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Chapter One
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England, 1896

Matt glanced up at the big house as he turned his horse into the lane leading to the stables. A familiar nagging sense of resentment twisted his vitals and he spurred the mare with unwarranted vigour, making her toss her head and sidle nervously.

‘Sorry, old girl,’ he muttered, patting the mare’s neck as he realized he’d taken out his frustrations on her. But the injustice of it rankled.

Here he was, out in the cold spring morning, working the gentry’s high-strung, over-fed horses so they would be safe for his betters to ride, while them from the manor lay in their soft beds, waiting for servants to cook their breakfast and ready their clothes for the day.

‘That’s just the way it is,’ his mother would say. But Matt had never been able to share his parents’ stoic acceptance of the order of things.

A robust plume of smoke rose from the kitchen chimney, attesting to the activity below stairs despite the earliness of the hour. Matt imagined the cook preparing a breakfast of ham and eggs while the master and mistress still slumbered in the rooms above. For a moment he thought he could smell it and his stomach rumbled. He’d been out since dawn, and his own breakfast was but a memory.

Back at the stables, he unsaddled and led the horses past the open door of the feed barn. His father straightened from the task of measuring chaff, bran and oats into a row of buckets. The sweet smell of freshly-cut chaff, mingled with the familiar acrid stench of horse manure and stale urine, jostled his senses.

‘How was the mare this morning, Matt? Any trace o’ the lameness still?’

‘No, but she was fresh from the spell, shying at shadows like a three-year-old.’

‘You better keep working her, lad, in case the master wants to ride her. They want the brougham later, so check the harness over when you’ve rubbed the horses down.’

‘So they’re going visiting, are they?’

Matt’s mocking tone provoked a disapproving frown from his father. ‘No more o’ this disrespect for your elders and betters, lad. You’d be out on your ear if they heard talk like that.’

Matt shrugged. ‘Let ’em do their worst. If they think I owe ’em they’re mistaken.’

Jones drew himself taller, his busy eyebrows bristling. ‘You owe ‘em your job and your life here with your mother and me! If they hadn’t let us take you in, you’d have bin dumped at the orphanage.’

Matt turned away without answering and led the horses to their stables, his gut churning with a mix of emotions. The Joneses had provided him with a loving home when his unwed mother had died in childbirth, and he would never forget his debt to them. But he refused to feel grateful to the Ashfords for permitting something that hadn’t cost them anything in effort, money or inconvenience.

Once he’d finished with the horses, Matt cleaned the leather harness that went with the brougham, oiling it until it was supple and soft, and polishing the bit and brass buckles until they gleamed. Next, he groomed Jasper, the Cleveland Bay gelding who always pulled it, picking out his shod hooves and brushing his mane and tail until the hairs separated into shimmering strands. He talked to the horse as he worked and Jasper nudged him trustingly with his head, his bright eyes and pricked ears betraying his eager anticipation of an outing from the stable. Then Matt backed the horse up to the carriage, sliding the collar over his neck, attaching the back pad and the breeching to the shafts, running the traces from the collar to the vehicle itself. Matt loved the horses and took pride in his work, but of late a growing restlessness had gripped him.

He knew his father was preparing him to take his place as coachman one day, but could he stand being at Squire’s beck and call for the rest of his life? What choice did he have here in England but a life of servitude?

‘Do you want to drive ’em today, Matt?’ Jones was standing in the doorway of the tack room watching him. ‘I think you’re ready for it.’

Matt started wondering how long the old man had been there. He quickly gathered his errant thoughts and nodded, relishing this new challenge. ‘I’ll drive ’em carefully, never fear.’

His foster father came to hold the horse’s head. ‘Go and change, then, lad. They want you up there at ten o’clock. And you behave proper, like you bin taught.’

Jones watched after the boy’s retreating back, noting with a tinge of pride that was always mingled with pain, how tall and strong he was. Dark-haired like his mother.; his natural mother, that was. The one they had never spoken of to Matt, though Jones sometimes wondered if that had been a mistake. Perhaps the boy would have accepted the truth if he’d grown up with it, but if he found out now...

Jones led the horse and carriage into the yard, casting a cursory glance at the stableboy, Fred, who was supposed to be shovelling straw and manure from the pile in front of the stalls into a wheelbarrow. ‘Get a move on there, Fred. We don’t have all day. And no more smoking them cigarettes around the stable.’

Bloody Turkish cigarettes, Jones thought. Fred was no more than fourteen. The coachman suspected Matt joined him sometimes, for he’d caught the whiff of them on his son’s breath. He wondered why they couldn’t stick to chewing tobacco, which at least didn’t pose a fire danger around the stables and the hay loft. But Matt was twenty, and old enough to be making his own mistakes.

And he was making enough of them, all right. He wasn’t old enough to go to the pub yet, but Jones knew he’d been carousing with some of the village lads of a Saturday night. The sick look about him when he would finally surface on Sunday morning told its own story. He no longer accompanied his parents to church, which upset Martha no end.

And then there were the girls, who fell like ninepins for his handsome face and strong body. Jones knew from long service at Fenham Manor that the Ashford men were rakes, and Matt was showing disturbing signs of following in their footsteps. Was it just the desire to imitate, or it did it run deeper than that? It was all right for them, perhaps, with the money and the power to enable them to behave as they wished. But Matt was only the coachman’s son when all was said and done, and he would never be acknowledged as anything else.

~ * ~
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MATT WAITED IN THE sweeping driveway of the manor, sitting in the high perch driver’s seat, having exchanged his working tweeds for white breeches, top boots, a buttoned coat and top hat. He stretched his legs and rested his long whip across his knees as one of the maids came out of the house, en route to the dairy. She saw him and was audacious enough to detour, her quick glance to the windows of the house betraying her guilt.

‘Why, Matt!’ She smiled at him, tilting her head coquettishly. ‘And don’t you look grand, sitting there like Lord Muck!’

He grinned at her, his eyes skimming casually over her trim figure and firm breasts under the starched white apron, remembering her wearing considerably less in the darkness of the lane last Saturday night. ‘Will you be coming to the dance with me tonight, Eliza?’

‘I’ll think about it, Matt. Ask me again later.’

He grinned again as she continued to the dairy, eyeing the rounded backside which the sober gown tried hard to conceal. It amused him that she was pretending to consider his invitation. He knew she would no more refuse him than fly to the moon. She had already given him everything that she had to give, and now it was he, like the Pied Piper, who was calling the tune.

The master and mistress finally appeared at the doorway at half past ten, dressed to the nines to impress their friends from the other side of the village. Harry Ashford was no longer the imposing man he had once been. He was stooped and seemed to be shrinking as he aged. Mrs Ashford carried her years a little better, but her face had grown sterner over time. Matt privately thought her a stuck-up old biddy, although he would never have dared to voice such an opinion.

‘Matt!’ The master looked surprised and a bit displeased as Matt stepped down from the vehicle and opened the door for them. ‘You driving us today?’

‘By your leave, sir.’ Though he spoke with a practised humility, a spark of defiance prompted him to meet the old man’s eyes. ‘Me father thought I was up to it.’

‘Mind the ruts then, lad,’ the squire snapped. ‘These old bones don’t appreciate being shaken about.’

Matt settled the aging couple in the hooded vehicle and closed the door before jumping up to his driver’s perch and clicking Jasper to move off. He often wondered why the squire seemed to dislike him. Was it because he didn’t bow and scrape enough to suit the old man? That was too bad, because he wasn’t about to change his ways to please anyone.

~ * ~
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HE’D NEARLY FINISHED feeding the horses that evening when he heard an urgent whisper from the stable doorway. ‘Matt! I need to talk to you!’

He dumped an armful of hay in a nearby manger and crossed to the door. It was Eliza, hovering in the shadows. He drew her into an empty stall and closed the half door, tugging her to the back where it was unlikely his father or Fred would see them. His senses immediately responded to the intimate situation and he reached to pull her close, but she pushed him away.

‘I said I wanted to talk, Matt!’

‘What about?’

Her face was flushed, her eyes glittering with excitement. ‘I overheard them talking in the stillroom. Mrs Evans and Miss Brown, that is. I was putting some jars away at the back and they didn’t know I was there.’

Matt didn’t bother to hide his impatience. What could the housekeeper and Mrs Ashford’s maid have to say that would be of interest to him? ‘I’m not concerned with old women’s gossip.’

‘Ha! But it’s you they were talking about!’ She turned away, as if she’d suddenly changed her mind. ‘But if you don’t want to hear it, I’ll be out of your way.’

‘Eliza!’ He gripped her upper arm. ‘Don’t be a tease. You’d better tell me now.’

‘Well, if you’re sure you want to know...’ The girl smiled her satisfaction, like a fisherman who’d just reeled in a juicy catch. ‘They were talking about us, to begin with.’ She coloured slightly. ‘They were clucking like a pair of old hens about us walking out together. Then they said what a wild boy you were, just like your Uncle Charles.’

Matt stared at her, impatient in his confusion. ‘I don’t have an Uncle Charles.’

Eliza’s smile widened. ‘Apparently you do. I sneaked a bit closer then, so’s not to miss any of it. Miss Brown said how Miss Louise was a wild one too, so it was no wonder you’d turned out the same.’

‘Who’s Miss Louise? That wasn’t me mother’s name.’

The girl shook her head. ‘Just listen, will you? Mrs Evans said how Miss Louise had a heart, not like the rest of them. She wanted to keep that baby and it fair cut her up, leaving him behind when she went back to Australia.’

Matt’s heart leapt and drummed unevenly in his chest. He put a hand on the corner post, suddenly needing to clutch something solid. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’

‘Can’t you work it out?’ Eliza’s ample bosom swelled with importance. ‘You remember Mr Charles, the master and mistress’s son. And they had a daughter called Louise, too. There’s a portrait of her in the hallway, along with the rest of the family.’

The blood drained from Matt’s face. ‘Are you hoaxing me, Eliza?’ If so, it was a poor joke. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Well, it’s true. I went and asked Cook, and she told me so. Louise Ashford was your mother. She swore me to secrecy, but I didn’t think that included you.’ Eliza peered at him in the dim light, as if inspecting every detail of his face. ‘I had a look at the portraits in the hall after that. You’re so much like them, I’m surprised I didn’t see it before.’

Matt had seen Charles Ashford many years ago, when he’d been visiting from Australia. He searched his boyhood memories for a mental picture of him, with little success. ‘Christ!’ He saw Eliza’s reproachful look and apologized, shaking his head. ‘Sorry. This is a bit hard to take in.’ 

He knew there were cases of so-called gentlemen from the big houses siring children on their servants, but this was a bit different. Questions whirled in his brain, colliding with each other like the colours of the kaleidoscope he’d once seen at the village fair. If this Miss Louise was his mother, who was his father? Why hadn’t she married him? And surely the Ashfords wouldn’t have let their own grandson be raised by their coachman? Suddenly he was hot and sweaty, the walls of the horse stall closing in on him.

‘I thought you’d be excited about this, Matt. If I found out I was related to the nobs...’

He stared at her through a mist of disbelief. The squire acted as if he hated him. They didn’t want him, never had. 

And this meant the Joneses had lied to him, too. They’d told him his mother was Ma’s niece, and that she’d died in childbirth.

Finally he managed to speak. ‘If only I could see the paintings...’

‘I could show you.’ Eliza’s voice dropped. ‘There’d be no-one in the hall at this time of day.’

He looked uneasily towards the house. He’d never been further than the kitchens and would probably be dismissed if he was discovered in the hall without good reason, and Eliza too, if she was suspected of abetting him. But the need to verify her story was strong.

‘All right. I’ll have to finish feeding the horses. Where can I meet you?’

‘At the back of the kitchens. Send one of the scullery maids to find me if I’m not around.’

Half an hour later he found himself in the big house, sneaking through the narrow servants’ corridor in the wake of Eliza’s long, swishing skirts. She stopped at a solid oaken door and turned to whisper in his ear. ‘This opens into the hall. The recent paintings are nearest the front of the house, on the far wall.’

‘Aye, thanks.’ He bent to kiss her briefly. ‘Wait here. If I get caught, there’s no need for you to be involved in this.’

He opened the door a crack and peered around it, checking the hall was empty. With no-one in sight he stepped cautiously into the cavernous space, staring in amazement at the portrait-laden walls. Were these all Ashford ancestors? Yet he barely registered the faces and styles of bygone eras as he made his way down the hall, slowing to scrutinise the paintings more carefully as he neared the front of the hall. There was a portrait he thought was the present squire in earlier days, wearing a frock coat and carrying a cane and a top hat. The lady next to him was probably his wife. Then there was a young man in a cutaway coat with dark hair and eyes and a thin, handsome face. Probably Charles. But it was the young woman beside him who drew Matt like a magnet.

She had long dark hair drawn back from a centre part, and a serious, unsmiling mouth. Her eyes appeared to be grey, like his, and the curve of her lips was somehow familiar. She was good-looking in a severe way, but it was the sadness in her eyes that struck him. He’d never seen her in his life, but the recognition was instantaneous. His heart missed a beat and then settled into a steady, heavy thudding in his chest. He knew, without being told, that this was Louise Ashford, and suddenly he no longer doubted that she was his mother. He’d only to look at his own face in the mirror to verify that.

He stared at her for a long moment, committing the portrait to memory. Then he moved back to Charles, admitting the truth of Eliza’s observation. Charles Ashford as a young man bore an unmistakeable resemblance to himself. Even the devilish glint in the eyes struck a chord with him.

Someone cleared his throat behind him and he jumped, whirling around to find Mr Dawes, the aging butler, regarding him with a frosty stare.

‘May I ask what you are doing here?’

Dawes managed to inject just the right amount of contempt into that ‘you’, as if Matt had no more right to look at the portraits—of his own family, indeed—than the lowest boot boy. Matt straightened and stared arrogantly back at the old man. ‘And who are you to ask?’

The old fellow bristled, drawing up his stooped frame. ‘You impertinent young whipper-snapper! You’re just the groom here, Matt Jones, and don’t you forget it!’ He nodded his head towards the portraits. ‘If you’re getting any other ideas, squire will soon set you straight.’

He grasped Matt’s elbow in his bony hand and propelled him down the passageway towards the servants’ door with surprising strength. Matt pulled his arm free and glared at the old man, but he knew better than to resist. The butler opened the door and gestured for Matt to pass through. ‘I’ll speak to Squire about this. Think yourself lucky if you’re not dismissed.’

Matt had little choice but to obey, knowing it wasn’t an idle threat. Outdoor servants didn’t wander at will about their employers’ homes, and after the way he’d given lip to the butler he’d likely made an enemy. He had no doubt Dawes would report to Squire, and Squire would have his own reasons for reminding Matt of his place in life.

Eliza wasn’t waiting where he’d left her. She’d probably heard the voices and decided it was prudent to be elsewhere. He found her when he emerged from the passageway at the back of the kitchens, eyes wide with fright.

‘I heard Mr Dawes. We’re in trouble, Matt!’

He shook his head and grasped her hand, squeezing it reassuringly. ‘I’m in trouble. They don’t know you had anything to do with it.’

‘They’ll guess. Cook will tell them I was asking questions.’

‘Well, I’ll just say you weren’t involved.’ Matt spoke with a calmness he didn’t feel. If the old man wanted to turn him out, so be it. He hadn’t planned on staying forever, anyway. But if Eliza lost her job because of him, he’d feel responsible for her, and that was the last thing he wanted.

‘I’d better go, before someone else sees me. Don’t fret yourself. I’ll meet you after supper and walk you to the dance.’ 

She clutched at his coat as he turned away. ‘So what did you think? About the paintings?’

He shook his head. It was all so new and raw. ‘Just leave it, will you, Eliza? I can’t even think straight.’

Although it was approaching suppertime, he didn’t immediately make his way to his foster parents’ cottage. He  couldn’t face them at the moment. Instead he went to the stables and found an empty stall where he sank down on the clean hay, folding his arms on his bent knees and resting his forehead on them. He closed his eyes, his mind whirling with all the implications of today’s discovery. 

Having always believed his mother to be dead, he was surprised how much it hurt now to think she may have been alive all this time. She’d apparently given him away, discarding him like an unwanted puppy. She was like the rest of the Ashfords, no doubt, cold and uncaring, heedful of nothing but her good name. And yet, those sad eyes—there was something there that didn’t seem cold or uncaring. Why had she gone to Australia—so she wouldn’t be faced with the evidence of her shame? She didn’t return for visits as her brother Charles occasionally did. Matt hadn’t heard her name mentioned once in all his twenty years.

He swore under his breath. What was he supposed to do now?

~ * ~
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SUNDAY MORNING SAW him with a throbbing hangover. He struggled out of bed to attend to the horses, but since he had the rest of the day off, he returned to his bedroom to sleep. Late in the morning he was roused by his parents arriving back from church. He sat at the kitchen table with a pot of strong tea, listening to the joint sizzling in the oven of the coal-fired range. As its savoury aroma filled the room his empty stomach gnawed at him, reminding him he’d missed breakfast. Sipping his tea, he watched idly as his foster mother peeled potatoes over a bowl on the scarred table.

Martha Jones looked up at him, her mouth tightening as her work-reddened hands deftly plied the knife. ‘How was the dance, Matt? I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘It was just fine. I was home pretty late, so I sneaked in quiet-like.’

Martha sniffed. ‘You can sit there, as bold as brass, with the smell of drink about you, and—o’ She broke off, flushing. ‘I know what you’re up to with that Eliza from the big house. Your Pa and I, we brought you up to be decent, Matt Jones, not to drink and run around with girls like that.’

Matt remembered the sermons he had used to listen to at the village church every Sunday, before he’d stopped going, how the vicar had thundered on about the evils of fornication and the fires of hell. Perhaps he would burn for it one day, but at least he would know he’d lived.

He looked up at the woman’s flushed face, unrepentant. ‘Perhaps it’s me mother’s blood coming out in me, Ma.’

Martha started, her red face changing to pale just as quickly. ‘Your mother was a decent girl, Matt. She made one fatal mistake, like lots of others before and since.’

‘Was she?’ Matt knew his mother didn’t approve of their employers’ morals. ‘Or was she like the rest of the Ashfords?’

Martha dropped the paring knife with a clatter. Her eyes widened. ‘What are you saying? Who’s been talking to you?’

‘Is it true, then?’ His heart thudded heavily in his chest, his foster mother’s reaction dispelling any lingering doubt. Looking at the portraits, he’d been sure of it, but in the hours since uncertainty had returned to plague him. ‘Me mother was Louise Ashford from the big house?’

Martha’s voice was a strained whisper. ‘Where did you hear that?’

Matt watched her carefully. ‘Eliza heard Mrs Evans and Miss Brown talking the other day. How I was like me Uncle Charles. They said Miss Louise was a wild one, too.’

Martha looked angry. ‘They should have been more careful.’

Matt’s own temper began to stir. ‘I was bound to find out some day. Why didn’t you tell me who my mother was? Why the story about your niece?’

She shook her head, her mouth trembling. ‘We just tried to do what was best. The Ashfords didn’t want you to know, and they certainly didn’t want the story to get about.’

‘Aye, I can understand that.’ Resentment curdled his stomach. ‘They must’ve hated it, having that happen to their daughter. It’s a wonder I wasn’t drowned at birth.’

‘Matt, don’t talk like that!’

‘Well, I don’t suppose it changes anything. Whoever me mother was, I’m still a bastard.’

She flinched. ‘Please don’t use that word.’

‘That’s what they used to call me at school.’

Flushing, she picked up a half-peeled potato, staring at it as if she didn’t quite know what to do with it. ‘You should have told us.’

He shrugged. ‘What could you have done? Besides, once I learned to fight they didn’t dare anymore.’

‘Oh, Matt!’ She put down the potato, looking at him in obvious remorse. ‘Is that why you behave like you do? Because you think you’re only a—’ she struggled with the word—’bastard’?

It was Matt’s turn to colour and he turned away from her in embarrassment. ‘I’m single and I’m not doing any harm.’

‘As long as you don’t get a baby! You won’t be single for long if you get a girl into trouble, Matt Jones! And I don’t care who it is, you’ll be marrying her, you hear me? So if you don’t want to be tied up before you’re ready, you leave the girls alone.’

Matt pushed back his chair and got to his feet, leaving his cup of tea half-finished on the table. He walked outside and sat on the back step, raking his hand through his hair, remembering how he’d walked Eliza home the long way and how they’d stopped in the lane for an hour or more, curled up together on his coat on the cold grass in the dark shelter of the hedge. He’d taken her urgently and more than once, needing the momentary oblivion the act had brought him as much as the physical release.

At the memory his body quickened again, and he thought, no, I can’t do without it, not anymore. If the vicar and people like him had their way, every pleasure on this earth would be considered a sin. He could take or leave the grog, but girls were something else again.

He stirred restlessly as his parents’ strictures closed in on him, adding to the feeling of claustrophobia that came with his position in the stables. And now, knowing what he knew, he was even less inclined to spend his life in Ashford servitude. How could he bow and scrape to Squire and his kin for the rest of his days, knowing they were his blood relatives?

~ * ~
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THE NEXT MORNING HE and his father were working with the horses when Harris, the bailiff who ran the estate, came to the stables.

‘Jones!’ he demanded, looking at the old man. ‘Squire wants to see you right away, in his study.’

Matt’s nerves leapt. He’d been expecting a summons, but it seemed more ominous that they’d asked for his father. He went on with his work as Jones departed with the bailiff, but it was difficult to concentrate when his mind kept visualising the meeting inside the house.

It was nearly an hour before his father returned, looking grim. Matt stared at him anxiously. ‘What was all that about?’

‘I think you know.’ Jones walked past him, hardly pausing as he added, ‘We’ve got work to do—we can’t talk about this now.’

All day his father hardly spoke, except to snap orders in an irritable tone that had Fred the stableboy staring. Much as Matt wanted to know what Squire had said, he began to dread the approaching interview with his father. It seemed his intrusion into the house was being taken seriously.

At last the horses were all fed and bedded down for the night and Fred had left. The old coachman motioned Matt to join him in the tack room, where he had a bit of a desk with a chair behind it. Jones sat at the desk and stared up at Matt, who remained standing.

‘Your mother told me that Eliza’s been blabbing, told you who your real mother was.’

Matt stiffened. ‘Don’t blame Eliza. You should have told me yourselves. Did you think I wouldn’t find out someday?’

Jones sighed heavily. ‘We were ordered not to tell. I wasn’t about to risk losing me job over it. But I thought I’d lost it anyway, this morning.’

A quick rush of dismay coursed through Matt. He hadn’t thought Squire would take it out on his father. ‘What did Squire say?’

Jones stared up at him, his eyes angry. ‘What do you think? What do you think you were doing, wandering about the house like you had a right to be there? It doesn’t matter who your mother was, you’re nothing but the coachman’s son to them. Squire’s not about to have you throwing things in his face he’d sooner forget. He didn’t say you had to go, but you won’t be getting another chance. I promised I’d take you in hand pretty hard, but he’ll be watching you like a hawk from now on.’

Matt’s resentment tasted sour in his mouth. ‘The old bugger’s me grandfather, whether he likes it or not! Doesn’t he care that I’m his own flesh and blood?’

The old man’s face flushed a deep red. ‘Matt, you’re overstepping the mark here! The gentry’s got their own ways, and they won’t be dictated to by the likes of us. Either you forget who you are, or they’ll send you away before you can make trouble, mark me words!’

Matt swung away furiously, leaving his father there at the desk as he strode down the lane to their cottage. The old man could kowtow to the Ashfords if he wanted to, but Matt was blowed if he’d join him. Knowing the old people were his grandparents made the whole situation impossible. 

By the time he joined his parents at the supper table, he’d cooled down slightly, but he’d also made a decision. It would upset them, but he couldn’t sacrifice his dreams and his pride for their sakes. Once grace was spoken, he looked at his father over the stewed beef and bread and butter, taking a deep breath before plunging head first.

‘Pa, I’ve been thinking about what you said before. I know you thought I’d have the coachman’s job one day.’ Matt fiddled with a teaspoon, drawing patterns on the tablecloth. ‘But I don’t think that’s likely now, and I don’t want it anyway.’

Jones laid his knife slowly on his plate and put his hands under the table, but not before Matt noticed the tremor in his father’s fingers. He glanced quickly at his mother, seeing how white she had gone, and swallowed against the sick twist of guilt in his stomach.

Jones stared hard at him. ‘What are you trying to say, Matt?’

‘It’s always riled me, being at their beck and call. Perhaps it’s because I carry their blood, even though I didn’t know it. I’ve decided I can’t stay here.’

His father looked more resigned than surprised. ‘So what are you planning to do?’

Matt hesitated. ‘There’s not much chance of me making a better life here in England. I’d like to go to another country—like Australia. I’ve heard there’s opportunities in the Colonies for a man to make something of himself.’

The very notion of that vast, raw country excited him, made his nerves tingle. He’d heard reports of huge cattle stations, goldfields where anyone had a chance of striking it rich, and overlanders who took herds of cattle and sheep for hundreds of miles from the northern stations to the railheads in the south. Surely for excitement the untamed outback must surpass the routine of the stables any day.

‘Australia!’ Jones drew in a deep breath. ‘That’s where your mother is.’

‘Eliza mentioned that. Do you know anything about her?’

‘She was living there before you were born. She was expecting you when her brother Charles brought her here. When you were about a year old, she took off back to the Colonies. I haven’t heard anything since. Is that why you want to go there—to find her?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to see her. She didn’t want me when I was a baby, so she’s not like to want me now.’

Martha made a protesting noise, her fingers fluttering against her throat. ‘I’ve not told you this before, but she did want you, I know that much. They took you from her and she’d no say in the matter.’

Matt’s belly squirmed again. ‘How do you know that?’ 

‘Because that was how she gave herself away, how the gossip started. She was riding with the man everyone thought she was going to marry, and she came on me out there at the gate one day. I had you in my arms.’ Martha took a deep breath and shook her head. ‘She slid off her horse and had hold of you before I could stop her, like. She could hardly bear to let you go, and that Mr Langley she was with guessed the truth of it all. He left her high and dry, and that was when she took off back to Australia.’

Matt stared at his mother, his heart drumming in his ears. He’d told himself it didn’t matter, he didn’t care that his natural mother hadn’t wanted him. But suddenly he knew he’d been deluding himself. The pain was a tight band across his ribs, constricting his breathing, making his next words come out like a croak. ‘Do you know who me father was, then?’

Martha shook her head. ‘He was never spoke of. Maybe Miss Ashford told Mrs Evans and Miss Brown, for they were the ones that attended her. But they’ve not said a word and I’m sure they never will.’

Matt rested his head on his hands and stared down at the checked tablecloth, trying to steady himself, knowing how much he was hurting this loving couple who’d given him everything they had to give. But he knew also he would only resent them if he stayed for their sakes.

‘This isn’t just because of me mother, you know. I want something better than this for the rest of me life.’

Jones pushed back his chair, the sound grating as harshly as the unaccustomed rancour in his voice. ‘I hope it’s not because of your mother! No matter if she loved you once, just think what it will do to her now if you turn up out of the blue. She’ll be married no doubt to some man who don’t even know you exist. She won’t want you coming back to haunt her and ruin her life.’

Matt flushed. ‘I suppose not. I’d do better to stay away from her. But I still want to go to Australia. They say land’s cheap and ready for the taking.’

The old man made a rasping sound in his throat. ‘You’ll be on your own if you do that. You won’t know a soul.’

‘What about young Mr Ashford?’ His mother looked uncertainly at her husband. ‘If I were to find out where he lives—he might give Matt some work.’

‘Aye, he’s got a big cattle run somewhere.’ The old coachman nodded to himself. ‘That might tide you over until you find your feet. As long as you mind your manners, lad. Don’t throw the family secrets in his face.’

‘Much good that would do me.’ But there could be a chance to find out something about his mother. Perhaps his Uncle Charles would be more accommodating than his grandfather.

~ * ~
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ONCE THE WHEELS WERE set in motion things happened very quickly. Jones found an opportune moment to mention the matter to his master, hesitantly, for he was still smarting from the dressing-down he’d received a few days earlier.

‘It’s the boy, sir. Young Matt. He’s got it in his head that he wants to leave us, to go to Australia.’

Harry Ashford stared at him, his face cold. ‘When does he plan to go?’

‘That I’m not sure. As soon as can be, I think. He hasn’t booked his passage yet.’

‘Does he have the money for it?’

‘He has a little put by, and his ma and I were to give him the rest.’ It would take the bulk of their life savings, but he hadn’t told Matt that.

‘I’ll pay for Matt’s passage. He’s a troublemaker, that boy, and I’ll be glad to see the back of him.’

Jones mumbled his thanks, turning away quickly before Squire read his inner disgust. It was guilt money, obviously. Anything rather than acknowledge his own flesh and blood.

He talked to Martha that night. Perhaps he was clutching at straws, but he’d feel better about the whole business if Matt had somewhere to go. Even if it was to another member of the Ashford family.

Martha talked to the housekeeper, who had assisted at Matt’s birth and still had a sentimental interest in the lad. Mrs Evans was able to tell her Mr Charles lived near a town called Rockhampton, in the colony of Queensland. It was easy enough for the housekeeper to gain access to the library, where she made a rough sketch from an atlas which she asked Eliza to pass on to Matt. They had done as much as they could for the boy, and the rest was up to him.
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Chapter Two
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A month later Matt boarded the train in Exeter, bound for the seaport of Plymouth. It was the first time he’d travelled by rail, or indeed journeyed further than Exeter. The rocking carriage with its clacking wheels, and the huge engine with its blasts of steam and piercing whistle, were an exciting novelty, distracting him from the nagging memory of those left behind. Eliza’s pleas to take her with him had driven him to distraction, but more poignant had been his parents’ grief.

The Joneses had farewelled him at the station, his foster mother crying and clinging to him desperately, his foster father silent and withdrawn in the way he always was when he was upset. They’d made him feel guilty and selfish, and unaccustomed to such emotions, he focussed his thoughts on the future in a determined effort to put them from his mind. He would never forget how much he owed the Joneses, but it was time to make his own life.

Before he left his home village, Matt hadn’t realized just how much times were changing in England. He’d listened to his parents speak disapprovingly of the Prince of Wales, who frequently shocked society by flouting the strict standards of his mother’s early reign. But at Fenham Manor things had gone on much as they always had. It was only when he picked up a discarded newspaper in the train and read about the horseless carriages they were building in America and Germany, that he realized how much he had to learn about the outside world. He’d heard of these horseless vehicles before, of course, but had hardly pictured what such a thing would look like, let alone imagined why anyone would want to drive one. Yet here was a photograph of a strange-looking contraption, complete with its inventor in the driver’s seat.

There was also a story about the female Suffragette movement, to which Matt, struggling with the unfamiliar words, paid less attention. Since only men of property were able to vote, it was not a subject that interested him particularly. A world where women defied their menfolk, escaping their drawing rooms to attend political rallies or play lively sports like tennis, had little to do with him. The women he knew lived their lives as they always had, working from dawn to dusk in their homes and on their farms.

Plymouth, where he viewed the ocean and its giant ships for the first time, was another new experience. After asking around, he was directed to the Australian-bound steamship, the SS Durham. But once on board, Matt found his confidence faltering. Worse was to come, and for the first few days after leaving port, he almost wished himself back at Fenham Manor. 

Conditions in steerage were cramped and uncomfortable, the lack of hygiene appalling to one who’d been raised in a clean, respectable cottage. The accommodation housed two rows of bunks either side of a narrow aisle, where twenty men slept, dressed, and ate in close proximity. His meagre bed had only a straw mattress which wore thinner as the weeks went by, until he could feel the iron bars pressing through to his back. 

He was not a good sailor, and he ate little for the first week. Eventually he found his sea legs and was able to do justice to the food, which seemed to be plentiful, if monotonous. Breakfast was porridge and coffee. The midday and evening meals consisted of soup, boiled mutton and beef, salt pork, potatoes and bread.

When the weather was rough the waves washed through the portholes, soaking their bunks and forcing the only form of ventilation to be closed. The stuffy air was soon fetid with unwashed bodies. Matt attempted to forget his surroundings by socialising with his fellow male passengers, a mixture of humanity from the British Isles and Europe. He found his horizons broadening as he mixed with men of many different backgrounds. Most of the Europeans were unable to speak English, but the few who did, entertained him with stories of their homelands. They played endless games of poker and euchre to relieve the boredom, but after losing some of his meagre savings to cards he decided gambling with real money was only for fools.

He was thankful to be a single male. The families with children suffered more in the cramped, squalid conditions, with some of the children becoming seriously ill. First one, and then another baby, died as the voyage progressed; the tiny bodies fed to the hungry sea while the grieving parents looked on in despair. Matt tried not to think of their distraught faces as he sought refuge with his friends, distracting himself with cards and conversation.

After a six-week journey, he was down to his last few shillings when they disembarked at Moreton Bay. Coming from the old English towns of Plymouth and Exeter, Brisbane looked like a raw backwater, a huddle of low buildings along the muddy Brisbane River. Queen Street was distinguished by several imposing buildings, including the Post Office, the Telegraph Newspaper Building and the National Bank, but other more lowly buildings still wore the silt-stains from the flood that the town had apparently suffered the previous year.

There was a frontier quality about this, the capital of Queensland, which excited him. Private homes, in contrast to the stone and brick cottages of Devon, were built of timber with corrugated-iron roofs. Matt was amazed by the flimsy appearance of the dwellings, some on high stilts with the space underneath apparently used for storage. The weather was as warm as mid-summer in Devon, although it was May and supposed to be almost winter here. There was a bite to the sun that he hadn’t felt before, but when night fell the air turned surprisingly cold, almost bitter enough for frost.

Matt earned a few shillings by loading a teamster’s wagon and sought lodgings for the night. He bought a beer in a corner pub, hoping no-one would ask his age, and struck up a conversation with the barmaid, a dark-haired girl in a tight-fitting bodice. She was pretty and fresh-faced, and after closing time he invited her to take a walk outside with him.

Pressed up against the rear wall of the hotel, she responded readily to his kisses and he spent a pleasant half-hour getting acquainted with her. Yet he was almost relieved when she didn’t invite him to her room. He had never valued what came too easily.

The girl found him temporary work with an acquaintance, presumably not realising this job would give him the means to leave her. He was grateful for her help, since the colony seemed to be in the grip of a downturn and work was hard to come by. Yet he didn’t let his gratitude sway him into staying. A mere three nights after she surrendered her virtue he was gone, having accumulated enough money to take the steamer to Rockhampton.

The port on the Fitzroy River surprised him. After Brisbane, he hadn’t expected much, but the town was bustling with a look of prosperity. He took the time to walk down East Street before leaving town. A grand new post office with stone columns and a tall clock tower graced the main street, while Quay Street fronting the river had several imposing buildings. He spent the last of his money on stockman’s garb—moleskin trousers, Crimean shirts and a broad-brimmed hat—and asked questions of the shopkeeper while he was at it. 

‘It’s the gold mine at Mount Morgan.’ The dapper little man was quick to inform him. ‘It’s bringing a lot of money and business to the town, and people too, of course. Just as well, because times are tough elsewhere. Are you going mining?’

Matt shook his head. ‘I’m hoping to get a job on one of the stations. You might know Mr Charles Ashford, of Banyandah.’

The storekeeper’s eyes widened. ‘Everyone knows Mr Ashford. He’s one of the most important men in the district. What’s your connection to him?’

Matt ignored the question. ‘Can you tell me where he lives?’

‘That I can. It’s only about twenty miles from town.’

An hour later Matt was on the road, riding a horse he’d hired from a livery stable, his possessions strapped to the borrowed saddle. He wondered if it would all be as easy once he arrived at Banyandah. He was yet to discover if his uncle was prepared to offer him work. He could only hope Ashford felt some kind of family obligation and didn’t order him off the property.

~ * ~
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BLANCHE ASHFORD LAID her embroidery on the table at her elbow and tugged at her high collar, wafting hot air about her face with a gauzy paper fan. It was supposed to be late autumn, but summer had decided to return with one final blast before stepping aside for the brief, blessed winter that always seemed to be over in a trice. After fifteen years in this godforsaken country, Blanche found the heat no easier to bear.

She rang a little bell and waited impatiently for one of the maids to appear. ‘Oh, Molly, fetch me a glass of lemonade, will you? Where are the girls?’

‘They went for a walk with Miss Potter, ma’am. Would you like a plate of biscuits to go with the lemonade?’

‘One will do.’ Blanche gained weight easily these days and tried to avoid sweet snacks, although she sometimes wondered why she bothered. If Charles appreciated that she had kept her figure and her complexion, even after four children and all these years in this wretched climate, it didn’t prevent him straying. Charles was always one for challenge and adventure and she’d realized years before that other women represented an invitation he couldn’t resist.

She stared disconsolately across the brown paddock, wishing it would rain. Most of the time they wished for rain, but just occasionally it poured down until they prayed for it to stop. Such were the extremes of the Australian climate. 

A flowering creeper climbed the lattice that edged the veranda, providing shade and blocking the harsh glare. The garden was a green oasis, a tribute to the aging Chinaman who tended it. Blanche couldn’t have survived out here without her gardener, without this little haven of greenery and the fresh vegetables he kept supplied to their table. Queensland had come as an unpleasant shock to her when she had arrived here as a young, innocent bride, so much in love with her dashing husband, and so enthralled by the physical world of marriage to which he‘d introduced her. How naive she’d been, not even wondering how he’d come by so much expertise.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Ashford.’ The elderly man who worked around the homestead hesitated at the foot of the steps. A tall young fellow stood beside him, a stranger who politely removed his hat as Blanche’s gaze fell on him. ‘This young cove’s just turned up, says he’s from Fenham Manor in England. Since the boss isn’t here, what would you like me to do with him?’

Blanche folded her fan with a snap. She rose and moved to the top of the steps. Her eyes swept over the lad, thinking how striking he was with that dark wavy hair and hawklike features. Then he spoke in a soft Devon accent that made her heart clench with homesickness.

‘How do you do, Mrs Ashford? I’m Matt Jones.’

She nodded at him and turned to the other man. ‘Thank you, Dodds. You may leave him with me.’

Dodds looked dubiously at Jones but left them to it. Blanche knew what he was thinking—the visitor was obviously not gentry. But Blanche was bored and anyone who could talk to her about her part of England was always welcome.

‘Come up onto the veranda, Mr Jones. Tell me what brings you to Banyandah.’

He mounted the steps and stood there, looking at her uncertainly. ‘I worked in the stables at Fenham Manor, like, and they gave me this address to come to. I don’t know anyone else in Australia, ma’am.’

‘Well, sit down and allow me to offer you some refreshment.’

The lad hesitated and she smiled. ‘This is Australia, Mr Jones. We’re not so formal here. You can tell me all the news of England. It was my home too, and I still miss it.’

Mostly she just wanted to listen to his voice. It brought back happy memories of her childhood, of a big house and servants who were more like faithful family retainers than employees. She had noticed the difference at Fenham Manor, where everyone firmly knew their place.

He left his hat at the step and waited courteously until she had resumed her seat in the wicker chair before pulling up another. She watched him covertly, thinking he looked somehow familiar. How tall he was, how lean and strong, and also, how young. Yet the muscular shoulders under the flannel shirt were those of a man, not a boy, and his jaw was shadowed with a dark beard. She wondered if her own son, who was attending school in Sydney, would grow as handsome.

She rang the bell for Molly. ‘Are you looking for work, Mr Jones?’

He nodded. ‘Please call me Matt, ma’am.’

‘I will have to ask my husband, of course, but you’ve arrived at an opportune time. One of our men has just left for the goldfields. Oh Molly, bring Matt a glass of lemonade, will you? And some brownie. Now, you must tell me about the doings at Fenham Manor. How were Mr and Mrs Ashford when you left them?’

He was surprisingly confident, answering her directly but politely. They spoke of England, and Blanche asked him his impressions of Australia.

‘I like it. It’s so big and open and new—just like England is so small and closed-in and old.’

She smiled. That was it in a nutshell. Only she found comfort in the very confined, civilized antiquity of England, while the vast rawness of Australia frightened her.

She studied him surreptitiously as he drained his glass, puzzling over the dark grey eyes, the slightly aquiline nose. He reminded her of Charles as a young man; not that she had known Charles when he was this young. She wondered if Matt was like Charles with the women.

They had been joined by her three daughters and were still sitting there, chatting about England, when Charles arrived an hour later. He looked hot and dusty in his riding breeches and blue shirt with rolled-up sleeves. Blanche glanced up at him disapprovingly, wrinkling her nose at the odour of sweat and horses which clung to him. That had been another shock when she came to Australia; the transformation of the well-dressed gentleman to the grazier who worked in the paddocks with his men.

Ashford’s face tightened as he regarded the visitor, his wife, and his daughters who were sprawled on the veranda steps, eagerly listening to the conversation. ‘Well, this is a cosy scene.’

Blanche flinched at his sardonic tone. Matt was already on his feet and she performed the introductions with an outward show of calm, while recognizing the anger in her husband’s eyes. She should have guessed he would be like this. ‘This is Matt Jones, Charles. Matt has been telling me stories of England—’ she broke off at her husband’s start, wondering what was wrong. He was staring at Matt, his eyes wide and shocked. It was as if their visitor had suddenly grown horns.

Matt’s reaction was even more surprising. He didn’t appear to be offended or surprised by Charles’s obvious repugnance. He stared levelly back at him, something almost defiant smouldering in those dark eyes.

‘What are you doing here, Matt Jones?’

‘I’m looking for work, sir. I’m fresh out from England and I don’t know anyone.’

‘I’m not sure that I can help you. You had best be on your way in the morning. But for tonight, you may stay in the men’s quarters. The head stockman’s over there now. Go to him; tell him you’re to have a meal and a bed for the night.’

Matt nodded politely at Blanche. If he was disappointed, he was doing his best not to show it. ‘Thank you for your hospitality, ma’am, and for the refreshments.’

‘You are welcome, Matt.’ She gave him a sympathetic smile, feeling uncomfortable at her husband’s abrupt dismissal of him. ‘I enjoyed our talk.’

By the time Blanche had persuaded the girls to return to their governess, Charles had infuriatingly disappeared. Even when they changed for dinner, he managed to avoid her. He looked grim at the dining table, but it wasn’t until they retired to their room to undress for bed, that she finally had the chance to voice her indignation.

‘What was all that about, Charles? You were positively rude to that young man.’

He subjected her to a flinty stare, no longer bothering to hide the anger that had obviously been simmering inside him all evening. ‘What do you mean by inviting that cheeky young upstart onto the veranda and making him at home?’ He shrugged out of his coat and dropped it onto a chair. ‘Next thing you’ll have him sitting to dinner with us.’
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