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  Chapter 1




  England 1847




  The sound of a horse galloping into the courtyard made both Rory and Alice look up in alarm. She quickly pulled the sheet over her naked body. He sat up, listening.




  “It’s George. He is not supposed to be back until tomorrow.” A look of panic spread over her pretty face.




  “Well, I suppose it’s time I left,” he said, kissing her lightly and reaching for his scattered clothes.




  “Hurry, Rory. He’ll kill you if he finds you here.”




  He lifted his muscular, six-foot-tall body from the bed and pushed his fair hair across his forehead. His blue eyes held a look of amusement.




  “Maybe,” said Rory, smiling broadly at her. “Still, it’s been a most pleasurable few days, my dear. I’m quite sorry to leave, but leave I must, it seems; and through the window, by the looks of it.”




  He fastened his breeches and tucked in his silk shirt as he watched at the window until Sir George entered the house. Then he climbed out and descended the heavy vines covering the walls. Around the corner of the manor, his horse waited patiently. He mounted easily and rode off, grinning to himself. Sweet Alice Bledsoe had been most accommodating. Another delicious conquest.




  * * * *




  Sir George strode into the house and called Alice’s name. He went into the drawing room, but all was quiet. As he turned back to the entrance hall, he saw the maid heading quietly up the stairs, her skirts gathered in front of her.




  “Becky,” he called. “You stay where you are.”




  The maid looked back at him, her face frozen in panic.




  Sir George climbed the stairs two at a time and rushed into Alice’s bedroom to find her trying to dress quickly.




  “Darling!” she cried, smiling at him. “I didn’t expect you home until tomorrow.”




  “I’m sure you didn’t.” His eyes roamed the room. The window was wide open. “I finished my business early, so I left this morning.”




  His face filled with suspicion. “Has someone been here?”




  She caught her breath, released it steadily, and smiled at him once again. “Don’t be silly. The only people who’ve been here are Cousin Judith and Aunt Belle. But that was yesterday.”




  “Why are you in such a state of undress at this time of day?” he asked her accusingly.




  “I came up to bed after lunch with a sick headache. When I heard you arrive, I decided to get up. Besides, I’m feeling much better now. You could look a little more pleased to see me.” She walked over to embrace him. “Didn’t you miss me at all, George?”




  He returned her embrace, aware of the warmth of her body.




  He knew his wife was lying. There was a feel about the room. He stared at her near nakedness, then back to the disheveled bed. Someone had been here, he was sure.




  Over the past few months, his wife had shown less and less interest in the intimate side of their marriage. Well, he couldn’t be bothered much with the fuss she expected from him before she would consent to sex. He knew he wasn’t good at that sort of thing. Then lately, she had begun to flirt outrageously with some of his acquaintances, to the point of embarrassment. He felt he was being made a fool of, but had no proof his wife was actually unfaithful. Most women in their circle flirted–it was expected–but he knew from experience they seldom stepped over the line. Perhaps she was just trying to make him jealous. However, his suspicion of her was what had made him return early from London.




  George’s eyes narrowed and he released her and walked to the bed. He picked up a man’s handkerchief and held it up before her.




  “Who belongs to this?” he asked, almost triumphantly.




  Alice tried to think of a logical explanation.




  “Is it not yours, dear?” she asked haltingly, although she knew her face gave her away.




  “Don’t lie to me, woman. We both know it’s not mine. Who does it belong to? It’s monogrammed, anyway. I’ll soon work it out. Tell me before I beat it out of you.” He lifted his hand to strike her, and she cowered.




  “All right. It belongs to Rory Campbell,” she said softly.




  “You whore. Are you telling me you’ve been cavorting with that rake while I’ve been working in London? Has he been in your bed the whole time I’ve been away?” he yelled, his face contorted with rage.




  She looked down as again he roared. “Has he?”




  “Not all the time, but....”




  Humiliated at being found out, her face was crimson.




  “Harlot.” he shouted, and brought his hand back across her face. Alice fell onto the bed, holding her cheek, overcome by both pain and rage. She found her voice and sat up.




  “Well if you were as good as him I wouldn’t be looking elsewhere. Rory really knows how to treat a woman. You know nothing.” A childlike resentment filled her voice.




  “He’s had enough practice hasn’t he? He’s nothing but an unmitigated cad. His reputation among decent people is in the gutter. You must know you’re not the only woman he’s taken to bed. God knows how many bastards he’s fathered. If you fall pregnant to him, I’ll throw you out on the street. Then you’ll have nothing to offer anyone but this,” he waved his arm indicating her body, “just to survive.”




  Her hand went to her mouth in fear. George would not hesitate to do this. She realized the enormity of the repercussions of what she had done and quickly sought a way to reassure him.




  “I’ll take care of it straight away. I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.” Her eyes followed him anxiously. “What are you going to do?”




  “The man should be horsewhipped. I’m going to challenge him. The men of this town would be pleased to see him finished with, especially me.”




  Alice’s eyes widened. “But dueling. It’s against the law.”




  “I’m confident the law will turn a blind eye when the circumstances are made known.” He gazed scathingly at her as she groped for her clothes.




  “Yes,” he said dryly, looking at her with disgust, “get yourself dressed and get out of my sight.”




  * * * *




  Rory sat back in his chair drinking a brandy with his father, Sir Percival Campbell.




  “And what have you been up to today, Rory?” his father asked, settling into the conviviality of a drink with his son.




  “I spent the afternoon with a friend. A very pleasurable afternoon, I might add.” He thought, again, of Alice lying naked on her bed, arms outstretched in welcome.




  “God, you haven’t been with another woman have you? I hoped you would have given all that up by now.”




  Sir Percival frowned deeply. His son’s reputation was something of growing concern to him. He could not understand Rory’s behavior. He had been well brought up and surely knew better. Perhaps he had been allowed too much of the good life, for little had ever been demanded of him. Since he turned twenty-one, he had spent most of his time chasing women. His good looks, his fair hair, and his youthful physique seemed to attract them readily. It was making him reckless.




  “Well, if they keep chasing me then I find it very hard to resist, Father.”




  “Damn it, Rory. You’re dragging the good name of Campbell into the mud. Have you no respect? One day you’ll take over this estate. I have every right to expect more of you. It’s just not good enough for you to be seducing the wives of men with whom you will have to conduct business in the future.”




  “From the way their wives speak, they are mostly unhappy with their husbands. They have no understanding of women, nor do they bother to learn. They have only themselves to blame.”




  “For God’s sake, choose single women to mess with if they’re willing, not the wives of our colleagues,” said Sir Percival, barely suppressing his anger.




  Chapter 2




  As Elizabeth Bowler approached the stables, she slowed Stardust into an easy amble. She had really stretched him this afternoon, as they galloped across the estate. It was time to cool him down a little. She looked around her, taking in her surroundings more easily. She loved the green of the lush grass, the smell of the earth, and the warmth of the sunshine on her shoulders. She also loved how the chill in the air came down suddenly with the waning of the late afternoon sun. Her slim body sat on the horse as if she were born there. Her dark hair and brown eyes drew the attention of many a possible suitor. She was in the bloom of young womanhood and enjoyed it. Her five-foot-five height, ideal for her figure.




  As she turned onto the bridle path leading to the stables, she became aware of Simon Potter, leaning in the doorway and waiting patiently for her to return. Of late, his presence made her uncomfortable–and that made her a little sad, considering the childhood they had shared.




  As children, they had romped endlessly, chasing each other through the crops before harvest, making daisy chains down by the brook, playing hide and seek around the stables and estate outbuildings, only separated when it was time to return to their families for dinner.




  Over the past few years, she became more aware of their differences than the things they had in common. Tutored all her life by a governess while he attended the local schoolhouse in the village for a while, but soon left to take up farm duties with his father. She had been tutored all her life by a governess. Simon had attended the local schoolhouse in the village for a while, but soon left to take up farm duties with his father. He could read and write a little, but would never find the pleasure in books and journals that was so much a part of Elizabeth’s world. She also realized that in all the time she had known Simon, neither he nor his family had been invited up to Fenton Hall to share a meal.




  She gradually realized her family and Simon’s were of a different social rank. She was being raised to be a lady, to be presented to society in order to marry a man of equal or even higher social standing than her father’s. Simon was oblivious to all this, and since she turned sixteen, he had become hopelessly infatuated with his former playmate.




  She had not ridden with Simon for over a year, but knew he always waited for her to return from her ride. Never rude to him, she tried to gently but firmly keep him at a distance. Because of a genuine fondness for this man, and what they had shared as children, she was not always firm enough.




  As she began to alight, Simon reached his hand up to help her.




  “Thank you, Simon,” she said, and smiled at him. He held her hand a little longer than necessary and with the other, reached forward and brushed her skirt.




  She took a step back, but he smiled and said, “There was a leaf stuck to your dress, Miss. I didn’t mean to offend.”




  Elizabeth knew it was more than that. The adoration in his eyes was difficult to take when she felt nothing herself. Simon was now twenty-two years old, she nineteen–and in the full blush of young womanhood. She smiled, cast her eyes down and handed him the reins.




  “Would you please brush and groom Stardust, Simon. We’ve had a very strenuous ride so he’ll need to be cooled and watered. He’s by far the best horse in our stable. Sometimes I can’t believe he’s mine.”




  Simon saw this as a dismissal. His eyes became steely. “I always look after him for you, Miss Elizabeth. That’s what I do.” He turned away, saying coldly, “I hope you had a very pleasant ride.” She nodded uncomfortably and turned towards the manor where she, her three siblings, James, Helen and Sarah, lived with their father.




  Patrick stood by the fire warming his hands as Elizabeth came into the room. “My God, Elizabeth, you look more like your mother every day. I only wish she was still here to see what a lovely young woman you have become. She would be very proud, indeed.”




  “Thank you, Father. I wish she were here too. It’s been two years now and still every day is painful.”




  He smiled at her sadly. “Indeed it is, indeed it is. However, life goes on. Now, come, come, supper will be ready soon.”




  Elizabeth kissed him gently on the cheek and left to change for supper.




  Every day, she gave thanks for the life she lived, despite it being without her mother. It all happened so quickly, her death. The fever developed early one afternoon and she passed away within twenty-four hours. It was such a shock to the whole family. Daily, they struggled to maintain the rhythm of their lives as it had been with her.




  She was always in her thoughts. Elizabeth felt a strong sense of responsibility for her family. James, still only sixteen; Helen, just twelve; and Sarah, ten. As they all sat down for supper she felt a determination to preserve the lifestyle of these children, just as her mother would have wished.




  Patrick seated himself and nodded to the staff to commence serving the meal. He was unusually subdued during supper and once they had finished eating, he bade the children goodnight and sent them upstairs to bed. Elizabeth felt sure there was something worrying him.




  He invited his daughter to sit with him for a while, so they moved through to the drawing room. He offered her a brandy, which she accepted, although she had little taste for it.




  “I was watching you and Simon from the window today when you returned from riding Stardust.” He looked at her intently. “I may be wrong, but has Simon upset you in any way?”




  “He does get a little familiar at times. I think he just forgets we’re no longer children. Even today, as you may have seen, he found reason to brush my dress. Something about a leaf, but I rather doubted it.”




  “I’ve been watching him carefully whenever he’s around you, as indeed, he watches you. I am concerned his feelings for you may be stronger than we have assumed in the past.” Her father seemed quite worried.




  She tried to allay his fears. “I suppose I should be flattered by his attention and take it as a compliment. He’s a grown man now and would naturally be attracted to what he sees as eligible young women.”




  “Maybe so, but he is, after all, my employee. I will not have him getting ideas above his station. I hire him to look after the stables and our horses, not to try his luck with my daughter.”




  “I agree,” she said. “However, I really don’t believe he will overstep the mark with me.”




  Patrick lit his pipe, drew on it thoughtfully and blew smoke into the air. “I hope you’re right. However, if he does behave poorly you must tell me immediately. He can’t honestly believe I would ever receive him as a son-in-law. He has no prospects, whatsoever, and comes from a totally inappropriate background. I do hear he spends a lot of time with the girls in the village, and that’s not to my liking, either.”




  Elizabeth looked up, more than a little surprised. “I hadn’t heard that, but how would I? Still, that is really none of our business, as long as he is diligent in his work.”




  Patrick stood and moved closer to the fire and began, again, warming his hands. “This leads me to another concern I have, my dear. It is time we started looking for a suitable husband for you. I want you to be happy with someone of substantial means, so I can be assured you will be looked after, once I’m gone.”




  “There’s no hurry,” she quickly replied. “I rather hope I have the chance to eventually marry for love, but I know this is not how it generally works. The need is more to consolidate property or acquire titles to ensure our children’s future status in society. Love rarely comes into it, initially. Still, if you find someone whom you respect and feel genuinely that he’ll be kind to me, I will acquiesce to such an arrangement.”




  Patrick looked thoughtful. “Well, I must start to seriously consider this. You’re of marriageable age, and many girls of similar age are already married and have born children. If a suitable young man presents himself, I will make no decision without your approval. I do want you to be happy.”




  She smiled and nodded. “In the meantime, I’m enjoying my life here at Fenton Hall with my family. As I said before, I’m in no hurry.”




  * * * *




  Two days later, Elizabeth had gone to the stables to see Stardust. She was leaning on his stall stroking the horse’s nose when Simon came up behind her.




  “Elizabeth, there is something I want to ask you,” he said, his voice quite urgent.




  She turned towards him. “Yes, Simon, what is it?”




  “You must know, by now, I want you for my wife. I can think of nothing else. Say you will marry me, please?” He looked at her with such intensity.




  Elizabeth could not hide her shock at his proposal. Her mouth dropped open and she stared at him in amazement.




  “Of course, I am touched that you would want me to be your wife. But you know that’s not possible. Apart from the fact I don’t care for you in that way, we live in different worlds. You’re our stable hand. Please, Simon. You must promise me never to speak of this again.”




  His expression darkened and he became bitter and angry. “You think I’m unworthy of you, just a stable hand with no brains and no feelings. I know I have little to offer financially, only my devotion and my ability to work hard. If you believed in me we could be happy together.”




  She lowered her eyes to the ground. “No,” she said emphatically, “you must do as I say and never mention this again.”




  Suddenly he grasped her shoulders and tried to kiss her on the lips. She struggled to break free, now frightened and horrified. “How dare you. Get out of my way, you beast.”




  She slapped him across the face and stormed out of the stable.




  She was still angry and upset when she reached the manor.




  “What’s the matter, my dear?” asked Patrick as she strode into the morning room.




  “It’s Simon. He’s gone too far. He just tried to forcibly kiss me. I can’t believe he would do this.” All their childhood memories would now be tainted by this impetuous act. Nothing would ever be the same again.




  Patrick scowled. “I knew there was a problem with him. I should have acted sooner. Well, he’s certainly finished here. Let him seek work elsewhere. I’ll speak to him immediately.”




  Patrick marched into the stables and confronted Simon.




  “How dare you touch my daughter. You’ve known Elizabeth most of your life, you have grown up together, and now you seek to violate her. Well, this will not happen again. You’re dismissed forthwith, and I refuse to furnish you with a reference. You will have to seek work elsewhere, but I doubt you’ll find any again among the gentry. We need to be able to trust our employees, and you have proved you can’t be trusted. Pack your belongings and vacate this property within the hour.”




  Simon looked at Patrick with hatred and contempt.




  “You snob,” he thundered. “You’ve decided to deprive me of my livelihood because I’m not good enough for your stuck up daughter. Well, we’ll see.”




  Patrick looked at Simon with equal contempt.




  “Make that half an hour. If I find you still here, then I’ll have you horsewhipped.” Patrick turned on his heel and strode back to the manor, his face flushed with anger.




  That night, Simon returned to the estate with a plan. He moved through the shadows to the stables. On entering, he simply raked the loose hay from around Stardust’s hooves, made a pile, lit a fire, and left. A huge smirk crossed his face as he ran into the darkness. “See how you like that.”




  Up at the manor, the maid knocked repeatedly on Patrick’s bedroom door. Patrick stirred and asked, “What is it?”




  She burst into the room.




  “It’s the stables, sir. They’re on fire.”




  Patrick immediately ran to the window.




  “My God,” he cried. “The horses. Get the horses out.”




  By the time he ran downstairs, Elizabeth and the children were awake and following him.




  “Father. Stardust’s in there!” she cried in despair, as the realization hit her that the horses might be lost. They stood stunned as the flames climbed higher and higher. The intensity of the heat drove them back. They could hear the horses’ hooves pounding on the walls of their stalls in terror.




  “There’s nothing we can do. They’re gone,” Patrick said, despair catching his throat.




  “No. Not Stardust, not him.” She burst into tears at the loss of her beloved stallion.




  Patrick could only stare at the burning stable. The enormity of the loss now hit him. He had not only lost his daughter’s favorite horse, but his whole breeding line. This was a disaster he couldn’t begin to contemplate. The impact on his family’s future would be enormous.




  The local villagers began arriving, having seen the blaze from their homes. But it was too late. All they could do was watch the embers spiraling into the darkness.




  “God, I’m ruined.” He hunched over, his shoulders slumped as he covered his face with his hands.




  “We can get through this, Father, we can,” she cried through her tears, her hand on his shoulder. Her thoughts were now with him.




  “We can’t,” he said softly. “You know last year’s crop failed. I was counting on stud fees to get us through until next year. I’ll have to borrow to survive.”




  * * * *




  News of the disaster quickly spread through the village. Patrick received much sympathy and concern, but there was no offer of financial help. He approached his bank for assistance, but his application was refused in spite of his long-standing association with its manager. His options had run out, and the future looked bleak.




  A week later, he gathered his family in the library. Elizabeth studied her father’s face. She could see the deep concern etched there. He seldom discussed financial matters with his children, but this was a crisis. With the failure of the crop and the destruction of his livestock bloodline there was no possibility of an income in the immediate future.




  Rumors soon spread that Patrick Bowler was in deep trouble.




  He now gazed at his children and wondered how different things might have been had his wife survived. At least he would not have the full burden of responsibility for his children’s upbringing, as well as the financial survival of the estate.




  “Can you see any way out of this at all?” Elizabeth asked, taking on her father’s concern.




  “Not if I can’t raise capital very quickly,” he replied.




  “And if you can’t?” Her eyebrows lifted in query.




  “Then I can see no other way than to sell the property.”




  He looked so glum. The property had been in the family for some two hundred years. It would be the end of a dynasty. Elizabeth turned as the two younger children burst into tears, realizing they could lose everything precious to them. James sat in silent despair. He was old enough to understand the implications.




  Elizabeth lifted her head defiantly. Her mind began to race.




  “Just how much money would we need?” she asked thoughtfully.




  “A fortune, really”, he said “It will take five hundred pounds at least to rebuild and buy new bloodstock. I cannot see how I can find that amount.”




  “It is, indeed, a fortune, as you say. Is there not anyone who would lend us the money, just for a short while?”




  Elizabeth felt there had to be someone among their connections who would be willing to help. However, Patrick was a very proud man and knew he would be unable to repay such an amount quickly.




  Her father rubbed his chin. “I have thought and thought. The only name that comes to mind is that of my old friend, John Ballentine. He’s financially in a position where he could possibly afford to wait some time for repayment. Although taking on such a debt would be a huge burden for us. Anyway, he leaves for Australia within the month. He’s been appointed Magistrate in the new colony.”




  “Surely you could ask him before he leaves.” Elizabeth’s voice was hopeful.




  “He is indeed a wealthy man, but I’m reluctant to bother him when he is so busy with preparations for his departure and will be gone for several years.”




  Elizabeth eyed her father. “His wife died some four years ago, didn’t she? Has he ever wanted to remarry?”




  “Well, I do know he’s very lonely. This is really why he’s decided to travel. Also, it is difficult at the age of fifty to find a suitable wife.”




  By now Elizabeth’s mind was racing as she began to formulate a plan.




  “I have an idea. I’ll talk to you about it when I can. In the meantime, I must go to London for a few days. You will remember my friend, Rachel? She’s getting married next week and I would like to see her before the wedding.”




  “Of course, I will have Harold drive you down tomorrow. It will do you good to get away.”




  * * * *




  Harold drove the carriage into London and turned to Elizabeth.




  “Where to Miss”? he asked.




  “Mayfair please,” she replied. “To the home of Mr. Ballentine.”




  “As you please, Miss.” he said as he flicked the reins. Harold stopped the carriage in front of John Ballentine’s home. He alighted and helped her down.




  “How long will you be, Miss?”




  “Probably at least an hour. Come back then, if you would.”




  “Yes, Miss.” Climbing back onto the carriage, he headed off, anticipating an hour with his friends at Regent’s Park.




  Elizabeth breathed deeply, knocked, and waited. The next hour would be crucial.




  The butler who opened the door immediately smiled and stood back. “Miss Elizabeth,” he exclaimed, “it must be some time since we saw you last.”




  “It is indeed, Roger. Is Mr. Ballentine in?”




  “Yes he is. Please come through to the salon. I will arrange for tea to be brought while you wait.”




  Minutes later John Ballentine strode into the room, smiling broadly.




  “Elizabeth my dear. How lovely to see you again. How beautiful you are!” he exclaimed as he embraced her gently, then stood back, taking her hands in his and gazing at her admiringly.




  “Thank you, John. It is so good to see you, too. We haven’t had the pleasure of your company at Fenton Hall for at least six months.”




  “I know, I know. I suppose your father told you about my imminent departure for Australia?”




  “That’s why I’m here. I needed to see you before you left,” she said pointedly.




  John frowned, took her hand and led her to a chair. “This sounds serious. Whatever is the problem, my dear?”




  “You’ve heard what has befallen us over the past six months?”




  “Yes indeed. I’m afraid it’s been the talk of London. I’m so sorry. How is your father faring through all this?”




  “He’s totally destroyed. It seems we will have to sell everything to survive.” Tears started to well in her eyes. Just then, tea arrived. John waited until the maid left the room.




  “This is terrible news. What can be done?” he said, concerned for his old friend.




  “Our debts are quite large, I’m afraid. We’re in need of as much as five hundred pounds to enable us to recover.”




  “Five hundred pounds? Will the banks not help?”




  “Sadly, no. We can see little chance of surviving this,” she said, sadly.




  John stroked his chin pensively. “You’ve come to see me today quite unexpectedly. Is it because you can see some way I can help you?”




  “Yes I can. You must promise to hear me out, and you must not judge me for being too bold.”




  “Of course, my dear. What do you have in mind? I’m now quite intrigued.” He settled back to listen.




  “Father has said many times how lonely you’ve been since your dear wife, Eve, passed away.”




  John leaned forward, drawn by what she was saying.




  “At the same time, he would like to see me settled in a good marriage. My proposal could be a solution to both of our dilemmas, should you agree.”




  Now John was very interested. “And just what is this proposal?”




  “If you would consider settling father’s debts, I would be pleased to become your wife, if you would so wish.”




  “Elizabeth, I’m fifty years old and you’re just nineteen. I could not presume to impose myself at this age on such an eligible young woman, much as the idea appeals to me.”




  “You’ve been a friend of our family for years. I know and trust you well. You’re a man of honor and integrity. I would be proud to be your wife.”




  “But could you be a true wife to me? In every sense of the word?”




  Her cheeks warmed. “I am prepared to commit totally to this marriage in every way.”




  Determination filled her voice.




  “But also, have you forgotten? I’ll be leaving for Australia within a month and will not return for at least five years. Are you really prepared to come with me, leaving behind your family and the life you know?”




  “I haven’t forgotten. I would look on it as a great adventure and enjoy establishing a home for you in Australia.” She saw a glimmer of hope of saving her family home.




  “Well, I must say. I can think of nothing more pleasurable than to be married to you. You’re a beautiful young woman. But I need you to be very sure. You must realize there is no going back once the bans have been read.”




  “Arranged marriages such as this are common today. Why should this be any different? I’m not in love with you now, but I have great respect for you and feel confident that you’ll treat me well. I’m sure the love will come, in time.”




  “Well, if you’re sure about this, I would be happy to pay your father’s debts. I must say, my dear, the idea of travelling to Australia with a wife appeals to me enormously. I must also say, after Eve died, I never thought to marry again. Especially not to someone so young. I’ll be the envy of the whole colony.”




  “We are agreed then?” She could barely contain her relief.




  “With your father’s approval, most definitely.” He moved towards her as she rose from her chair. Taking her hands, he said, “You realize the wedding will have to be in the next week or so. Can we arrange that do you think, at such short notice?”




  “I’m sure we can.” she said as he drew her close.




  “May I kiss you, now that it seems we are betrothed?”




  “Of course,” she whispered shyly as she moved into his embrace. He kissed her gently and she could see the pleasure in his eyes.




  * * * *




  When Elizabeth returned to Fenton Hall and told her father of the agreement she had reached with John, Patrick was both immensely relieved and deeply concerned. He sat beside her and took her hand in his.




  “I know you’re doing this to save our home, but I can’t bear to think you might be unhappy. You don’t have to do this. You can change your mind.”




  “I know what you’re saying, Father, but if you had found an eligible man for me as you planned I might have felt compelled to marry him. This would not have solved the immediate problem of the debt on Fenton Hall. John is very wealthy and a gentleman, as we both know. He would never deliberately hurt me and will keep me safe in Australia. I’m very comfortable with my decision. He has been your friend for many years so you must know him better than I do. It is the right decision.”




  “Does he see this marriage with you providing him with children?” he asked a little anxiously.




  “If you mean will I share his bed, the answer is yes. I’m willing to be a wife to him in every way. Marriage holds responsibilities for both husband and wife,” she said. “It is fair enough.”




  “But will you want children?” Patrick asked softly, the thought of grandchildren intruding on his mind momentarily.




  “Maybe in the future, but not right away. There will be a home to settle into once we reach Australia. I want to be a fit wife for him, and establish a worthy home. Maybe after that we can think about children.”




  Her father looked very thoughtful. “It has just occurred to me, my dear, you have not had the benefit of your mother’s guidance in matters concerning marriage. It’s not something I can broach with you myself. I am too uncomfortable talking frankly about these things.”




  “I’ll get by,” she said softly, just beginning to realize she knew very little.




  “I have an idea. You know your mother’s friend, Lady Beatrice Watkins?”




  “Of course I do. She and Mother were very close right up until the end. Isn’t her husband a Barrister?” Elizabeth wondered where this was going.




  He nodded in reply. “She hasn’t been in touch much since your mother died, which is understandable. However, she’s a very compassionate woman and has made a wonderful success of her marriage to Lord Watkins, from what I gather. I believe she could be just the person for you to talk to, before you marry.




  “Lord Watkins is about John’s age and Lady Beatrice, being quite a few years younger than he, would still have the perspective of a younger woman. I know I would feel most reassured if you had such a woman’s input. Please allow me to arrange for you to call on her in the next day or so.”




  “If that’s your wish, and will stop you worrying so much about me, then of course I will.” Elizabeth had to admit to herself, she felt relieved that she would be able to talk with a woman before the nuptials. She really had no idea how she would deal with the intimacy of marriage.




  * * * *




  Elizabeth stood nervously outside the door of Lady Beatrice’s home. She had thought of nothing else since her conversation with her father, but knew she must go through with it. She decided to see it as preparation for a perfect marriage.




  She knocked only once and was surprised to find the door opened almost immediately, not by the butler, but by Lady Beatrice herself. She greeted Elizabeth with a wonderfully generous smile.




  “Elizabeth. Come in, come in. I’ve been expecting you. We have the house to ourselves so we won’t be disturbed. I’ve made tea, so give me your things and we’ll sit down immediately, and have a good chat.”




  “Thank you, Lady Beatrice,” she responded. What a lovely woman. This would not be as difficult as she had envisaged. They sat down before a small table set with beautiful china, a silver tea service and a plate of dainty fresh scones, spread with jam and cream.




  “Mmm,” she said. “These look delicious. Thank you so much.”




  “Now for a start, you must call me Beatrice. I much prefer it, especially as we’re to be friends, just like your mother and I were. I miss her so much, so if I can be a friend to her daughter, then I’m very happy. Your father suggested this meeting so we could talk about your imminent marriage and the expectations that go with that for both you and John Ballentine. Firstly, I need to know a little more about this marriage. Will you speak frankly with me?”




  “Of course,” said Elizabeth, taking the cup of tea offered.




  “You’re marrying a man considerably older than you, at fifty years of age. Are you in love with him?”




  “Not in the way you imply. However, I have known him since childhood and love him as a dear friend of my father’s. I also know him as a man of integrity and that he is a true gentleman. I’m sure that, with time, I could come to love him in the way you suggest.” She knew this was as truthful an answer as she could give.




  “I have lost touch with you over recent years, since your mother died. Have you been betrothed to anyone in that time? Or indeed close to any another man?”




  Elizabeth blushed. “No, there has been no one. Mother’s death kept me mainly focused on family. There have been one or two young men who have wanted to court me, but I would not entertain the idea, as none of them appealed to me in that way. I would not lead them on.”




  “So, you have really no idea of the emotional attachment one can have with a man?” This was more a statement than a question. Beatrice studied her closely.




  “I confess I have no knowledge of what to expect within a marriage. I suppose this is why Father felt I needed to talk with someone prior to getting married. That’s why I’m here.”




  “Of course it is. So let me begin. Once you’re married and settled in Australia your role will be that of the wife of a wealthy and important man. You must maintain a decorous standard within the home as well as socially, one that upholds John in a position of high esteem. As a magistrate he will command a lot of respect from his peers and those who work for him. He will be expected to entertain lavishly at home. He will also be expected to attend various social functions throughout each year, all with you by his side.”




  Elizabeth leaned forward, anxious for her to continue.




  “You’re a very beautiful young woman, and you’ll be a great asset to John. However, you must always be watchful of other people and the way you interact with them. You must not be seen to flirt or encourage the attentions of other men. I don’t believe you would, but it must be said. Scandal would undermine John’s authority in what I hear is a ruthless society. One false step and all could come crashing down. You must learn how to handle any unwanted attention in a way that is subtle but firm. Knowing this from the start will give you clear guidelines for your behavior.”




  Elizabeth took all this in. Beatrice continued. “You will especially have to deal graciously with the women in your social circle. Being John’s young wife will not be taken well by many of the more mature women. You can afford to be generous even if you instinctively dislike some of them.”




  “Will there be many like that?” She was becoming a little anxious.




  “No, probably only a few. Most will be eager to invite the Magistrate’s wife into their homes, because it will give them status. They will also be hungry for news of the old country so will want to remain in your circle. I’m sure you will manage.”




  “Thank you for your confidence in me. I confess, I approach the whole thing with more than a little trepidation.”




  Beatrice poured them each another cup of tea.




  “Now, we must deal with the more delicate issues. Sadly, your mother passed away before she would have felt the need to talk about what is involved in marriage at a more intimate level. I will try to give you any advice that I can.”




  Elizabeth was glad this subject had been broached. “I admit I’m very nervous about this aspect of marriage. I have no idea what to expect.”




  “Nor did most of us who were raised in such a sheltered environment. Still, once that first night is over, you will find it is not so bad if you really care to make John happy. There is nothing I can advise about the first time. It is normal to be apprehensive and there is some pain, but remember he has been married before and was a very caring husband. I’m sure he will be gentle and sensitive to your inexperience. However, let me give you some advice about the years ahead.”




  This certainly caught Elizabeth’s attention.




  “There are many women who are repelled and find making love distasteful, so they simply endure it to appease their husbands. They are unable to allow their marriage to grow and flourish. I have been lucky. In those first years I found a great deal of pleasure in the attention of my husband and his need of me, even though we initially didn’t marry for love. Gradually I came to enjoy the whole experience just as much as he. This has built an incredibly strong basis for our many years of marriage, and an incredibly deep love.”




  Elizabeth listened intently. “We have complete trust in each other and have never felt distracted by the people who have come into our lives. Given time–and I know you will be uncomfortable at first–you will enjoy the pleasure he finds in you. You will then begin to find new ways to please each other. It will take time, but you have plenty of that in a long and happy marriage.”




  Beatrice talked further about her enduring relationship with her husband and Elizabeth could see this knowledge would at least help her confront the issues of intimacy with her husband with less trepidation.




  Late in the afternoon she thanked Beatrice and returned home, knowing she had prepared herself as well as she could.




  * * * *




  Within two days of Elizabeth’s visit to London, John sought and received Patrick’s blessing on the marriage. John happily made the needed funds available for her father to pay all his debts and was sure he had indeed received the best of the bargain. He would gain a beautiful bride with whom to begin his new life.




  The wedding was a sumptuous affair, as befitted their social standing. After the chapel ceremony, over one hundred guests were invited to celebrate with the bride and groom in the ballroom of John’s Club. They were seated at a long table laden with flowers, silverware and a candelabra where they were served a seven course banquet. All of John’s old friends were pleased to see him marry again, and none could think of a more charming bride than the lovely Elizabeth Bowler. She was young, of course, but seen by most to be a very level headed young woman. Around ten o’clock, to the cheers of the guests and showered with rice, the bride and groom left for Mayfair to begin their married life. It would be little over two weeks before they departed on their voyage to Australia.




  Once they were inside the house, John took Elizabeth’s hand, turned her towards him, and looked into her face.




  “Are you nervous?” he asked. She nodded and dropped her gaze. “Elizabeth, look at me. You have nothing to fear. I know you have had no experience of men and I respect that. If you wish, we can wait. It doesn’t have to be tonight. We can just learn to live with each other for a while first, if that would help. Of course, ultimately I expect you to share my bed, but I am a very patient man. In the meantime, I will sleep in the adjoining room. I would much rather you came to my bed willingly than out of obligation.”




  She was overwhelmed by his generosity, and more than a little relieved he had given her this space.




  He kissed her gently on the mouth and held her to him. They walked upstairs together, he with his arm around her waist. Pausing outside the bedroom door, he released her and left.




  * * * *




  Over the next two weeks, they both threw themselves into the hectic preparations for their departure. John had many business interests that had to be dealt with to ensure his assets were secure in his absence. Elizabeth had to ensure the goods and chattels needed to set up house were packed securely and ready to travel on the ship with them. She also had to take her leave of her father and her brother and sisters. This was very difficult as they had become emotionally dependent on each other since the death of their mother. Still, those of her family to be left behind were very grateful she had made a decision that secured their future at Fenton Hall and ensured their daughter and sister would be safe in a good marriage.




  Finally, their last day in London arrived. They would leave to board the ship in the morning. Elizabeth made up her mind, then, that she was ready to fully embrace her role as the wife of John Ballentine before they set out for Australia.




  He had been so kind. She had found him a wonderful companion over these past two weeks. He drew her into the excitement of his plans and discussed all domestic decisions with her, valuing her input. She felt easy in his company, enjoyed his sense of humor and, on searching his library, found their tastes in literature were very similar. Daily she warmed to him and began to believe she could move into a true married relationship with him.




  Meanwhile, his attraction to her was poignantly obvious. A brush of her hand as she passed him something, his face close to hers as they read over travel documents, the gentle replacement of a stray strand of hair which had fallen on her face. She knew she was causing him more than a little heartache. The time had come.




  Following dinner that evening, John rose, stretched his arms, and yawned involuntarily.




  “We really should retire early tonight. We have to leave for Southampton early and will have a very long day ahead of us. In fact, it will be a long four months.” He reached down to kiss her goodnight.




  “John,” she stood and looked directly at him, “there is something I want to say to you.”




  “Of course, my dear. Anything. What is it?”




  “You’ve been so patient with me since our marriage. You have no idea how much I appreciate that. However, I have come to the conclusion that if we are to begin this amazing journey together, it would be best if we started as truly husband and wife.”




  He looked at her, not sure that he could believe what he was hearing.




  “I am asking you to come to my bed. I know you will be understanding and kind with me. I’m a married woman now, and want to face up to all the responsibilities that go with it.”




  He gazed at her, the light in his eyes so soft and caring.




  “Are you sure, my dear? I know this can’t be easy for you. Apart from my age, I know this has not been a love match. I can’t expect you to readily feel physical desire for me.” He continued. “However, I must say, these past two weeks have had a great impact on me. I have enjoyed you being here with me, and have been surprised at your efficiency in handling the affairs of the house and the coordination of the packing. You’ve already proved yourself to be a good wife.”




  He sighed deeply and continued. “As a man, I cannot deny that I live in anticipation of the day you express your willingness to consummate our marriage. You’re so beautiful, and irresistible, Elizabeth.” His voice trembled with emotion. He steadied himself.




  She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I will go upstairs. Come to me in about fifteen minutes.” She walked to the door, turned back and smiled at him. “It will be all right, John.”




  She only wished she felt as confident as she sounded. She was so ignorant. After all, he had been married for many years and had so much more life experience than she.




  On reaching her bedroom, she allowed the maid to help her undress then dismissed her. She unpinned her hair and brushed it around her shoulders as she tried to contemplate what was to come.




  Minutes later, John appeared in the doorway, dressed in his nightshirt. She smiled shyly at him in the mirror and he walked towards her, gently laying his hands on her shoulders. She stood, took his hand and led him to the bed, her heart beating loudly in her breast.




  He sat on the bed beside her.




  “Are you really sure about this?” he asked, his eyes pleading now. He could not take his eyes off his beautiful bride.




  She met his gaze and could only nod, her head full of conflicting emotions. He reached for the lamp and blew it out. The darkness enfolded them. She felt him gently ease her back onto the bed and under the bedclothes. He lay there beside her, gently kissing her on the brow and neck, then moving his lips towards her breasts. Elizabeth could not relax. She was rigid with fear. She knew his attention would be drawn elsewhere soon and did not know how she would bear it. John’s hand slipped under her nightgown and ran lightly up her thigh. He then lifted his hand and rested it again, this time on her belly where the smoothness and firmness of her skin seemed to arouse him intensely. He could hold back no longer, but still moved slowly and carefully. He eased himself between her legs, just parting them enough. She felt the hardness of him trying to penetrate her. She felt the resistance of her own body, but knew this had to be done. He thrust lightly at first, but ever more firmly until she felt a short, searing pain. She gasped.




  “I’m sorry,” he cried, lifting himself to look into her face. “I can’t stop now. It has been too long.”




  He thrust deeply into her and finally collapsed, replete.




  She lay there quietly under his weight, her mind in turmoil. She had been so frightened, but now it was done. It hadn’t been too bad. Had she enjoyed it? She honestly couldn’t answer that yet, but felt it hadn’t been as bad as she expected. Then she began to think how amazing it was that John had been so vulnerable and sensitive with her. It was indeed nice to be wanted in this way. He raised his weight from her.




  “Did I hurt you?” he asked gently, bending his head to kiss her lips.




  “Only a little. And that was to be expected, wasn’t it?” she said meaningfully. “It will never hurt again like that, I know.”




  She recalled her conversation with Beatrice. This is just the beginning. It was now up to her what she made of it.




  “We really must sleep. Would you prefer that I leave you?” he said, moving to her side.




  “No, stay with me. Your arms feel so good around me.”




  “I will always be here for you, as I know you will for me. You have made me very happy.” With that they both fell asleep. His, the sleep of a satisfied man. Hers, less restful as she contemplated the wonder of it all.




  Chapter 3




  Rory brushed his horse down and looked up when a servant came running to the stable.




  “Mr. Rory, sir. The master wants you to come to the library immediately.”




  Nodding, Rory continued his grooming. “Did he say what he wanted, Frederick?”




  “No, sir, but he has a very angry gentleman waiting with him.”




  What now, thought Rory, as he ambled towards the house. As he entered the library his embarrassed father and a very angry Sir George Bledsoe confronted him.




  “Rory,” his father said pointedly, “Sir George wishes to speak with you.”




  Rory grinned, moved forward and held out his hand to Sir George. Sir George almost accepted it out of habit then realized what he was doing.




  “You’re a scoundrel and a cad, Campbell. I’m here to confront you for seducing my wife.”




  Rory stepped back, raising his hands submissively.




  “Your wife? What on earth has Sarah been saying?” His eyebrows raised in mock concern.




  Bledsoe’s face turned crimson; he clenched his fists and began to splutter. “Her name is Alice.”




  “Alice?” said Rory, amused. “Is she the one with the red hair?”




  “You know full well who she is, Campbell. You’re trying to make a mockery of me. I’m here to demand satisfaction.”




  “Then I apologize, Sir George. I hope you will convey my regrets to Sarah–I mean Alice.” Rory was obviously enjoying it. Clearly he had no respect for this man.




  “Apologize. You continue to mock me. I want the satisfaction any man would want.”




  Rory folded his arms, raised one hand to his chin, and tilted his head. He looked quizzically at Sir George.




  “I see,” he said. “You want money?”




  “Money? Don’t insult me further, you scoundrel. I would have you horsewhipped, but that would be too good for you. I am demanding my satisfaction for your behavior against my wife and my good name. You will face me tomorrow at dawn, on Bogden Common. You have tarnished the good name of my wife and myself.”




  “You mean you want me to kill you?” Rory continued to needle.




  “Kill me? It is I who will be doing the killing. I’ve no doubt that your removal would be of great relief to many a cuckolded husband in this area. Now, you may have the choice of weapons.”




  Rory pretended to look incredulous. “You mean a real duel to the death? But Sir George, that would surely be unlawful.”




  “The law will turn a blind eye if it has rid the community of the likes of you.”




  Rory sighed heavily. “Very well. If you insist. I will choose rapiers and agree to meet you tomorrow at dawn. I’ll bring my second.”




  “You’ll need him to deal with your body.” He hunched his shoulders, picked up his gloves and stormed out.




  Sir Percival was aghast. “My God, Rory. How has this happened? This is a disgrace.”




  Rory laughed easily. “Don’t worry, Father. I won’t kill him. Maybe render him useless for a while. That’s why I chose rapiers.”




  “You’re not taking me seriously. You’re continually bringing our name into disrepute. Once this gets out, I’ll be too ashamed to look anyone in the eye again. And what if you aren’t so clever? What if you can’t control the outcome?”




  “The man is forty-three and has a belly on him like a pregnant woman. I don’t believe I’ll have too much trouble handling him.” Rory began to tire of the conversation.




  “I’m not worried about you,” his father said. “I know your ability with the sword. I’m worried about how this will affect the family once the gossip starts. I honestly believe it would be better for all of us if you were to leave home for a few years.”




  Rory looked at him. “Leave? Leave to go where exactly?”




  “I think the colony, New South Wales, would be ideal for you. You’re young and there is much money to be made. Land is cheap, as is convict labor for running a developing property. I’ve been thinking about this for some time. We could increase our wealth threefold in a very short time.” He looked at Rory meaningfully. “It could also save our family from further disgrace.”




  “But Australia. It’s a four month journey. And how on earth would I amuse myself once I get there?” Rory was finding this prospect difficult to contemplate.




  “As I’ve just said. You’ll be able to buy land and maybe run sheep. I hear that fellow John MacArthur has already introduced sheep into Australia and they are thriving. Their wool is bringing a hefty price. I tell you, there’s money to be made.”




  “But few women,” said Rory, as the enormity of it all began to hit him.




  His father sighed in exasperation. “There will be women of course, convict women–and there will also be free women working for the landowners. Many of these women value their hard earned freedom, and over time have gained a lot of respect for their diligence and enterprise. I’m sure you’ll find some fine company, if that’s what you seek.




  “However, I live in hope that you will eventually settle down with a well bred young lady of your own class. In the meantime, I ask seriously that you dally no more with married women. It will only bring you trouble, and drag your family’s good name into further disrepute.”




  “I have to admit, there is something attractive about the allure of this New World. I rather fancy a bit of an adventure.” He began to see how bored he’d become with his current lifestyle. “All right. I agree to do as you ask. I may even surprise myself by making money for the family.” He looked determined now, as he walked to the door. “I’ll deal with this wretched duel in the morning, as arranged. Then I would be pleased if you would go ahead and organize my passage to Australia.”




  His father nodded, relieved that a way might have been found to halt the rakish behavior of his wayward son. He loved Rory and believed there was much good in him, if only he could be influenced to better himself.




  * * * *




  The new light of dawn revealed a soft mist floating over Bogden Common. The muffled sound of hooves approaching at last heralded the arrival of Rory’s carriage, driven by Frederick. He was fifteen minutes late.




  Sir George stood on the wet grass, rapier already in hand, practicing various thrusts. He was still agitated from yesterday’s encounter. Rory’s tardiness was not helping. He scowled as Rory jumped lightly to the ground a few yards away.




  “Huh. I was beginning to think you were just too cowardly to show, Campbell. Shall we get on with it?”




  “My apologies, Sir George.” Rory dropped his head in a mock bow. He then looked up. “My eggs weren’t cooked so I had to wait. As it is, I was unable to finish my toast. But that’s all right. I’ll finish it when I get back.”




  Sir George spluttered in outrage. “Remove your coat, sir, and let’s get on with it.”
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