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				About the Book

				Carina Talbot’s life is shattered when her beloved husband Robert is found dead in mysterious circumstances. Suddenly she must take on sole responsibility for their two young children and find a way to continue running the farm which was Robert’s pride and joy – not to mention prevent Sally, her beautiful yet headstrong sister-in-law, from making choices which will affect them all.

				Help comes in the form of two new men in her life: local landowner Lord Cal Melbrook, a scarred war hero whose surly temperament seemingly masks a generous heart, and a mysterious stranger who claims to have been friends with Robert and offers a much-needed hand on the farm. But can Carina truly trust the motives of either man? And, as a woman alone, can she keep her vow to protect her children from further tragedy?
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				Prologue

				Bristol, 1899

				The raised voices roused Robert from sleep. His mother’s shrill, frightened, yet defiant. His father’s belligerent, the words a little slurred. He’d been on the drink again. There had been work today at the docks; Robert had seen a couple of big cargo ships come in whilst out on his rounds as an errand boy, and when his father had not come home by the time Robert went to bed, he’d guessed Joel had stopped off at a pub while he had money in his pocket.

				That would be what the row was about now. Essie, his mother, would have dared to berate him for spending the wages she desperately needed to feed the family and pay the rent; Joel would be telling her he’d do as he liked with his hard-earned cash. Robert had heard it all before, more times than he cared to remember.

				The trouble was, it didn’t end with angry words. More often than not, Joel would become violent. Frustrated that Essie could articulate her arguments far more fluently than he could, he would resort to the use of his fists, and sometimes his booted foot too. Next morning Essie would have a blackened eye or a cut lip, and sometimes she would wince when she moved from a pain in her ribs so sharp she could scarcely catch her breath. She would pretend everything was all right; say she’d walked into a door, or fallen down the steps leading from the street to the basement rooms that were their home. But Robert knew different, and hatred for his father would burn and bubble like acid in his gut.

				Why didn’t Essie have the sense to leave well alone when Joel had the drink in him, or at least know when to stop? But for all that she knew very well what challenging him would lead to, she was spirited enough to fight for the money that would put food on the table for her children and keep a roof over their heads. That was his mother’s way, and Robert loved and respected her for it.

				Why wasn’t he big enough to be able to take on his father and stop him in his tracks? But he wasn’t yet. Though by his thirteenth birthday he had grown quite tall, he was still slender in build, and no match for the big, powerful man who earned his living working on the docks. He’d tried to intervene once or twice and Joel had swatted him aside like a fly, even more maddened by what he saw as his son’s daring to interfere, and Robert had realised he was only making things worse. The helplessness was galling. Until he was big enough and strong enough to take Joel on, it was best he stayed out of it.

				And one day soon he would be. He’d begun going to the gym, just a few streets away, taking boxing lessons and working hard to build his muscles. He could do it, he felt sure. Though some of the men and boys there were big bruisers with shaved heads and fists the size of hams, others were not much bigger than him, except that their muscles were hard and wiry and it was clear they knew how to take care of themselves. He wasn’t there yet, but it wouldn’t be long before he was ready to teach his father a lesson he wouldn’t forget.

				For now, though, there was nothing for it but to pull the thin sheet up over his head and try to shut out the sounds of the row, which was escalating, just as he had feared. His mother’s voice was shriller than ever, his father’s a stentorian drunken roar, and he was glad that at least his younger sister, Sally, was not here today to hear it. He knew how it upset her when Mam and Dad fought. But Sally had gone to stay at their grandparents’ farm, as she so often did during the long summer holiday. Robert had used to go too, before he left school – he loved helping out with the animals, and had even learned to milk a cow – but now he had started work as an errand boy there was no such escape, and the rows and the beatings seemed to come more often than they ever had, and be far worse.

				Or perhaps it was just that he noticed it more now that he was older. When he was a little boy, they had been so much a part of the pattern of his life, he had hardly realised that every family didn’t behave in this way.

				Even though he knew she was frightened by the raised voices and the other, more sinister, sounds, was that how it appeared to Sally still? A normal part of family life? Or was she, at eight, beginning to understand that it wasn’t normal at all? Somehow he doubted it; she still worshipped her father, and he her. There was no way Joel would lay a finger on her, thank God – or not yet, anyway. If – when – she acknowledged what was going on and took her mother’s part, it might well be a different story.

				A loud knocking reverberated through the basement rooms, startling Robert, though he knew what it was: Mrs McMurtry, who occupied the ground floor, banging on the floorboards with her stick. She did that when Mam and Dad were yelling at one another, though she never dared venture down to tell them to be quiet. She had more sense than to interfere.

				For a brief moment there was a lull, then Robert heard Joel’s voice rise to a roar that sounded for all the world like Grandpa Luke’s bull when the local lads tormented him in a dangerous game of ‘chicken’, followed by a sickening thud that shook the wall dividing Robert’s bedroom from that of his parents.

				Robert sat up in bed, gripping the edge of the sheet with trembling hands balled to claws. His mother was sobbing now, awful, tearing gasps, and a scream wrenched from her throat.

				‘Joel . . . no . . . please!’

				There were more thuds, quieter but no less sickening, and a crash that Robert imagined was a chair being overturned as his mother stumbled blindly into it. She would be on the floor now, helpless, and he turned cold as he imagined his father burying the steel toecap of his boot into her defenceless body. Though the scenario was sickeningly familiar, he knew instinctively that this was worse, much worse, than usual. This time he couldn’t just lie here and wait for it to end; whether he was ready for it or not, he had to do something. If his father turned on him, then at least it might give his mother time to escape.

				He thrust aside the bedclothes and swung his bare feet on to the floor. There was silence now, nothing but the ragged sound of Joel’s heavy breaths drawn in through bared teeth.

				Robert opened the door, and walked in on a horrific scene that would change his life for ever.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Meadow Farm, Dunderwick, June 1910

				The motor was a Rover, sturdy and solid enough to cope with the rough track that led down to the farm from the main road, a quarter of a mile away. Robert had bought it a few months ago to replace the trap when Captain, the pony that pulled it, had become too old for the job and had to be retired. An investment, he’d said, as he pored over the books, working out a way to pay for it. Motors were the future, and it would make getting to Hillsbridge or High Compton much quicker and easier.

				Old Luke Green, his grandfather, had objected at first. A waste of money, these new-fangled contraptions, he’d said, and not nearly as reliable as a horse and cart, which had served him well for fifty years and more. But in the end he’d been persuaded. Frail now, almost blind, and crippled by an accident when a bale of hay had fallen on his leg – he’d already been too old for heavy work, though he’d refused to admit it – Luke had been forced to turn the running of the farm over to Robert, and the decisions were his now.

				At the time of the discussions, Carina hadn’t been sure who she wanted to win the argument. Until she had married Robert, she’d never been closer to a horse than summoning the courage to rub the nose of the parcel delivery man’s patient old shire, but once she’d overcome her nervousness, she had enjoyed driving the trap with Captain in the shafts. The thought of getting used to another horse that might be a good deal more spirited than Captain was a daunting one, though, even more daunting than learning to drive a motor. At least a motor wouldn’t have a mind of its own, she thought; once she’d got the hang of it, she’d be in control . . . wouldn’t she?

				And so it had proved. The lessons had been put on hold now for a week and more, as the spell of good weather had meant the hay was ready for harvesting and Robert had been out in the fields from dawn to dusk, while she was kept busy providing food and cold drinks for the casual labourers who had come in to help with the harvest. But she had really enjoyed being behind the wheel of the motor and was pleased with her progress – she was taking to it like a duck to water, Robert had said. She’d enjoyed the astonishment of the people they passed on the road, too. A motor car in itself was still enough of a rarity to attract attention, but a woman behind the wheel – quite unheard of, and possibly not quite respectable! But since the farm was two miles outside the village of Dunderwick, which boasted only a post office and general store, one public house and a tiny church, and a good five or six miles from the twin towns of Hillsbridge and High Compton, Carina needed transport of some kind. There was no way she could walk so far with two small children.

				Of course, she hadn’t yet been out in the motor on her own but this morning she was sorely tempted.

				With extra mouths to feed, supplies were running low. Though there was still plenty of their own butter and cheese in the dairy, when she’d baked fresh bread early this morning, she had realised she was running out of flour, and the tea caddy was almost empty.

				She could walk into Dunderwick, she supposed, if she got Sally, Robert’s sister, in to mind the children – during harvest, Sally was only too happy to be out in the fields with the men. But enough flour to bake bread for the next few days would be heavy to carry, and already the sun was high in an almost cloudless sky; another hour and it was going to be very hot indeed. Besides which, the post office and general store in Dunderwick might not have enough stock for her to get what she needed. Much better to go into Hillsbridge, where she could be sure of buying enough supplies to last for a few days – if only she dared take the motor.

				She stood looking at it, lower lip caught between her teeth. She could do it, she was sure, and there had to be a first time, so why not today? She’d never have a better excuse. She wasn’t altogether sure Robert would be agreeable, but she knew he was two fields away, threshing. She could be there and back before he came in for his dinner.

				She couldn’t take the children with her, of course, but she knew Sally was much closer to home – Carina had seen her come in to supervise the stacking of some of the finished bales into the first of the hayricks they would build now that the barn was full.

				Making up her mind, she hurried across the farmyard to where Sally was raking the remnants of a bale that had broken apart, Cymru, the farm’s Welsh collie, watching her, lying with his head between his paws.

				At nineteen, Sally was tall and slender, but as strong as any boy from the work she did on the farm. From behind she might almost have been a boy, Carina thought, her long dark hair swept up inside a man’s cap, and narrow hips and long legs hidden by a pair of Robert’s old trousers hitched up around her slim waist with a leather belt. When Carina called to her, though, and she turned around, it was clear she was no boy, with her small straight nose, full lips that formed a natural Cupid’s bow, and dark eyes fringed with long thick lashes.

				Sometimes Carina envied her sister-in-law her prettiness; she felt herself almost mousy in comparison, though Robert would have told her different had he been the sort to give compliments. He had fallen in love with her soft waving hair that sometimes looked light brown and sometimes ash blond depending on the way the light fell on it, her hazel eyes and even features. Her mouth might not be as perfectly shaped as Sally’s, but it smiled a lot, and he loved the dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks.

				‘Carina!’ Sally dug her fork into the pile of hay and wiped that perfect face with the sleeve of her shirt – yet another of Robert’s cast-offs. ‘Surely it’s not dinner time already!’

				‘Not for another hour at least,’ Carina said, smiling. ‘I need to go into Hillsbridge, and I’ve come to ask if you’d keep an eye on the children for me while I’m gone. I can’t trust Grandpa Luke to do it. He can’t see well enough to know what they’re up to, and if they took it into their heads to run off, he’d never be able to catch them.’

				‘That’s true enough,’ Sally agreed.

				At three years old, Meg was a bundle of mischief, and though Mattie, at one, had only just learned to walk, he could move like greased lightning crawling on all fours.

				‘But Hillsbridge, Carina! You’ll be gone for ages, and I’ve got work to do here. Can’t it wait?’

				‘Not if the men want bread with their cheese tomorrow,’ Carina said. ‘And I won’t be gone that long if I take the motor.’

				Sally’s eyes widened.

				‘You’re taking the motor? Does Robert know?’

				‘No, and you’re not to tell him. I’m sure I can manage if you give me a hand getting it started.’

				‘He’ll kill you when he finds out!’ But Sally was laughing. She’d been nagging Robert to give her lessons too, but so far he’d said he didn’t have the time. At least, that was his excuse. Sally suspected the chief reason was that he thought her too young and irresponsible – ‘wild’, he’d called her more than once, and she supposed it wasn’t far from the truth. She had been only eight years old when their mother and father had died and they’d left Bristol to live with their grandparents on the farm, and she’d grown up lacking parental discipline. Though Margaret and Luke had done their best, they’d been no match for the spirited girl.

				‘By the time he finds out, I’ll be back and no harm done,’ Carina said. ‘Come on, Sally, are you going to help me or not?’

				Sally tossed the fork against the half-built haystack.

				‘I don’t suppose I have any choice, do I?’

				‘Not really.’ Carina could be every bit as determined as her sister-in-law when she put her mind to it.

				On the way back to the motor, Carina made a detour into the kitchen, where she’d left the children. For a wonder, they were still playing happily together, Meg pulling Mattie around and around the big scrubbed oak table on his wooden engine, while he scooted, his plump little legs working like pistons.

				When he caught sight of Carina, he stopped abruptly and the engine came to a halt.

				Meg turned to him, rosy cheeks puffed with annoyance.

				‘You have to help, Mattie! I can’t pull you if you don’t help yourself.’

				But Mattie had lost interest in the game.

				‘Ma!’ It was one of the few words he could manage. ‘Ma-ma!’ He held out his chubby arms, asking to be picked up.

				Carina’s heart twisted with love for the little boy, with his dark curls and eyes and the thick lashes that any girl would die for, a miniature version of Robert. When he lost his puppy fat, there would be no mistaking who his father was, she thought.

				Meg, on the other hand, was more like her, fairer-skinned, freckled, her hair still ash blond, though it would probably darken a shade as she grew older. She had Carina’s stubborn streak, too, and could be a little madam when she chose.

				Now she let go of the rope attached to the front of the wooden engine, planting her hands on her hips and glaring at her brother.

				‘All right, don’t, if you don’t want to. I’ll go and play with Elsie instead.’ Elsie was her doll.

				‘Now don’t start squabbling, you two,’ Carina said. ‘Play nicely, like you were. I have to go out for a while. Auntie Sally is going to look after you, and I want you to behave for her.’

				‘I’ll play if he will, but he just wants you,’ Meg complained, pouting. ‘Can’t you take him with you?’

				‘Not today.’ The last thing Carina wanted was Mattie in the motor with her. She’d need all her concentration to drive it safely to Hillsbridge and back again. ‘I’m sure Auntie Sally will find something to keep you both entertained until I get back. Just be good for her is all I ask.’

				She dropped a kiss on Mattie’s dark head, ignoring his outstretched arms, and ruffled Meg’s curls. Then she fetched her bag and hurried out of the house.

				By the time she reached the motor, Sally had cranked the engine into life and was standing, hands on trousered hips, regarding the chuntering monstrosity.

				‘Are you sure about this, Carina?’

				For answer, Carina hitched up her skirts and climbed into the driver’s seat.

				‘The children are in the kitchen playing. Just don’t let Meg bully Mattie. You know she will if she gets the chance.’

				‘Don’t worry, I won’t let your precious son come to any harm,’ Sally said, a touch acerbically. Carina favoured Mattie, and could be hard on Meg sometimes, she thought. ‘Just concentrate on driving this thing and leave them to me.’

				After a couple of vain attempts, Carina got the motor into the right gear, and with a jerk and a series of kangaroo hops, the motor surged forward so suddenly that Sally had to leap out of the way. Then she was off, turning on to the track that led to the main road.

				Sally stood watching for a moment, Cymru at her heels, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun, then she turned and went indoors.

				She only hoped Carina knew what she was doing.

				By the time she reached the main road, Carina was already beginning to feel more confident. Really, there was nothing to it! The gear changes were awkward, but she loved the feel of the steering wheel beneath her hands, and the way the motor responded was exhilarating. It was so much nicer being on her own than having a watchful Robert sitting beside her, just waiting for her to make some silly mistake, which she inevitably did just because he was expecting it.

				There was no other traffic on the main road apart from the horse and cart that went from farm to farm collecting the milk churns that had been left out by the roadside in readiness. She slowed as she passed it so as not to frighten the horse, and waved cheerily to the driver, who was loading a churn into the back of the cart.

				He raised a hand by way of reply, but she saw the expression of astonishment on his face when he saw who was driving, and she couldn’t suppress a smile of triumph.

				I can’t believe I’m doing this! she thought. What would Mam and Dad say if they could see me now?

				But they couldn’t, of course, and nor were they likely to. Daisy and George Button were far away in Pontypridd – though until Carina was nine years old, they had lived just a few miles up the road, in High Compton.

				Sometimes Carina thought longingly of the rank of miners’ cottages where she’d grown up with her mam and dad. She’d learned to recite the address – number 5, Fairley Terrace – as soon as she could talk. ‘Just in case you get lost,’ Mam had said, though why she should have thought such a thing possible, Carina didn’t know. Everyone in Fairley Terrace knew everyone else, they were always in and out of one another’s houses, and Carina never went further than the end of the terrace alone. Mam even walked her to school each day and collected her again in the afternoon, because by the time she was seven, and deemed grown-up enough to go with the older children in the rank, Harry, her younger brother, had started school too, and Mam didn’t trust them to keep him safe.

				Carina had thought it all a bit stupid, and had been rather embarrassed at always being accompanied by her mother, but now she had children of her own, she could understand it. Keeping them safe was her number one priority. Robert sometimes accused her of being overprotective, especially where Mattie was concerned, but Carina didn’t care. Better safe than sorry, she thought, and the farm was a totally different kettle of fish from the friendly terrace of cottages where she’d grown up – isolated, and with dangers everywhere.

				‘Number five, Fairley Terrace.’ She said it aloud now, though the breeze took her words and the chuntering of the engine drowned them out, and experienced a wave of familiar nostalgia for those long-gone days when in summer the sun always seemed to shine, and in winter the snow lay deep on the track and the nearby fields, where they could toboggan down the steep slopes. She thought of the children who had been her neighbours – Ted and Edie Cooper at number 1, Kitty and Lucy Day next door at number 4, the Weeks children further along the rank at number 7. The Weekses were the closest in age to her; she’d loved going with them to feed their hens and stroke the tiny balls of yellow fluff when there were chickens. The Coopers and the Days were all younger than her by several years, and most of the lads were older – scruffy Billy Donovan next door on the other side at number 6, big bruiser Charlie Oglethorpe at number 3, and his pal Frank Rogers at number 2.

				What happy, carefree days they had been! And then, when she was nine years old, the terrible tragedy had occurred at Shepton Fields colliery, and nothing had ever been the same again. Frank Rogers had been killed that awful day when the hudge carrying twelve men and boys went plummeting to the depths of the earth, and three of the men from the terrace too: Paddy Donovan, Billy’s father; Kitty and Lucy’s daddy, John Day; and Jack Withers from the end of the rank, next door to Carina’s Auntie Hester, Mam’s older sister.

				Mam and Dad had kept her in the dark with regard to the details, but Carina had known something terrible had happened. The drawn curtains at windows up and down the terrace, the anguished faces, the sound of weeping, the conversations in hushed voices, the instructions not to play noisy games outside all contributed to the dreadful atmosphere that had frightened Carina as much as, if not more than, if she had been told the whole truth. She crept about, round-eyed, her fertile imagination conjuring up a disaster of her own making.

				She didn’t see anything of the funeral at the mass grave in the parish churchyard, but she did see the mourners coming home afterwards with their black armbands. She saw Dr Blackmore’s pony and trap outside the Rogers house on more than one occasion and overheard her mother saying that poor Mrs Rogers was taking Frank’s death very hard, and she saw the Weeks children taking baskets of eggs to the stricken households, their faces solemn and almost as afraid as she felt.

				And then, not long afterwards, she had been told they were moving away, to Wales.

				‘Your dad won’t work here any longer,’ Mam had said. ‘Fairley’s pits aren’t fit for a dog, let alone a man.’

				Carina’s heart had sunk into her boots.

				‘But I don’t want to go to Wales, Mam!’ she’d cried. ‘I want to stay here!’

				‘Well you can’t,’ Mam had said flatly.

				‘But what about school? What about my friends?’

				Uncomfortable as she still was with the atmosphere of gloom and doom that hung in the air like a threatening thunderstorm, Carina was appalled by the thought of leaving all that was familiar.

				‘You’ll soon make new friends. And there’s schools in Wales, same as here,’ Mam had said.

				And so they had gone, their furniture and belongings loaded on to the back of a haulier’s cart.

				Their new home in Pontypridd was not unlike the one she’d left behind, though the terrace of miners’ cottages straddled a hillside and overlooked the pithead instead of open fields, and the neighbours seemed just as ready to pop in and make them welcome. But they were strangers. The children in her class at her new school stared at her with open curiosity, and when they did speak to her, she had difficulty understanding what they said. They would get her to say something, too, just so that they could hear her Somerset burr, as foreign to them as their sing-song accent was to her. More than one night Carina cried herself to sleep in the unfamiliar room, and woke wishing it was to the crowing of the Weekses’ cockerel and the comforting sound of her old neighbours knocking on one another’s doors on their way to work.

				To her surprise, she even missed Auntie Hester – Hester Dallimore, her mother’s sister, who lived at number 9. She had used to groan inwardly when Hester called in for a cup of tea and a chat. She’d stay for ages, talking endlessly – ‘gossiping’, Dad called it – and Carina had always been glad when she finally left. Now she thought she’d never complain about Hester again, just as long as she could be back in Somerset.

				Oddly enough, it was through Hester that she had met Robert, some nine years later.

				Carina had served an apprenticeship as a seamstress and now, more often than not, worked from home, her sewing machine on the kitchen table, singing to herself as she stitched. So when Mam decided to take a week’s holiday back in High Compton, staying with Hester, there had been no reason why Carina shouldn’t go with her.

				It had been years since Carina had been back, and she had been looking forward to revisiting her old haunts and catching up with friends. But when they arrived, though High Compton and Fairley Terrace had changed little, Carina felt strangely displaced. She no longer belonged here. Not even the sight of her old home stirred her in the way she’d expected. A different family lived there now, the door and kitchen window frame had been painted dark red rather than the brown she remembered, different curtains hung at the windows, and a stocky woman sat on the bench outside where her father had used to sit. She nodded to Carina as she passed, and her eyes followed her as she walked along the track, making her uncomfortable. The woman would know who she was – Hester would certainly have told all and sundry that her sister and niece were coming to stay – and Carina felt conspicuous somehow, and almost guilty that she knew the interior of the house as well as the woman whose home it now was.

				Her old friends were no longer in evidence. The Weeks girls had left home and were in service, the Days had moved away – Annie had married again, the under manager of the glove factory in Hillsbridge, Hester told them, adding unpleasantly: ‘I expect she thinks she’s a cut above the rest of us now.’ Even little Edie Cooper, who Carina remembered as a child pushing her dolls along the rank in a makeshift pram, had started in service at Fairley Hall. Unbelievable! Carina had thought. Where had the years gone?

				On the Saturday, anxious to escape from her aunt’s constant chatter, Carina had made the long walk to Hillsbridge.

				‘Why ever do you want to go all that way?’ Hester had asked, her tone scathing. ‘If you want a walk, you can come to High Compton with me.’

				‘It’s Hillsbridge market,’ Carina said. ‘Dad took me once on the crossbar of his bike. It was really lively, as I remember it.’

				Hester sniffed.

				‘A push and shove, more like. Well, suit yourself, but your mother and I won’t be coming with you.’

				It had been a fine day when Carina set out, and she covered the three or four miles at a brisk pace. To her delight, the market was the one thing that was just as she remembered it. The stalls selling everything from fruit and vegetables to fresh fish, broken biscuits and knick-knacks of all kinds filled the market hall and spilled on to the square outside, where the vendors who lent the market novelty value shouted their wares. There was Smasher the China Man, tossing cups and plates into the air to shatter on the paving stones in order to attract attention; there were Quilley and Rainbow, the quack doctors, promising that their pills and potions would cure all ills, Rainbow with his brightly coloured turban and bushy grey beard. And there was the dentist’s wagon, and some poor soul in the chair having his teeth pulled with what looked like giant pliers in front of a cheering audience of onlookers.

				So fascinated by it all was Carina that she didn’t notice the dark clouds gathering until the first heavy spots of rain fell, rattling on the striped awnings and making dark splodges like spilled ink on the dusty paving stones.

				She stepped back into a doorway to shelter, hoping it would be what her mother called ‘just a storm and over’, but the rain showed no sign of abating, falling heavier and more steadily than ever from a sky now thick with grey cloud, and water ran in a torrent in the gutters and pooled around clogged drains. She was going to be soaked before she got back to Fairley Terrace, Carina thought grimly, and she could just imagine what Aunt Hester would have to say about it. But there was nothing for it, she’d have to brave it and walk as fast as she could.

				The marketplace, which had been crowded, was almost empty now but for stallholders hastily packing up their wares under awnings from which rainwater ran in steady streams and sudden cascades. Pulling her thin shawl up over her head, Carina made a dash between them. She had just reached the edge of the pavement when a pony and trap appeared, trotting briskly along the road from the farthest end of the market hall. She took a quick step backwards, but not quick enough. The wheel of the trap caught a puddle in the gutter and a wall of water was thrown up, soaking her feet and the hem of her skirt.

				‘Hoi!’ she squealed involuntarily. ‘Look where you’re going, can’t you?’

				To her surprise, the pony and trap slowed. A young man was driving it, a young man with thick dark wavy hair, and he was looking at her with consternation.

				‘Sorry, love . . . Are you all right?’

				‘No! I’m not! I’m wet through! And I’ve got to get all the way back to the other side of High Compton!’

				The young man huffed breath over his bottom lip.

				‘High Compton? You’ll get soaked!’

				‘I already am, thanks to you!’

				‘Sorry . . .’ His eyes, dark as his hair, were looking her up and down. ‘You’d better hop up, I reckon. I’ll give you a lift.’

				Carina hesitated. She didn’t know the young man from Adam. Really, she ought to know better than to accept a ride with him. But the thought of the long walk back to Fairley Terrace was daunting, and the young man didn’t look threatening. In fact, he looked rather nice.

				She made up her mind.

				‘All right. As long as you take me straight there.’

				He raised his eyebrows, shaking his head and grinning.

				‘Come on then.’

				Carina clambered up into the trap. There was a stack of empty crates and boxes in the back, she noticed. The young man pushed one or two aside and fished out a waterproof sheet.

				‘Here you are. Put this over you.’

				As she tucked herself in, he flicked the reins and the pony moved off.

				‘High Compton, you said?’ he asked.

				‘Yes. Fairley Terrace. Do you know it?’

				He shook his head.

				‘I’m from Dunderwick. Well, near enough.’

				‘Then High Compton is well out of your way,’ Carina said, frowning. Dunderwick was on the far side of Hillsbridge, in completely the opposite direction to High Compton.

				‘Won’t take long. Captain could have won the Derby if he’d been born a racehorse. Anyway, it’s the least I can do, seeing as I’ve soaked you through.’

				Carina cast him a sidelong glance, still a little unsure of him. He’d better not get any ideas! she thought, but was surprised that she didn’t find the idea altogether unappealing.

				‘What were you doing in Hillsbridge?’ she asked to hide the disconcerting tingle she’d felt deep inside.

				‘It’s market day, isn’t it? We’ve got a stall. Butter, cheese, eggs, bacon . . . all stuff from the farm. My granny used to run it, but she took bad last winter. Our Sal does the serving now – that’s my sister, Sally – but she’s meeting a friend for a cup of tea once she’s sold out, so I shall come back and fetch her later on.’

				‘You live on a farm?’ Carina asked.

				‘Yeah. Me and Sal and Grampy Green. We’ve lived there since we lost both our parents when I was thirteen.’

				‘Oh!’ Carina was so shocked, she was lost for words. She couldn’t imagine anything more awful than being orphaned at such a young age.

				‘Yeah, Granny and Grampy were really good to us,’ Robert went on. ‘Then last winter Granny took bad. Got a cold and it went on her chest. Pneumonia, the doctor said. There was nothing he could do for her.’ He shook his head. ‘A proper shock, it was, her dying like that. She’d always been as strong as an ox. Never so much as a day’s illness that I can remember.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ Carina said, feeling really awkward now and not knowing how to respond to this catalogue of disaster.

				‘Well, that’s life, isn’t it?’

				He sounded remarkably resigned. Perhaps that was what life on a farm did for you, Carina thought. Close to the earth, to life and death, seeing the animals give birth, watching the babies grow, then sending them off to market and somebody’s dinner table . . .

				They were almost home now, and the rain was at last beginning to ease.

				‘You can drop me here,’ Carina said when they reached the track that led down to Fairley Terrace.

				‘Okay. Sure you’ll be all right now?’

				‘Yes, it’s just down there.’ Carina had no intention of letting him take her any further and attracting the attention of Hester’s neighbours, not to mention Hester herself.

				She unwrapped the tarpaulin, and he took it and replaced it in the back of the trap.

				‘Can I see you again?’ he asked suddenly and quite unexpectedly.

				‘Oh . . . I don’t live here . . . at least, not any more, though I used to,’ Carina said. ‘I’m staying with my Auntie Hester.’

				‘Oh. Right.’ He looked away from her, but not before she had seen the disappointment of rejection in those dark eyes. What he had taken to be her put-down had hurt him, and she was sorry. He had been so kind, and besides . . . Her heart did another flip.

				‘I’m here till next Wednesday, though,’ she said.

				She saw him brighten.

				‘I’m not doing anything tomorrow, if you’re free.’

				‘I’ll see you here then, shall I? About – what – three?’

				‘All right. I’m Carina, by the way.’

				‘And I’m Robert Talbot.’

				That was how it had begun, their whirlwind romance. Carina thought she had fallen in love with him that first day; she was certainly in love by the time she went home again. They corresponded regularly, and he came to Wales to visit a couple of times, and she went back to stay with Aunt Hester. Just a few months after they first met, he asked her to marry him, and her parents gave them their blessing – ‘I wish it didn’t mean you moving so far away, but you’ve got a good one there,’ her mother said, and her father, tears shining in his eyes, shook Robert’s hand and told him to be sure he took good care of her.

				Once they were engaged, Carina moved in with Aunt Hester and took a job in the big grocery store in High Compton. She hoped that when she and Robert were married, she would be able to set up as a seamstress, working from home, but for the time being she quite enjoyed serving in the shop. The wedding was in Ponty, of course, a day that swam by for Carina in a happy blur – afterwards her memories of it were like snapshots taken on a Brownie box camera, to be pored over and relished but not quite real. Afterwards she went back to Somerset with Robert and moved into the isolated farmhouse with him, his grandfather and his sister Sally. At the time, Grandpa Luke was still very much in charge, though Carina could see he was really no longer up to the hard physical work, but since the accident that had crippled him, his health had deteriorated rapidly, along with his sight, and Robert had had to take on the running of the farm. Carina’s plans to take in sewing never came to fruition – she was far too busy to even think of it.

				Meg had come along eleven months after the wedding, and was christened Margaret after Granny Green. When Mattie was born two years later, Carina had wondered if Robert would like him to be called after his father. She knew next to nothing about his parents and what had happened to them, and although of course she was curious, Robert always clammed up when she asked questions. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ was all he would say, and as he clearly found the subject distressing, Carina didn’t like to press him, or to ask Sally in case it looked as if she was going behind Robert’s back.

				This, though, seemed the ideal opportunity both to pay tribute to his father and to open a line of communication about him and Robert’s mother, but when she suggested it to Robert, he had merely snorted in disgust, turned and walked away.

				Puzzled, and a little hurt, she had mentioned it to Luke, but he too had reacted in much the same way, his mouth setting into a hard line and his failing eyes blazing hatred through the milky mist that enveloped them.

				‘Best not,’ he said, his voice dangerously quiet.

				Joel Talbot had not been the husband and father he should have been, Carina realised, and though she longed to know why both Robert and his grandfather could barely bring themselves to mention his name, she knew better than to ask. One day, perhaps, Robert would tell her about his life before he had come to live on his grandparents’ farm. For the moment, the subject was clearly taboo.

				Matthew was settled upon for the baby’s name, though it was shortened almost immediately to Mattie. Carina smiled to herself as she thought of him now. Mattie, the apple of her eye. Her precious son . . .

				As she passed the first outlying cottages, and approached the long terraces of houses interspersed with a couple of little stores that lined the road on either side, Carina came out of her reverie abruptly. Just down the hill now, and she’d be in Hillsbridge. It was time to stop daydreaming and start concentrating!

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				The hill, like all the roads in and out of Hillsbridge, was quite steep and winding. Carina negotiated it carefully, her ankle aching from the pressure she needed to apply to the brakes in order to keep the motor from running away. She reached the bottom and huffed in relief as the road wound along the relatively flat valley floor and over the river bridge, past the church and into the town centre.

				Just as she reached a narrow track that skirted the churchyard, however, disaster struck. She never even saw the wasp; the first she knew was the red-hot needle of pain shooting down her neck inside the collar of her blouse. She gasped, instinctively swatting at it, which only made things worse. Another sharp jab, this time just below her collarbone, and a third on the side of her breast. Somehow the thing had got trapped, and was stinging her again and again.

				In panic, Carina tried to loosen the front of her blouse, so distracted that for a moment she could think of nothing else but the pain and the angry wasp. Then, to her horror, she saw a sporty-looking motor parked beside the narrow pavement below the churchyard wall. She braked fiercely, swinging the steering wheel hard to the right, but too late. She caught the rear offside of the parked motor with a resounding crash, and the Rover lurched to a sudden halt.

				Horrified, she sat motionless for a moment, frozen with shock. The stings were burning like fire, but miraculously the wasp seemed to have escaped. When she undid the front of her blouse with hands that trembled violently, no buzzing insect flew out and there were no more sharp pinpricks of pain, but oh, dear God, the damage was done. Carina looked over her shoulder and saw the rear fender of the motor she had hit lying in the road, surrounded by other bits of debris.

				An angry shout made her look up sharply.

				‘Hey, you!’ A man had appeared on the high pavement above the road; he must have been walking along the churchyard path when the accident had happened. Now he was coming down the stone steps to road level. ‘You’ve hit my Benz!’

				He was tall, perhaps in his early thirties, broad-shouldered, moustached, dressed casually but expensively, and he walked with a pronounced limp, though of course Carina was in no state to notice any of these things. Tears of shock, panic and pain had started to her eyes.

				‘I’m sorry . . .’

				‘What in God’s name were you thinking of?’ His voice was cultured, with no trace of a Somerset burr.

				‘I was stung . . . a wasp . . .’ Carina wailed.

				‘And what is a woman doing driving a motor?’

				The incredulity and accusation in his voice roused Carina’s indignation.

				‘I said I’m sorry,’ she said defiantly.

				‘And so you should be!’ He was in the road now, picking up the piece of fender, examining the huge dent in the rear wing. ‘Just look at the damage you’ve caused!’

				‘I’ll pay for it, of course.’ Robert would be furious, especially since she knew money was tight; too often these days he was up late poring over the ledgers, trying to find a way to make ends meet. But what choice did she have?

				The man snorted. ‘You certainly will! Who are you anyway?’

				‘Carina Talbot. My husband is Robert Talbot. We live with his grandfather, Luke Green, at—’

				‘Meadow Farm.’

				Carina’s eyes widened.

				‘You know him?’

				‘I do,’ the man said curtly. His eyes went to the Rover. ‘Is your motor drivable?’

				‘I . . . don’t know.’

				He walked around to the front of the Rover. Carina climbed down on legs that threatened to give way beneath her and joined him. Amazingly, there was little damage to be seen – a smashed headlamp and a nasty dent to the front mudguard, but that was all.

				‘Remarkably unscathed,’ the man said. ‘I suggest I get you going and you go straight home before you kill someone.’

				‘I have to go to the shop first,’ Carina said distractedly.

				‘Really?’ His tone was sarcastic. ‘I would have thought shopping would have been the last thing on your mind at the moment. What in heaven’s name is your husband thinking of, allowing you to drive alone?’

				‘He doesn’t know.’ Carina instinctively defended Robert.

				‘Well, he’s going to have to know now, isn’t he? Are you able to turn round, or do you only drive in straight lines?’

				The thought of driving again at all was making Carina feel sick with fright, but she stood her ground.

				‘I have to go to the shop before I go anywhere,’ she said stubbornly. ‘It’s not a pleasure trip. If I don’t buy some flour, there’ll be no bread tomorrow.’

				The man sighed, shaking his head impatiently and scowling.

				‘If you must you must, I suppose. I’ll get your motor going and turned around while you’re gone.’

				Relieved, but too proud to show it, Carina retrieved her bag from the front seat and set off along the road without further argument. She was still shaking from head to foot and close to tears again, but somehow she regained control of herself as she bought flour, tea and sugar.

				By the time she returned, the man had turned the Rover so that it was now facing back the way she had come, the engine chuntering, and he was once again inspecting the damage to his own motor.

				Carina approached him nervously.

				‘Thank you.’

				‘Straight home, now.’

				‘I really am sorry,’ she said humbly. ‘And we will pay for the damage.’

				His eyes were narrowed in a face that would have been incredibly handsome but for a long white scar running from the corner of his eye to his mouth.

				‘I rather think you will.’

				‘I . . . I don’t know your name and address.’

				He raised an eyebrow.

				‘You don’t know?’

				Carina shook her head.

				‘Melbrook,’ he said. ‘Dunderwick House. Your husband will know where to find me.’

				He turned on his heel and walked back across the road, leaving Carina startled and even more worried about the catastrophe she had caused.

				Melbrook. Dunderwick House. The words, spoken in that cultured voice, echoed and re-echoed in Carina’s ears as she carefully nursed the Rover back through the winding lanes. Though she’d never had cause to so much as set eyes on him before, the name was familiar to her as it was to everyone in the locality.

				Melbrook. Lord Melbrook.

				Dunderwick House. The huge estate surrounded by low dry-stone walls that followed the main road for a mile or more, and extended most of the way down into the valley to the village that bore its name. Dunderwick House, surrounded by many acres of woodland and park. It was impossible to see the house itself from the road because of the thick mass of trees, but once Carina had taken Meg for a long walk in her perambulator along one of the tracks through the meadows that bordered the estate, and from a high point on the hillside beyond she had glimpsed the turreted roof nestling in a clearing she imagined to be gardens.

				The estate extended far beyond those dry-stone walls, though. It encompassed the village of Dunderwick and almost all the surrounding farmland. Tenant farmers occupied the houses and worked the land. Once, the Greens’ farm had been part of the estate, Robert had told her, but many years ago, when Grandpa Green was just a boy, his father had saved one of the Melbrook children from a maddened bull the youngsters had been tormenting, driving it off with a pitchfork and carrying the injured lad home in his arms. By way of showing his gratitude, the then Lord Melbrook had given Luke’s father the freehold of his land, which had then passed to Grandpa Green and would one day be Robert’s.

				Carina trembled ever more violently as the enormity of what she had done ran like ice through her veins, though her face was burning with shame. Bad enough that she should have damaged Robert’s precious car and someone else’s into the bargain. But why, oh why, did it have to have been Lord Melbrook’s? Not that they owed him anything – or hadn’t, until now – but just the same . . .

				And what had he been doing in Hillsbridge churchyard anyway? There was a church and graveyard in Dunderwick. Carina experienced a barb of annoyance. If he hadn’t gone visiting a church outside his own domain, the accident would never have happened. She’d have been able to stop quite safely and get rid of the wretched wasp, do her shopping and come home again without any of this. As it was . . . Robert was going to be furious with her.

				The stings on her neck and breast were throbbing with an intense burning pain, and quite suddenly the tears were back, stinging her eyes and aching in her throat. She gave her head a shake, blinked them away and swallowed hard. Crying would do no good. She just had to concentrate on getting the motor home in more or less one piece.

				The men were still out in the fields when Carina pulled into the farmyard. She parked the Rover close to one of the outbuildings, facing inwards, hoping the damage wouldn’t be immediately visible when they came in for their dinner. The last thing she wanted was for Robert to lambast her in front of them all.

				Luke was sitting on the bench outside the door, snoozing in the sun with Cymru lying beside him, but even if he had been awake the old man’s poor eyesight would not have allowed him to see the shattered headlight and bent wing, and for that Carina was grateful.

				There was no hiding what she had done from Sally, though. She was in the kitchen, cutting hunks of the fresh bread Carina had baked earlier in preparation for the onslaught, and the moment she saw Carina’s face, she knew something was wrong.

				‘Oh no, what have you done?’ To Carina’s annoyance, she sounded almost amused.

				‘Well, for a start, I’ve been stung,’ Carina retorted. ‘Three or four times. A wasp got into my blouse, and it hurts like billy-o.’

				She looked around, her tight-strung nerves making her anxious that some other calamity might have occurred in her absence.

				‘Where are the children?’

				‘Oh, they’re fine. Mattie caught a beetle and they’re looking for a matchbox to put the poor thing in . . .’

				As if on cue, Meg came racing into the kitchen.

				‘Mummy! You’re back! Did you buy something for me?’

				‘No, Meg, I didn’t.’

				Mattie had followed at a slower pace, tottering unsteadily on his plump little legs and clutching something tightly in one fist. Carina scooped him up, eager for the comfort of his chubby arms around her neck, but the pressure of his body against the places she had been stung made her gasp and wince and she quickly put him down again.

				‘Sorry, darling, I can’t . . .’

				Sally put down the bread knife.

				‘Let’s have a look, Carina.’

				Carina undid her blouse, revealing the angry red swellings, and Sally whistled softly.

				‘Nasty! You’d better put the blue bag on those.’

				She crossed to the wooden cupboard that stood next to the big stone sink, opened it and rummaged around until she found the muslin bag containing the blue that they used for whitening the linen. She moistened it with some water and held it out to Carina.

				‘Here you are. This should help.’

				Carina took it, rubbing it on the stings and wincing again. But she knew from past experience that the blue should take some of the heat away.

				‘What a day!’ she muttered.

				‘So go on, tell me. What else went wrong?’

				‘Everything.’ Suddenly Carina needed to confide what she’d done. ‘Oh Sally, you were quite right. I should never have taken the motor. I’ve really done it now, and Robert is going to be furious with me.’

				The words came pouring out in a garbled stream, only stopping when she realised Sally was laughing, her hand clapped over her mouth, tears of mirth streaming down her cheeks.

				‘It’s not funny!’ Carina snapped.

				‘No, you’re quite right, it’s not.’ With an effort, Sally controlled herself. ‘But oh, Carina – Lord Melbrook! You certainly know how to do things in style! I wish now I’d come with you! I wouldn’t mind meeting him myself. I’ve heard he’s very handsome – and a hero – and quite the most eligible bachelor in Somerset. Is he as gorgeous as they say?’

				‘Really, Sally, I have no idea. I was more bothered about his wretched motor than I was with him.’

				A squeal from Meg interrupted her.

				‘Mummy! Mummy! Stop him!’

				‘What’s wrong now?’ Carina groaned.

				‘Mattie! He’s eating the beetle!’

				‘Oh Mattie!’ Carina dropped the blue bag on to the table and fell to her knees beside Mattie. The now empty matchbox was discarded and the little boy was indeed stuffing something into his mouth.

				‘Spit it out – now!’ she ordered.

				Mattie’s dark eyes fastened on hers, full of pleading, but when she repeated the command, he did as she said, and most of the beetle dribbled down his chin. Carina forced her finger inside his mouth, running it over his tongue and gums to retrieve any remaining particles, and as she did so, she heard men’s voices floating in through the open window. The casual labourers were coming in for their dinner, and Robert would be with them.

				‘Don’t tell him, please!’ she mouthed at Sally.

				‘He’ll have to know,’ she mouthed back.

				‘I’ll tell him in my own time.’

				And then the men were filling the kitchen, hungry, sweating from their exertions, and Luke was shuffling after them, leaning heavily on his stick.

				As she poured beer that had been cooling in the larder into mugs and cut chunks of cheese, Carina did her best to hide her anxiety, but it gnawed away inside her all the same. Shaken and ashamed, she was dreading the moment when she would have to confess to Robert the awful thing she had done.

				It was sundown before the men finished work for the day; Robert was anxious to get the harvest in before the spell of good weather broke, as it surely soon would. A thunderstorm with the accompanying downpour, and it could be days if not weeks before the hay was dry enough for baling and stacking. If there was any moisture in it, it could easily self-combust and a hayrick or even a barn could be lost to a fierce fire.

				Carina had long put the children to bed in their little room under the eaves. Meg had been quite upset when Mattie’s cot had been moved in – she considered the room her own, with its pink drapes and her rag dolls all neatly arranged along the shelves, and she had complained that he would disturb everything. Truth to tell, Carina had been none too pleased either; she had known she would miss the baby in the cradle beside her bed. But Robert had insisted it was time: Mattie was getting to be a big boy and should begin to learn independence.

				When Carina, Sally and Luke had eaten their supper of cold pork and potatoes baked in their jackets, Carina had dressed the ulcer on Luke’s leg. It had started as a result of the accident that had lamed him and had never healed. Pus oozed from it constantly, and washing it in warm water, applying ointment and rebandaging it was just one of Carina’s daily chores – Sally, strangely, was far too squeamish. His leg attended to, Luke had taken himself off to bed. He seemed to do little but sleep these days, but still he was ready for an early night, and it concerned Carina at times. But tonight she was quite glad of it, as her stomach was churning as she anticipated having to confess to Robert what she had done. She and Sally discussed it in low tones.

				‘He’s going to kill me! Goodness only knows what the repairs are going to cost.’

				‘And Lord Melbrook will want his pound of flesh,’ Sally said. Her first reaction of amusement had metamorphosed now into a serious appreciation of the consequences. ‘He might be quite the charmer, as people say, and a hero to boot, but he has the reputation of being a hard man too.’ A brief smile had twisted her mouth. ‘Perhaps that’s one of the reasons he’s so attractive.’

				‘He wasn’t very charming this morning,’ Carina said ruefully. ‘He was just livid. And what’s this about him being a hero?’

				‘Oh . . . he fought in the Boer War, I understand, and won some kind of decoration,’ Sally said.

				‘He did have a limp, and a scar,’ Carina remembered. ‘But how come you know so much about him?’

				Sally shrugged. ‘Oh – just local gossip.’

				A snuffling cry followed by a loud, insistent wail coming from upstairs claimed Carina’s attention. She sat forward in her chair, head cocked to one side, listening. Mattie wailed again, the agonised sound quickly followed by a series of hiccuping sobs, and Carina got up.

				‘I think he’s teething. I’m sure I felt a lump in his gum when I got that wretched beetle out of his mouth this morning.’ She crossed to the chiffonier, opening it and getting out a quarter-bottle of brandy. ‘This should do the trick.’

				She climbed the two flights of stairs to the attic room and lifted the wailing Mattie out of his cot, rocking him in her arms and shushing him. Luckily he hadn’t woken Meg – she was a sound sleeper, but if she was disturbed, it would be ages before she could get off to sleep again.

				It was hot in the attic room, which collected all the heat of the day. Carina reached up and opened the window wider, then sat down in the wicker chair beneath it.

				‘Does it hurt, my love?’ she asked softly, unstoppering the brandy bottle and dripping some on to her finger. ‘Open your mouth for Mummy.’

				Mattie obediently did as she asked, and she massaged the spirit on to his gums, feeling for the lump she thought she’d noticed this morning. Yes, she’d been right. There it was, and a tiny sharp point growing out of it. His first tooth! Her heart swelled with love, even though this was probably only the start of a succession of broken nights ahead. Meg had teethed easily, but then Meg was a girl. Girls grew into women, equipped to bear pain. In many ways they were much tougher than boys, Carina thought.

				She rubbed a little more brandy on to Mattie’s sore gum, then rocked and sang to him softly. His cries were quietening now to the occasional hiccuping gasp, and before long his head was heavy on her shoulder and his breathing slow and even. Still Carina sat there cradling him. Up here, with her son in her arms and her daughter sleeping peacefully, she could almost forget the day’s disasters, and she was reluctant to return to the world downstairs, where there was no escaping them.

				At last, however, she sighed and stood up, placing Mattie in his cot. She straightened the sheet over the sleeping Meg, who had kicked it down around her legs, and dropped a kiss on the little girl’s forehead, damp with perspiration. Then she left the room, softly pulling the door closed behind her.

				She was on the landing above the lower flight of stairs when she heard Robert’s voice, raised in anger.

				‘What! My motor? I don’t believe this!’

				She stopped short, holding tight to the banister with a hand that had begun to shake again. Robert was home at last, and Sally must have told him what had happened. There was some more yelling, Sally now as well as Robert, but the blood was pounding so loudly in Carina’s ears that she couldn’t make out the words. Then she heard the slam of the back door and everything went quiet.

				For a few minutes longer she stood there, imagining Robert outside examining the damage to the Rover and steeling herself to face him, then she descended the last flight of stairs and went into the kitchen.

				Of Sally there was no sign, but Robert had come back into the house. He was standing beside the table, where his meal was laid out ready for him, leaning on it heavily, head bent so low his chin almost rested on his chest. He didn’t move as Carina entered the room.

				‘Robert?’ she said tentatively.

				He did move then, with a suddenness that startled her, straightening, then banging his fist down on to the table so hard that the plates jumped and rattled.

				‘Christ!’ He turned, his face suffused with anger. ‘What were you thinking of, Carina?’

				Carina flinched. This was every bit as bad as she’d feared. It wasn’t often that Robert lost his temper so thoroughly, but when he did, the change in him was frightening, and she was not as used to his rages as Sally, who had grown up with him. But she met his furious gaze evenly, determined to hold her ground.

				‘I’m sorry, but we needed flour—’

				‘Flour! Bloody flour!’

				‘Yes, to make bread for the men’s snap tomorrow,’ she said defiantly. ‘You wouldn’t want them to go hungry, would you?’

				‘I wouldn’t want my Rover involved in an accident either,’ he grated between clenched teeth. ‘And Lord Melbrook, into the bargain! It beggars belief. How could you be so stupid?’

				‘It was the wasp . . .’ Carina began, but Robert was scarcely listening. He raised both hands to shoulder height, fists clenched and shaking.

				‘Bloody Melbrook, of all bloody people! And my bloody Rover that I’ve scarcely finished paying for!’

				‘There’s not that much damage to it,’ Carina said, trying to placate him. ‘Just the headlamp and the mudguard.’

				‘And what about the damage to his motor? What about that? God alone knows how we’ll pay for it. Christ, I know Sally’s a wild one, but I never thought she’d be so stupid as to do something like this!’

				‘Sally?’ Carina said, uncomprehending. ‘What are you talking about?’

				‘Taking my bloody Rover into Hillsbridge, of course, when she’s never had a lesson in her life! What was she thinking of? What were you thinking of, to let her do it?’

				‘But she didn’t!’ Carina said. ‘It wasn’t her.’

				‘Don’t lie to me, Carina. She’s just admitted it.’

				‘Oh!’ For a second, Carina was so startled she was lost for words. Why would Sally say it was she her who had taken the motor? Oh, she’d known how worried Carina was about the consequences of her actions, of course, but even so . . .

				‘Stupid, headstrong little flibbertigibbet!’ Robert exploded, bringing his fist down hard on the table again.

				‘Robert, really, it wasn’t her!’ Carina said urgently. Kind as it was of Sally, she couldn’t let her take the blame, and in any case, it would come out in the end. When Lord Melbrook met Robert to demand compensation for the damage, he’d be sure to tell Robert it was his wife who had been behind the wheel, not his sister. ‘It was me!’

				Robert snorted.

				‘Don’t try to cover up for her, Carina.’

				‘I’m not! She’s the one doing the covering-up. Really, Robert, it was me!’

				He glared at her for a moment in disbelief.

				‘She knew how worried I was about telling you. She thought you’d be easier on her than on me, I expect.’

				As he took in what she had said, another wave of fury darkened his face.

				‘You stupid, stupid woman!’

				‘I’m sorry, Robert . . .’

				‘I should think so too! I would have credited you with more sense. You know the struggle I have to keep this place going. Put food on the table, keep a roof over our heads.’ He turned angrily, sweeping the plate containing his supper across the table so that it went over the edge and crashed down on to the flagged floor, smashing to smithereens. ‘You’d ruin us for a bag of bloody flour!’

				Carina was close to tears now.

				‘I’ve said I’m sorry. What more can I do?’

				‘And what’s that?’ He had spotted the brandy bottle, which she was still clutching.

				‘Mattie has started teething. I rubbed some on his gums,’

				‘You did what?’ His hands had balled to fists.

				‘Rubbed some on his gums. To dull the pain.’

				He took a step towards her, his hand raised, and for an awful moment Carina thought he was going to strike her. Instead he grabbed the brandy bottle and hurled it with all his strength against the wall. The bottle shattered, brandy pooling in a huge dark stain against the floral-patterned wallpaper and dripping down to the flagstones beneath.

				‘You’d give him a taste for the stuff before he can even talk? What sort of a mother are you?’

				‘What’s going on?’ Luke appeared in the doorway, wearing his striped flannelette nightshirt and peering around the room with his almost sightless eyes.

				‘Don’t you know?’ Robert snarled. ‘Where have you been all day?’

				‘What I do know, my lad, is that you’d better calm down before someone gets hurt.’ Luke’s voice was surprisingly authoritative, giving Carina a glimpse of the man he had once been. Holding on to the door frame, he raised his walking stick, waving it in Robert’s direction. ‘Control yourself, do you hear? You’re no better than your father.’

				For a moment Robert stood stock still, as if he had been turned into a pillar of stone. Then his face changed and his hands dropped to his sides. He looked for all the world like a prizefighter whose opponent has landed a killer blow that has not quite floored him but knocked him senseless all the same.

				‘Just think on that, my lad!’ Luke waved his stick again. The colour was high in his sunken cheeks, his breathing ragged. Concern for him flooded through Carina, heightened by the shock and fear that had overwhelmed her when Robert had turned from her much-loved husband into a raging bull. She hurried to his side.

				‘It’s all right, Grandpa. Nothing to worry about.’

				‘So you might think,’ Luke grunted.

				‘It’s not Robert’s fault. It’s mine,’ she tried to reassure him.

				The back door opened and slammed shut. Robert, going outside to cool down, Carina imagined. But Luke still gazed sightlessly over her shoulder into the now empty room.

				‘I don’t like it, Carina. His father, all over again.’

				‘Come on, let’s get you back to bed.’ She took his arm, helping him to his room, which had once been a parlour, but which he’d moved into when he could no longer manage the stairs. He was still chuntering to himself, his voice too low for her to be able to make out the words, but once she’d got him back into bed, propping his stick against the cabinet beside it so that it was within easy reach, his gnarled fingers closed over her wrist.

				‘You just take care, m’dear. You’re a good girl. I wouldn’t want to see you hurt.’

				‘I’m fine, Grandpa.’ She plumped the pillows behind his head. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

				But as she left him, closing the door behind her, Carina was as shaken by his reaction to Robert’s fit of rage as she had been by the altercation itself.

				Luke was usually the most placid of men, a typical farmer, usually so unruffled that he could appear taciturn. This, however, had upset him dreadfully. So much so that he had raised what always seemed to be a taboo subject – Robert’s dead parents. Had his father had a violent temper? From what Luke had said, it would seem so. Had it somehow resulted in their premature deaths? That would explain why Robert would never speak of it. In spite of the heat still hanging in the kitchen, Carina shivered.

				She had to get to the bottom of this. Had to find out why Luke had become so upset. When the moment was right, she would ask Robert about it. But not tonight. After what had happened, certainly not tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				The balmy air was heavy with the scent of new-mown hay. Warm as it still was, it cooled Robert’s hot cheeks, and after a moment his blood was cooling too, leaving him sick with shame.

				What the hell was the matter with him? A ruined dinner, a bottle of brandy smashed against the wall, and worst of all, he had come as near as dammit to striking Carina. Thank the Lord that Grampy Green had intervened when he did, or goodness only knew what he would have done.

				Oh, he’d been provoked. Any man would have lost his temper given the circumstances. Bad enough that Carina had been stupid enough to think she was ready to take the motor out unsupervised and damaged it, but to have damaged Lord Melbrook’s motor too . . . God alone knew how much he’d demand in compensation, and if Robert was unable to settle up . . . Robert tried in vain to try to close his mind to the possibility of a disastrous outcome – that Carina’s foolishness could cost them the farm they had been proud to own since his grandfather was a boy. But that she had been weaning his son on to hard liquor before he could even walk or talk properly had been the last straw. Robert loathed and feared hard liquor – and with good reason.

				None of it was any excuse for the way he’d behaved, though. He’d always had a fierce and quick temper, but he’d thought he was learning to control it; since he’d married Carina, the moments of mad rage had come far less frequently, and not been nearly so severe. He loved her. She had made him happy. And her steadying influence had been good for him.

				Tonight, however . . .

				Robert shuddered, punching the rough stone wall of the farmhouse to release the last of the anger that had consumed him.

				Grandpa Green was right. It was his father all over again.

				Dear Lord, history must not repeat itself.

				The thought that it might was his worst nightmare, and now the terrible scene from his past replayed itself before his eyes, making his stomach clench as it always did, even after all these years.

				With his father, of course, it had been the drink. When he had been drinking, the smallest thing would set him off, some wrong word or imagined slight, sometimes nothing at all. Robert scarcely touched it, just a cold beer sometimes after a long day. The smell of spirits still made him sick to his stomach, and he knew it was the sight of the brandy bottle in Carina’s hands and her admission that she had rubbed some on Mattie’s sore gums that had proved the last straw tonight. Mattie was his son – the direct line from his own father. The last thing he wanted was for him to be given a taste for the stuff.

				He leaned against the rough stone wall of the old farmhouse, massaging the back of his neck, as if by doing so he could erase the shadows of the past, but for the moment they were too vivid, too real. The best thing he could do now was go back inside and try to make up with Carina. If he should lose her, and through his own fault, he couldn’t bear it.

				As he straightened up, he thought he saw something move, a shadow against the whitewashed wall of one of the outhouses. Sally, perhaps. She had flounced out when he’d yelled at her and must still be out here somewhere, waiting for the storm to pass.

				He called her name, but there was no reply. More likely than not it had been just a trick of the light; some clouds were scudding across the moon, a sign perhaps that the weather was on the change. Sally was probably out in the fields, curled up in the half-built hayrick and looking up at the sky for her ‘Mummy and Daddy’ stars. When she was a little girl, lost, lonely and in mourning for her parents, it had been her way of finding comfort – ‘They’re watching over me,’ she would say, and Robert had taken care not to tell her different. Now, though she was no longer a child, he thought she still did the same when she was upset.

				Whatever, she’d come back when she was good and ready. He couldn’t worry about Sally now. The most important thing was to make his peace with Carina.

				He took one long last steadying breath and went back into the house.

				Carina was alone in the kitchen. She had cleared up the spilled food, broken glass and china, and was now trying to mop the last of the brandy from the wallpaper with a big soft cloth. She looked round as he came in, still wary.

				‘I’m sorry, Robert, really I am.’

				He crossed to her, pulling her to her feet and putting his arms around her.

				‘I’m the one who should be sorry. I just saw red.’

				‘With reason,’ she said against his chest. ‘I should never have taken the motor, I know, but I really thought I could manage it. I never for a moment thought—’

				‘I know,’ he said softly into her hair.

				She raised her face, looking at him.

				‘I’ll do my best to put things right. I’ll go and see Lord Melbrook and explain.’

				‘Much good that would do,’ Robert said heavily. ‘Leave Melbrook to me. I’ll find the money to pay for the damage somehow.’ He looked around. ‘Where’s Grandpa?’

				‘I put him back to bed. He was so upset, Robert, I thought he might be going to have a stroke.’

				A wave of guilt washed over Robert.

				‘He’s all right now, though, is he?’

				‘I think so. When I looked in on him just now, he was snoring peacefully.’

				‘And the children?’

				‘Not a sound from either of them. I think the drop of brandy I rubbed on Mattie’s gums did the trick.’

				‘Please don’t do it again, Carina.’

				‘But it works wonders. It’s what Mam always did when we were teething. Where’s the harm?’

				Before Robert could reply, the back door burst open and Sally came rushing in.

				‘Robert, come quick!’ she gasped, breathless. ‘There’s somebody creeping about round the outhouses!’

				Abruptly, Robert released Carina.

				‘I thought I saw something just now.’

				With a couple of quick strides he crossed the kitchen, wrenching open the door of the cupboard where the shotguns were kept and pulling one out of its housing.

				‘Whatever the bastard wants, he’ll get more than he bargained for!’

				‘Robert!’ Carina cautioned, alarmed.

				Sally was reaching for another of the shotguns.
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