up, determined not to show how scared she truly was. 

“What are you doing here?” 

He took a step closer, forcing her to back away because she really didn’t want him to be near her. Every time she even saw him she almost felt his hands at her back, pushing her, tipping her off balance, toppling her off the ledge and into the water below.

“None of your concern,” Sabine said, standing as straight as she could, which still only brought the top of her head to the level of his chin; because Desmond had grown faster than Clifford, and even Harold, who also was taller than his twin and stronger to boot. But Desmond was by far the biggest and strongest of the two. 

“Please leave,” she said as firmly as she was capable of. “It is not proper of you to be here.”

“Not proper? Ha! What about Clifford? I heard you talk.”

Oh, no!

“Well.” Desmond grinned broadly, doing nothing to make his face any less fearsome. “He’ll be a little while yet, so maybe you and I can talk.”

“I don’t want to talk to you!”

Again that grin. And another step forward.

“Good. I don’t want to talk either. I want to look.”

A nauseous pit of fear opened up in her belly.

“I will tell everybody what you did!” she threatened.

Desmond chuckled and took another step, forcing her even further back.

“Who will believe you? Everybody knows you’ve gone off with Clifford. They’ll think you’re lying to protect him.”

He took another quick step and reached out for her. She brought up a hand to protect herself but he swatted it aside, hooked a blunt finger into the top of her dress and yanked it down. 

The fabric tore. A sharp pain stabbed through her neck as she was jerked forward. A current of cool air played over her exposed chest.

“Look and feel,” Desmond gloated.

He let go of the dress and grabbed one of the soft pads that were well on the way toward becoming a woman’s breasts.

With the grim reality of Desmond continuing his predations confronting her, there was only one thing left to do. But before she could open her mouth to scream for help…

“Leave her alone!”

Clifford!

Something impacted on the much larger Desmond from behind. Clifford’s arms wrapped themselves around his neck.

Desmond let go of Sabine and, with almost casual ease, undid the arms, whipped around and flat-handed Clifford across one side of his face, throwing him aside and into a wall hung with tall-handled gardening implements.

Clifford collapsed into a huddle, moaning with pain, struggling to rise again. 

Desmond advanced on him, heaved him up with both hands and held him there for a few moments.

“Runt,” he muttered and made as if to throw him against the wall again.

Sabine uttered a wild screech and, ignoring her half-undressed state, launched herself at Desmond’s back. She reached up to the sides of his face, bent her fingers and drew them back, raking her nails across his cheeks and ears.

With a roar Desmond let go Clifford and turned on her. One hand grabbed her throat as he pushed her toward the bench. He didn’t see Clifford taking a spade from the wall and hauling out. The flat of the blade smashed into the left side of Desmond’s head. 

Desmond let go of Sabine, who managed to leap aside, just before he tripped over his own feet, fell onto the bench. His head hit the wooden wall above it. He rolled off the bench onto the ground and lay still.

Sabine and Clifford stood for a moment, breathing hard, looking at the twitching body of Desmond, and then at each other. 

Clifford’s eyes widened and, though he was grimacing with obvious pain, stepped closer to her and pulled up the top of her dress to cover her. She just wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for dear life—or in this case Clifford, who seemed to be the most important part of that life and had been for so long.

Behind them Desmond moaned and stirred.

“At least we didn’t kill him,” Clifford muttered.

“I wish we had!”

“No, you don’t.” 

“He’s moving!” Sabine said, looking over Clifford’s shoulder.

“Hold this,” he said.

Sabine let go of Clifford and held up the torn dress as best she could to cover herself, while he turned away, picked up the spade again and stood over Desmond.

“Can you move?” he said in a voice cracking with so much suppressed anger that she thought for a moment he might just change his mind and use the spade to finish off Desmond for good after all.

Desmond groaned and levered himself up on one elbow. Clifford stood back and raised the spade.

“Get out!”

“You’re letting him go?” Sabine said.

Clifford nodded. “It’s better that way.”

“Look what he did!” she protested.

“I know what he did,” Clifford said, his normally gentle voice cold as ice and brittle as glass—and even though she was only fourteen, Sabine suddenly understood that something about her Clifford had changed—just now, when he had seen Desmond attack her. The boy she had played and been friends with for years was no more. 

A new kind of fear swept over her. Because what would happen to them now? Would they still be able to be friends as they had been; or would this changed and suddenly-grown-up Clifford find more interesting things to do than spend his time with a little girl?

“Get out!” Clifford grated.

Desmond managed to stand on wobbly legs. Blood seeped from the deep scratches along both of his cheeks and trickled down his face. Where Clifford had hit him with the spade, the ear also was soaked in red. 

Desmond tumbled out through the door and disappeared, leaving them on their own.

Clifford dropped the spade and came over to Sabine to embrace her again.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

“Don’t be,” she said, resting her face against him. 

“If he ever does that again I will kill him,” he muttered. 

“No, you won’t.” 

They stood in silence for a little while longer, before separating. Clifford took off his shirt.

“Better put this on,” he said, and she noticed that he did what he could not to look at her torn dress, which she was still holding up. 

“What will they say when they see me like this?” she fretted. “And you with no shirt on?”

“We’ll get a good talking to. That’s for sure.”

“We will do it together!” she declared.

“No. This was my fault. I shouldn’t have left you on your own.”

“I shouldn’t have asked to play hide-and-seek in the woods.”

“I shouldn’t have listened to you.”

“I don’t care!” she flared. “If they want to punish us, I want us to be together.”

For a moment he regarded her thoughtfully—and she dreaded what he would say next. Because if he refused to do as she had asked, she would know that she had lost him. Not as a friend, but as someone who…

Sabine struggled to find a way to understand what she feared, but couldn’t. And that frightened her even more.

“Together,” he said. “But I think we will have to fight for it, because that’s not how things are usually done.”

“I’ll fight with you.”

He smiled and handed her his shirt.

“Here. Put it on.”

“You’ll freeze!”

Clifford chuckled. “Better that I look half undressed than that you do. I’ll just go outside and make sure nobody else comes around.”

She glanced at her hands, which were still holding up the torn top of her dress.

“I’ll need someone to hold this.”

Was he blushing?

Clifford took a deep breath. “Let me stand behind you and close my eyes while I hold it for you. Just hurry up. I really don’t want anybody else to surprise us.” He rolled up his eyes. “This is going to be very complicated.”

 

♡♡

 

And complicated it had been. The parents—who had already realized that something was wrong when Desmond tumbled back into view with a bloody face and muttering incoherently something about having been attacked in the garden—caught Clifford and Sabine attempting to sneak back into the mansion. And they had a lot of questions. 

“We did it together,” Sabine had insisted, taking over the conversation and waving Clifford’s half-hearted objections aside. “And we want to be punished together.”

“Is that so?” Her father raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“Clifford?” Earl Arthur gave his son a stern look.

“That is our decision.”

“I see. Well, together punished you shall be. Get yourselves cleaned up and we are going listen to what you have to say in your defense.”

Now, not looking like poor lost street urchins after a brawl anymore, they faced an interrogation by two sets of parents. 

Sabine had chosen to sit beside Clifford on a chaise-longue; finding solace in their proximity. They would fight this to the bitter end.

“The truth, Clifford,” his father grumbled.

“Part of the truth only I know,” Sabine said primly. 

“You will get your chance to tell your part of this sordid tale,” Earl Eric told his daughter. “Until then hold your tongue, for I am not a very patient man right now.”

“What were you doing in the garden?” Clifford’s father asked his son.

“Clifford was drawing me,” Sabine replied, ignoring the fact that the question was addressed to Clifford. “Here.”

She held out the drawing Clifford had done of her, and which she had brought in anticipation of this being important.

“Sabine!” her mother said warningly.

“He did,” Sabine said. “Here’s proof.”

Clifford nudged her. “How about letting me get a word in?”

Sabine shrugged with pretend carelessness, but Clifford knew her too well not to be aware of her apprehension.

“It going to be all right,” he said to her and turned to the panel of judges. “This is what I know.” 

He recounted what had happened as truthfully as he could.

Only once was he interrupted by Sabine’s father. 

“It seems like you always appear just in time to avert the worst.”

“I was running up the stairs, when I had a sudden feeling that I had to return quickly,” Clifford replied. “So I forgot all about what I was supposed to do and hurried back. Just in time.”

Sabine tucked her arm under Clifford’s. “Like you were when I was about to drown.”

“Sabine?” her father said.

She rendered an account of what had happened in the gardener’s tool shed before Clifford’s appearance.

“And that is that,” she said. “Then Clifford came in and tackled Desmond. Again he saved me from very bad things happening to me.”

“We saved each other,” Clifford reminded her. “Your nail marks are still in his face and will be there forever.”

She grinned. “I wonder if he’ll ever be able to hear with his left ear again. You gave him a good wallop.”

Suddenly he remembered that the parents were still watching them.

“It is my fault any of this happened,” he said. “I should never have left Sabine alone. If punishment there is to be, then it must be mine.”

“No!” Sabine punched him in the arm. “I teased you into going into the forest. You only went away to get something to wear so my dress wasn’t going to be ruined.”

“I should never have let you talk me into it.”

“I can always talk you into things,” Sabine retorted. “I just have to try hard enough.”

“But—” Clifford started.

“Stop!” Clifford’s father roared. “Enough already.” He looked at the other three judges. “Are we agreed that they are both equally culpable of all charges?”

Nods and stern looks from three heads.

“What charges?” Clifford asked.

“Behaving in a manner that has resulted in the Pendeltons leaving a short while ago, with Earl Francis swearing that they will never set a foot on either of our estates again,” Sabine’s father said.

Clifford and Sabine exchanged a look. Her mouth twitched in a quickly-suppressed smile. Clifford thought he knew what was going on in her mind. No more Anne torturing her and no more skulking Desmond lurking somewhere in hiding either.

“We have decided on a suitable punishment for both of you,” Clifford’s father said.

That got their full attention.

“Sir—” Clifford started, but the Earl interrupted him.

“Silence! I know what you said, and you probably think you’re being very noble accepting responsibility for this foolishness. But you have admitted to having done this together, and so together you shall be punished.”

“Please don’t keep us apart,” Sabine whispered, her right hand reaching for Clifford’s and gripping it. “I couldn’t abide it! I’ll do anything I have to for punishment, but please not that!”

“Keep you apart?” her father said, looking at his three co-judges. “Why would we do something as foolish as that? Both of you would become completely insufferable and impossible to live with. Endlessly complaining and moody and probably even refusing tutelage, just because you might think this is a way of getting your own back at us. 

“And we all know that you are both quite capable of this. Besides, even if we separated you, you would no doubt conspire to find ways to see each other no matter what we do.

“So, separating you is not what we have in mind. We have enough other troubles to deal with and don’t need you two making our lives even more difficult.”

Clifford noticed that Sabine’s death grip on his hand had relaxed somewhat.

“Instead we are going to perform an experiment,” Sabine’s father continued. “This may turn into a true punishment for you. But then again, it may not. It all depends on a number of unknown factors, all of which are clearly beyond our control. But they are under yours.”

He nodded to Clifford’s father. 

“Arthur? You tell them. It was your idea to begin with.”

“I thought,” Earl Arthur said, “that maybe you just do not see each other often enough, and that this causes you two to engage in activities as mischievous and socially consequential as those that took place today. I don’t know if it is absence making the heart grow fonder—if a ‘heart’ matter this is—or if you two are just naturally inclined to become excessively creative about mischief if kept apart for too long. In the end it does not signify. The best way to solve this problem, so we all have agreed, is to ensure that you see each other every day—from the time you rise to the time you go to bed. 

“This may be all for the good. After all, Clifford, you seem to be unable to relate to anyone but Sabine in a socially competent manner. At other times you either attend to your studies with Master Lenier—who by the way has declared you to be an excellent student—or ride off or go walking on the estate on your own, always drawing and painting and doing what-do-we-know when you are out of our sight. 

“As to Sabine, from what we hear from your parents, you are much the same in your own way. Unwilling to engage with others of your age socially because you appear to find them tedious and boring. An excellent student, as attested to by your governess, who appears especially impressed by your skills in languages, and particularly French. And of course, at all other times you have your nose in some book, and it does not seem to matter what kind of book it is.

“But when the two of you come together everything changes. We don’t know why, but that’s the way it is. And so we have decided that you shall not be kept apart anymore, and instead will spend most of your lives in the same place. Two weeks at Highcliff, where you, Sabine, are going to attend classes with Master Lenier, together with Clifford and Harold, and learn things that your governess cannot teach you. And you, Clifford, will spend two weeks at Highrock, where you, in Sabine’s company, in turn will be subjected to the tutelage of Miss Lucy Warburton, who hopefully will help you with your erudition in classical literature and also the French language. Neither of these are Master Lenier’s areas of expertise, as he is more versed in modern English literature, natural philosophy and the study of ancient history.”

Clifford’s father stopped talking. As he considered them, Clifford, who knew his father well enough to read his face, detected a definite element of suppressed mirth. 

“For how long will this punishment continue?” Sabine asked.

“Are you thinking of objecting to it?” her father said. “Because if you are, there is another solution that—”

“No!” Sabine gave her head a vigorous shake, sending her curls flying. Her hand again tightened around Clifford’s. 

“I also most definitely am not objecting either!” Clifford said. “Indeed, I consider the punishment fair and appropriate.”

Sabine’s thumb stroked over the back of his hand.

“You do?” his father said. “Very good. But to answer Sabine’s question: The arrangement will remain in force until Clifford is leaving Highcliff to make his way in the world, or until you, Sabine, are of age to come out in London society—and most definitely once either or both of you are either married or of majority.”

Clifford glanced at Sabine and noticed that she had taken her lower lip between her teeth in an attempt to suppress a smile.
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