



  [image: cover]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





  




  By the same author




  A Dorset Girl




  Beyond the Plough




  Born and brought up in Parkstone in Dorset, Janet Woods now lives in Perth, Western Australia, although she returns to her English roots on a regular

  basis to visit family and friends.




  







  [image: ]




  







  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2004


  A CBS COMPANY


  Copyright © Janet Woods 2004




  This eBook edition, 2014




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.




  The right of Janet Woods to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  PB ISBN: 978-0-74348-401-5


  EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-47113-660-3




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  







  Dedicated with my thanks




  to fellow writers, and friends,




  Wendy Evans and Karen Saayman.




  

    *


  




  The author is happy to receive feedback from readers via her website




  http://members.iinet.net.au/~woods




  or by post




  PO Box 2099




  Kardinya 6163




  Western Australia




  







  1




  It was the middle of the morning, late in the July of 1841. The Dorset countryside was a tapestry of colour. The meadowlands, dotted with blue cornflowers, flaming red poppies

  and golden buttercups, were displayed at their prettiest. A light breeze set the leaves dancing on the fingers of the boughs spreading overhead.




  With Francis Matheson at the reins and a handsome chestnut trotting between the shafts, the overhang made a welcome shade for the occupants of the two-seater phaeton as it bowled through the

  tunnel of soft jade light, for the weather had turned warm in May and had remained that way.




  Between the two adults, three-year-old Bryn, his honey-brown curls ruffled by the breeze, pressed hard against Siana Matheson’s side and squealed with delight. ‘Gee-up,

  Papa.’




  Francis inclined his head to smile at him, at the same time exchanging a rueful smile with his wife. ‘That boy has more energy than the five girls put together.’




  Siana kissed Bryn’s head, squashing the tremor of guilt she felt at the pride Francis displayed in him. But what her husband didn’t know couldn’t hurt him – it

  couldn’t hurt anyone. Only one other person knew the secret of Bryn’s parentage, and he’d never tell.




  Francis slowed the carriage to a halt when he spotted a pair of red deer up ahead, grazing at the side of the road. Siana took advantage of the interlude to place a kiss at the side of his

  mouth. That mouth stretched into the smile she loved so much as he turned her way, the grey depths of his eyes seething with his awareness of her.




  Their relationship had been passionate since his return from Van Diemen’s Land, an island off the coast of Australia, the year before. The event of his arrival had been greeted with much

  joy, for Siana had been informed of her husband’s death by drowning and, although she hadn’t been able to totally believe it then, her hopes had been beginning to fade.




  His hand slid to the nape of her neck, holding her, so he could kiss her more thoroughly. Somewhere near, a speckled song thrush trilled a song.




  ‘Me too,’ Bryn demanded, his lips and eyes screwed into a ferocious-looking pucker as he tried to push them apart.




  Glancing down at him, Francis laughed. ‘I heard your mamma call you her baby cuckoo the other day. Now I know why.’




  But Francis didn’t know why, Siana thought, her heart leaping in alarm. She must guard her tongue from now on. Gathering the child up, she smothered his face with kisses, making him giggle

  and diverting her mind from the vague feeling that somehow her happiness was threatened.




  Bryn suddenly spotted the deer and yelled out, ‘Horsies!’ The startled animals sprang off to the safety of the trees before Siana could blink.




  ‘You’ll see plenty of those if we buy the house we’re going to look at. And they’re not horses, they’re deer.’




  ‘Horsies,’ Bryn insisted and made a clicking noise with his tongue. ‘Gee-up, Papa.’




  Francis set the rig in motion again, slower now, for they’d soon be on the outskirts of Wareham. Rivervale House, the property they were about to inspect, had once been a rectory. It had

  been replaced by one of more manorial proportions when a legacy had increased the size of the rector’s fortune.




  The property had been suggested to them by Marcus Ibsen, the new owner of Cheverton Manor. ‘I considered Rivervale when I first decided to come here, though it was occupied by the rector

  at the time,’ he’d told them. ‘The house has a great deal of charm, and I was taken with it.’




  ‘Is there a reason why didn’t you buy it?’




  ‘I needed a property with land attached. Besides, I believe the house has been waiting for the right person to claim it,’ he’d said and, although Francis had grinned at such a

  fanciful notion, Siana had known exactly what Marcus meant.




  As they turned through wrought-iron gates into a wide carriageway, which curved gently upwards between lilac bushes interspersed with copper beech and silver birch trees, Francis said to her,

  ‘Are you sure you won’t mind leaving the house at Poole? I know you’re fond of it.’




  The Poole property they currently lived in had been a gift to Siana from her first husband. ‘I’ll enjoy living in the country again, especially in a place that is ours. The Poole

  house will attract a good rent, but if the need arises we can sell it. I already have a buyer waiting.’




  His face expressed his surprise as he turned towards her. ‘Who?’




  ‘Josh,’ she said with a grin.




  ‘Your brother?’ Francis chuckled. ‘Hasn’t he acquired enough property in his short life?’




  ‘He wants it to live in.’




  ‘What about the house he always planned to build over Branksome way?’




  ‘He’s got plans for that when it’s built. He’s decided to turn it into a residential hotel. He says there are plenty of wealthy families looking for places to leave their

  unwanted relatives. Besides, he’d rather live in Poole. He’s used to the place and likes to be in the thick of things.’




  Francis slowly shook his head. ‘Trust Josh to come up with something like that.’ He whistled to himself as they rounded a curve and the house came into view. ‘If we decide to

  buy this house, you might have to sell the one at Poole to him.’




  Unexpectedly, her heart gave a little wrench at the thought, though it was quickly forgotten at the sight before her.




  The early Georgian House was build of red brick. It stood in a spacious garden which, although slightly unkempt, was a riot of colour as bergamot, delphiniums, poppies, daisies and flowers of

  every hue jostled for position in the flowerbeds.




  Francis picked a bloom as he stooped to retrieve the house key from its hiding place under a boot scraper, securing the flower amongst the ribbons on her bonnet.




  A flight of steps led up to the porticoed front door, over which a high arched window of stained glass reached up to the second level. Ranged either side were two large, square windows. Two more

  were set each side of the door, with smaller ones at garden level. White and yellow roses rambled over trellises affixed to the wall.




  Siana had fallen in love with the house at first sight. She loved the inside even more, with its handsome staircase and panelled rooms. The stained-glass window, decorated with a border of red

  roses, depicted a woman with flowing hair holding aloft a garland of lilies. Her other hand was cupped protectively around a small boy’s head as she cuddled him against her thigh.




  The child reminded her of Ashley, the son from her first marriage. The heir to Cheverton Estate and the last of the Forbes family, he had succumbed to scarlet fever nearly three years

  previously.




  Anguish stabbed so strongly at her; she wanted to sob with the unfairness of it. Instead, she stood in the quiet hall, with the light from the window streaming in on her, cherishing the precious

  living memory of her firstborn. It escaped from her too soon, slipping away like his short life had, leaving her in pain. Closing her eyes, she absorbed the peace of the house into her heart and

  felt herself grow strong again.




  ‘What were you thinking of?’ Francis asked.




  ‘Ashley.’ She managed a smile. ‘Can we afford this house? I would very much like to live here.’




  ‘That remains to be seen. I have the money from the sale of my house and the legacy my brother Will left me. I intend to keep the Van Diemen’s Land property and the logging business

  for the time being, as it brings in a good income.’




  ‘And I have my allowance from the Forbes investments. There was not much left from the sale of the estate once the debts were settled. Perhaps I could sell those diamonds Edward bought me.

  I rarely wear them.’




  He laughed at that. ‘We are not so impoverished that we need to sell your jewellery. Neither do I want to touch your allowance, or oblige you to sell your house.’




  She took his hands in hers, making them one. ‘We agreed to pool our resources and live in something that was ours alone. This house is convenient for your medical practice.’




  ‘I want to provide for you and my children myself.’




  ‘But three of the girls are not yours. Daisy is my sister, Goldie is a foundling I decided to keep, and Susannah is being fostered only until her mother is in a position to have her

  back.’ She deliberately pushed Bryn to the back of her mind.




  ‘You cared for Maryse and Pansy when I was away.’




  Exactly how well she’d cared for Maryse, he’d never know. ‘That’s different. They’re grown up and we’re more like sisters. I don’t know what I would

  have done without their company.’




  ‘Which makes me feel old.’ He grinned. ‘Are you going to argue with me all day, woman?’




  ‘It’s you who is arguing with me.’ She brushed a kiss against his cheek. ‘I feel this house belongs to us, even though we haven’t seen it properly yet.’ She

  looked around them. ‘Where’s Bryn scuttled off to?’




  Francis pulled her against him and gazed into her eyes. ‘Stop fussing. He’s all right, I can hear him chattering to himself.’ He ran a finger down her nose and gave a teasing

  grin. ‘Thank you for giving me my son, Siana. You told me you were expecting a daughter in your letter. What happened to the Welsh sight you inherited?’




  His words brought to mind a thought of her great-aunt, Wynn Lewis. The Welsh woman had gazed at her with undisguised bitterness on the occasion of Siana’s necessary visit to Wales. Her

  nerve ends prickled at the sudden thought of her, for Siana was sensitive in ways that many others didn’t understand.




  She wondered if the lie could be detected in her eyes when she answered; ‘It must have deserted me.’




  ‘All the same, I’m sorry I wasn’t here for Bryn’s birth.’




  Siana wasn’t sorry. The future would have been very different for Bryn if Francis hadn’t been absent at the time. Guiltily, she murmured, ‘It wasn’t your fault you were

  detained in Van Diemen’s Land. One day, I’ll give you another son.’




  Hugging her tight again, he whispered, ‘There was a time I thought I’d never see any of you again. I’m thankful for all of my children.’ He released her when a door

  slammed shut and a frantic banging noise came from behind the panels, and offered her a wryly amused grin. ‘For most of the time, anyway. It sounds as though Bryn has shut himself in.

  I’d better fetch him before he kicks up a fuss.’




  Bryn emerged from behind a door, indignant, red-faced and on the verge of tears. He was covered in dust. Siana brushed the grime off him when he rushed into her arms to be comforted. Giving him

  a cuddle she handed him over to Francis to carry. The child fell asleep on his shoulder while they were inspecting the house.




  ‘At least Bryn will be rested when we visit Marcus,’ Francis said. ‘I’ll be interested to find out how he’s getting on with the village.’




  Siana loved every inch of Rivervale House, which had a fine view over the wetlands of the Frome river valley and the misty hills beyond. The landscape was dotted with sheep, their eyes framed by

  curled horns.




  Her eyes alight with the pleasure she felt, Siana turned to him, her enthusiasm all too apparent. ‘This is exactly what we need. Please can we buy it?’




  Francis sounded doubtful. ‘I shall have to think about it.’




  A couple of miles away, Marcus Ibsen was looking over plans for the new village of Cheverton Chase.




  The work had already started. The village would be situated a mile from the present workers’ accommodations and the best of the old cottages would be repaired and retained. They would

  house the itinerant workers, who were hired every year to help bring in the harvest.




  ‘Cob cottages need a good bonnet and boots,’ the builder had told him. ‘If the walls get too boggy they’ll become straw and mud again, and if they’re allowed to dry

  out, they’ll crack. A good coat of lime will keep them sound. I allus burn my own limestone for mortar, so it be constant in quality.’




  The cottages were to be semi-detached, two storeys high and thatched with longstraw, which had been specially cut from the previous year’s corn harvest. The cottages would share an oven,

  have two rooms up and down, and flag-stone floors rather than packed dirt. Extra space would be provided under the roof.




  Marcus wanted to have a model village. Built on a gradual slope, the twenty cottages would have a generous allotment apiece for growing vegetables, a sty for a pig, and a privy for each family.

  A water pump was to be situated at the top end of the village, well away from the privies so the water couldn’t become contaminated by seepage and cause diseases such as dysentery or

  typhoid.




  Building the village had proved to be a costly exercise. Marcus had tried to take that into account when bidding for Cheverton Estate, but without much success. A grin lifted his finely boned

  face and his coal-dark eyes sparkled with amusement. Siana Matheson had seen right through his ruse.




  Leaving the plans, he strolled over to the window, gazing over his rustic domain with pride in his eyes. Marcus was content, but slightly bored with life, even though he’d acquired a fine

  library with the manor. It was about time he found a wife and bred some children from her, he thought. But was the girl he had in mind ready to partner him in such a responsibility?




  When the Matheson carriage came up the carriageway his heart gave a leap. But the exquisite, dark-haired woman with the pine-green eyes on whom his glance fell, was not Maryse. It was her

  stepmother, Siana, and Maryse’s father, Dr Francis Matheson. His spirits lifted at the sight of Siana. He admired the woman greatly for her beauty and compassion, but mostly because they were

  kindred spirits.




  He greeted his visitors himself, his long legs carrying him down the staircase and out through the door before the carriage came to a halt. Risking a frown from Francis, he kissed Siana’s

  cheek as he helped her down, his hands supporting her elbows. Her taffeta skirt was of the palest lilac and rustled over her many petticoats as he set her down on dainty slippers. A faint scent of

  bergamot lingered about her. He spotted a sprig of heliotrope in her bonnet, a darker purple amongst the lilac ribbons.




  He turned to greet her husband, a smile on his face. ‘I’m pleased to see you, Francis. How is my godson?’




  ‘Quiet at the moment, he’s just woken up.’




  Marcus took the boy from his father’s arms and kissed his cheek, which was round and flushed from sleep. Before he handed Bryn to his mother, his glance clung to Siana’s over the

  child’s head for a poignant moment.




  Both of them recalled a hill in Wales, where they’d buried the body of her stillborn daughter, and remembered a moment when he’d placed this ill-gotten boy against her breast. Bryn

  had tasted of her milk and claimed her as his own. She’d been helpless against the attraction of that suckling mouth, as Marcus had known she’d be, for the mothering instinct was strong

  in her.




  Leaving the horse and carriage with the groom they strolled together into the dim, quiet space of Cheverton Manor hall.




  ‘It’s a fine day, we’ll take tea on the terrace,’ Marcus said to a hovering servant. He turned, smiling widely as he ushered them through to the back of the house.

  ‘Bryn will be able to stretch his legs there without getting into too much mischief, while you tell me how you liked Rivervale House.’




  ‘I adored it.’ Gazing at her husband, Siana’s smile had a melting quality to it, but her eyes were slightly anxious. ‘Francis hasn’t decided yet, have you

  Francis?’




  Francis Matheson, a sensible, professional man of middle years, grinned like a youth under the onslaught of her smile. ‘I’ve decided to find some way of buying it for us,’ he

  said, a pronouncement which earned him a hug. ‘If need be, I can raise a loan from the bank.’




  Marcus said, ‘It’s been on the market for some time. I’ve heard that the owner is desperate to make a sale and will seriously consider any offer.’




  Francis nodded at him. ‘My thanks. I shall bear that in mind.’




  Marcus envied the closeness of this pair. They balanced one another. The doctor kept the pagan in Siana under control. He’d made himself aware of that aspect of her behaviour on occasion,

  no doubt, as any man with red blood in his veins would.




  Under Siana’s silk and satin was an earth mother who loved to run barefoot on the wet grass of the hills, and would defend her own with tooth and claw. She was tender-hearted, passionate

  and loving, courageous when needed. But there was a streak of ruthlessness in her, mostly in the loyalty shown to those she loved. If her back was against the wall, he thought she might kill in

  defence of them.




  As for Francis, a sensible, impatient and sometimes arrogant man, he was, nevertheless, a good healer. Francis was Siana’s refuge when she was hurt, but he didn’t smother her. It was

  as if the measure of independence she enjoyed in the marriage was tied to the end of a velvet rope. And that rope was strong, for it had kept them connected across a wide expanse of restless ocean

  – time keeping them apart, faith and the love they held for the other bringing them back together again.




  Unease trickled up his spine as he looked at Bryn. But would that love prove strong enough if Francis found out she’d deceived him over Bryn?




  He could sense Siana watching him. It was disconcerting when she knew what he was thinking. Uncanny, as if the fates had conspired to bring them together. When he thought of Maryse Matheson, he

  knew why.




  ‘Francis,’ he said when they’d settled themselves and were waiting for the refreshment to arrive. ‘There’s something of the utmost importance I wish to discuss with

  you.’




  Siana rose unhurriedly to her feet, trying to hide her jubilant grin. ‘I’ll go and rescue Bryn. The last time he smelled the flowers, a wasp stung the end of his nose.’




  The two men watched her go, beginning to laugh when Bryn caught sight of her and took off at a run. Tossing her bonnet and shoes aside, Siana lifted her skirts and pelted after him, dodging

  around the flowerbeds with agile grace. When the pair finally collided they fell into a giggling heap together.’




  ‘You’re lucky to have her,’ Marcus observed.




  Francis’s grey eyes were firmly fixed on his wife and his voice was tender. ‘Yes, I know. What was it you wanted to talk to me about?’




  ‘Miss Matheson.’




  ‘My daughter?’ Francis turned towards him with a frown. ‘What of her?’




  ‘Don’t take me for a fool, Francis. You must be aware my regard for her goes beyond friendship. I would like your permission to pay court to her.’




  ‘And if I don’t give it?’




  ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t, for I’m of good character and a suitable match for her. However, bear this in mind: if you reject me, you might condemn your

  daughter to a life of spinsterhood.’




  ‘It’s true that Maryse has refused all offers so far, but what makes you think she’ll accept you?’




  ‘Miss Matheson is a sensitive soul. Instinctively, she knows and trusts me. I more than admire her, Francis. I fell in love with her the first moment we met. She knows that, for I told her

  so.’




  Marcus smiled when there was a quick intake of breath from Francis. ‘I needed to plant a seed in her mind, for a romantic notion in a young girl’s heart can only blossom and grow. If

  nothing else, she can admire me for my constancy. As it is, of late, I fear she might be pressured into a marriage without love. So I’m speaking out now in the hope that my petition can be

  considered.’




  ‘Aye, her aunt is most persistent, I must admit. Maryse has not allowed her head to be turned, though. I sense there might be a reason behind that, because she has changed so much in my

  absence. Her aunt thought her behaviour to be erratic and totally out of character while I was away.’ His eyes became almost mercurial bright as he turned his way. ‘How was she in

  Wales?’




  The hairs prickled along Marcus’s arms. Francis sensed something had occurred, but knew not what. ‘I had nothing to compare Miss Matheson’s behaviour with, but your daughter

  struck me as being quiet and well behaved.’ He gave a faint smile. ‘She seemed to enjoy learning the domestic chores of the house, helping your wife in the garden and drawing the

  scenery around her. She told me she enjoyed the peace and quiet of Wales, despite its rusticity. You understand, of course, that I was living in the barn, not the house. I saw very little of them,

  except at mealtimes. But we have already talked of this.’




  ‘Of course. But you didn’t tell me before of your declaration to my daughter.’




  ‘It wasn’t a declaration as such, more the establishment of my future intention. Such understandings are kept private between the couple concerned, for I doubt if Miss Matheson has

  informed you of it either.’




  ‘No, she has not. And neither has Siana.’




  ‘It could be that she simply dismissed it. But if Miss Matheson has confided in your wife, it would be reasonable to expect her to honour the secret between them, especially where a female

  confidence was concerned. Women are not as strong as men. They need the support of each other where matters of the heart are concerned.’




  An astute glance came his way again. ‘You profess to understand a devil of a lot about women. Known many, have you?’




  Marcus tried not to grin. ‘I was brought up by my uncle and aunt in the company of six female cousins.’




  ‘Ah, I see,’ Francis said, looking a trifle shamefaced. When the doctor nodded to himself, Marcus knew he had him almost convinced.




  ‘I promise to treat Miss Matheson with the greatest of respect, and not declare myself until I consider the match agreeable to her. I have no wish to be made to look the fool if she

  accepts in haste then changes her mind. Believe me when I say that my greatest desire is to secure your daughter’s happiness.’




  ‘In that case, you have my permission to court her,’ Francis said gruffly. The two men shook hands on it just as the refreshment arrived.




  Bryn, his nose casting at the air like a hungry dog when he saw the servants arrive with the tea trays, suddenly remembered his manners. Taking his mother’s hand he led her back to the

  terrace.




  Before he snuffed the bedside candle that night, Francis propped himself up on one elbow and gazed down at Siana in suspicion. ‘Did you know Marcus was going to ask for

  Maryse’s hand?’




  ‘Sooner or later. He has always loved her.’




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’




  ‘I thought it was obvious from the way he looks at her, and the way he always asks after her. Why do you think he visits us so often?’




  ‘I thought it was you he admired.’




  His disgruntled voice made her chuckle. ‘Would you mind very much if he did?’




  ‘Would you?’




  ‘Certainly not. I like Marcus a lot.’ She grinned and idly ran her fingers through his hair. ‘Of course, that’s not to say I wouldn’t mind if another woman admired

  you. I would most likely poke her eyes out and squish them under my feet.’




  He chuckled at that and, snuffing out the candle, drew her into his arms.
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  Josh Skinner was wearing his black evening suit over an embroidered waistcoat of pearl grey. He never knew what to do with his top hat, especially on a windy day, but it added

  a bit of dash so he decided to carry it along with his cane and gloves, rather than wear it. He didn’t think he could fit his head into it now, anyway. His manservant had tonged his fair hair

  into side curls for the evening.




  ‘You’re enough to make a cat laugh,’ his sister, Siana, would probably say to him when she saw his new hairstyle and discovered he’d hired a personal servant. Bentley

  doubled as a butler as well, though he was a bit slow, at times. Still, he couldn’t expect too much of such an elderly codger as Bentley.




  A right dandy Josh had become of late. It hadn’t taken him long to appreciate the feel of good cloth against his skin, or note the extra dash a tailor could add to the cut of a garment.

  And although Siana didn’t know it, he’d been taking dancing lessons from a married couple who ran an academy in their parlour. He was receiving invitations to more and more parties with

  fancy folk, and needed to learn all the social skills he could. Tonight, he was determined to sweep Miss Pansy Matheson off her feet in a waltz, and without making a fool of himself.




  Clodhopper boots and dead men’s coats and trousers brought from market stalls were a thing of the past. He was Joshua Skinner Esquire which, according to Bentley, meant he was a

  man of substance.




  Picking up the stiff, embossed invitation he cracked a wide grin as he read: Mrs Francis Matheson requests the pleasure of the company of Joshua Skinner Esquire on the occasion of her

  husband’s forty-second birthday. Siana and Francis were also celebrating the purchase of Rivervale House, the first home the pair had set up together as a family.




  The occasion was also an opportunity to celebrate Francis’s return from the dead, for his brother-in-law had been reported drowned almost three years ago, when the ship he’d been

  travelling on to Van Diemen’s Land was wrecked in a storm. His subsequent trials had been a test of endurance for Francis, and for Siana’s abiding love for her husband.




  ‘Requests the pleasure,’ he repeated softly. ‘Be damned if that blue-blooded doctor my sister married hasn’t made a lady of her without even trying.’




  It was odd how well he and Siana had adapted to their changed circumstances over the previous eight years. They wore their adopted status like a second skin. More so Siana, who’d needed

  the trappings to survive in the society she’d married into. When they were alone together she relaxed a little, but it wasn’t often her peasant blood put in an appearance now –

  unless her temper got the better of her.




  ‘I have to be careful for Daisy’s sake,’ she’d told him. ‘I promised our mother I’d care for her, and I want her to grow up to be socially acceptable. I

  didn’t enjoy being poor, and I try not to let my background show in case I embarrass Francis.’




  Daisy couldn’t recall a life other than the one Siana had provided for them all by marrying well. Their younger sister had never known hunger, cold or cruelty since then, and at the age of

  nine was a confident, pretty child – if a little self-centred.




  ‘Don’t wait up for me,’ he said to the elderly gentleman’s gentleman who had faithfully served his last master for forty years. Taking pity on the dignified old fellow,

  who’d been tossed onto the labour market after his master’s death, Josh had hired him for himself. But being waited on hand and foot by someone old enough to be his grandfather made him

  feel a little guilty. ‘You have a little nip of my good brandy and take yourself off to bed early, Mr Bentley.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ Mr Bentley didn’t even flicker an eyelid as he held out Josh’s cloak. ‘You’d better take this, sir, it might get cold later.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Taking the cloak from the servant’s arm, Josh strode out to the horse and phaeton. As he climbed into the rig and picked up the reins, he reckoned life

  couldn’t get better than living near the top of the hill.




  Below him spread the harbour of Poole, reflecting the lights of the town. There was money to be made if you knew how to go about it, and wealth brought with it respect. Not the respect good

  breeding brought, the sort Francis Matheson commanded. But all the same, it was good to be called sir by shop assistants, or Mr Skinner by bank managers.




  Joshua Skinner Esquire. He grinned with the pleasure of it, wishing his ma and pa had lived to see it. He wasn’t the richest businessman in town by any means, but then, it

  wasn’t so long ago he was digging up cockles, with a bit of smuggling going on on the side. Now, he and his partner owned a fair portion of the property in town, and were thinking of

  expanding those interests. Although he was only twenty, Josh knew he’d never forget his former poverty.




  He glanced at the house he’d just bought from Siana, and smiled. A canny one, his sister. She’d made him pay a fair price for it, too.




  One of these days he’d marry, and he’d make sure his family never wanted for anything. There was a girl he liked and got on well with, but . . .? He shook his head as he reached the

  end of the carriageway. No, Pansy Matheson was too far above him, and it was no good hankering after a girl he couldn’t have.




  Nineteen years old, Pansy Matheson was torn between the choice of pale blue watered taffeta, or a pink silk gown with puffed sleeves and a bodice decorated in artificial

  roses.




  Standing in front of the mirror in her stiffened petticoats, corselette and drawers, she held first one against her, then the other. ‘Help me decide, Maryse?’




  Maryse, the elder of the sisters by a year, folded her hands into a skirt of dark blue silk and slanted her head to one side. ‘You haven’t worn the taffeta yet. It will look pretty

  with your hair curled and those silk flowers in your hair.’




  ‘It also makes a nice sound when I walk, like shuffling my feet through autumn leaves.’ Pansy caught a reflection of her sister’s grey eyes in the mirror. There was something

  sad about them. ‘I suppose the uncles are all coming.’




  ‘The whole Matheson family is coming. You and I are the only females not spoken for. We’re going to be worn out from dancing with everyone.’




  ‘I’m sure the other women will help out. Is the admiral bringing his intended?’




  Maryse smiled. ‘He is, but if she’s as old as he is, she won’t do much dancing.’




  ‘Well, cousin Roger might bring his fiancée. I bet Aunt Prudence is cock-a-hoop over him winning the hand of the wealthiest heiress in the district. I met her once. Her name is

  Lalage Lewisham. She’s terribly languid in manner, speaks as though she’s out of breath and smells of violets, like a funeral cortege. Imagine how ridiculous it will sound when she

  marries the viscount and we have to call her Lady Lalage. I’m sure I shall burst into song. When I pointed this out to Aunt Prudence, she made a long face and snorted, “Stop being

  facetious, Pansy Matheson.”’




  Pansy’s imitation of the Countess of Kylchester made Maryse giggle, something her sister didn’t often do now. ‘Cousin Alder is pestering me to become engaged to him now Roger

  has settled his suit. He says he’s waited long enough, and demands that I give him an answer tonight.’




  ‘Alder has made his intentions towards you quite clear right from the beginning. He deserves to have an answer, Pansy.’




  Pulling the skirt over her head, Pansy’s muffled response came from within its depths. ‘I like him enormously, of course, Alder is such good fun. But Maryse, I don’t love him

  and my instincts keep warning me he’s not right for me. Besides which, the thought of a lifetime of Aunt Prudence nagging me over every little thing is quite intolerable.’




  ‘Then you must tell Alder so.’




  Emerging from the gown with her hair all over the place, Pansy pulled a face. ‘I have. He is quite persistent. He just laughs, then informs me that he has ways to make me learn to love

  him.’




  Maryse gave a small shiver.




  ‘He says I should have grown used to his mother, by now. Aunt Prudence is on his side, of course. Well, she would be with him being the absolute favourite of her sons. She’s spoiled

  him terribly, so he’s used to having his own way. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in marrying him in my stead, would you?’




  ‘You know very well I’ve vowed never to wed. Besides, I’ve been in Aunt Prudence’s bad books for several years, so having me for a daughter-in-law would simply not please

  her as much as having you.’




  ‘Then perhaps I’ll make a vow not to wed until after you are settled, since it’s traditional for the eldest daughter to wed first. If I wed Alder it will set the seal on your

  spinsterhood. Dearest Maryse, I want so much for you to come to realize that your notions about remaining unwed are foolish, since it’s possible you may fall in love.’




  ‘You have no reason to imagine such an event,’ Maryse said.




  ‘Then we shall grow old together, a couple of spinsters with tabby cats rubbing against our ankles, all vinegar and spit. We can sit by the window with our embroidery, playing games of

  “do you remember when”, and gossip spitefully about the passers-by.’




  ‘That’s a perfectly horrible suggestion. I’m sure I’ll be able to find better things to do.’




  ‘But what if you do fall in love?’




  Maryse closed her eyes for a moment, and Pansy could have sworn she saw a glint of tears when she opened them. ‘That will never happen.’ Rising, she moved towards her sister,

  abruptly changing the subject. ‘Turn around while I do up the buttons on your bodice. Do you want your hair curled? If so, I’ll go and heat the curling irons. Rosie is busy.’




  Maryse’s shining brown hair was parted in the middle and drawn back into a satin bow at the nape of her neck. It was an elegant style, but too severe for Pansy’s taste. It seemed as

  if Maryse didn’t want to appear attractive, which was almost impossible, since her sister had a finely drawn delicacy to her face that would always be striking, whatever the hairstyle.




  Although she and Maryse were alike, Pansy knew she was the more robust and animated of the two. She attracted labels such as jolly, lively and hoydenish, while Maryse was regarded as sensitive,

  artistic, and of late, oddly eccentric.




  It was unfair of Aunt Prudence to say things like that about her sister, but it had come about because Maryse had continually thwarted the countess in the quest to marry her off. Maryse had now

  refused to endure the ordeal of another season in London, so they would never hear the last of how ungrateful and stubborn she had become.




  Pansy brought her hand up to cover her sister’s. ‘What has happened to make you determined not to wed?’




  ‘Nothing has happened.’




  Maryse closed her eyes in anguish, wishing she didn’t have to lie to her sister as she remembered the horrifying events on the night of the harvest supper a few years previously.

  Everything that had coloured her life since, had happened then – the two men, their hands groping her flesh, the smell of scrumpy cider on their breath, the tearing of her innocence as they

  brutally violated her, one after the other, leaving her bloodied and loathing herself. They had stolen all that was dear to her, then tossed her aside as if she was worth nothing.




  She lived in dread that she might be confronted by those men again, and the other three, the ones who had walked away and left her to her cruel fate, that they’d look at her with the

  knowledge of what had been taken from her, see what they’d soiled. She’d die rather than have that happen, and she couldn’t take such a secret into a marriage. Maryse only just

  stopped herself from shuddering. To dwell too long on the subject made her hate herself even more.




  ‘I’ll go and fetch the curling irons,’ she said when the last pearly button was secured. Turning on the heels of her blue satin slippers, she hurried towards the door, feeling

  as if she needed to be sick.




  Siana wore a black silk corselette and a froth of petticoats as she walked into the dressing room separating her bedchamber from her husband’s.




  Francis was still in his robe. She slid her arms around him and hugged him lovingly, marvelling that the man she adored had come back to her after a two-year absence. But he was not quite the

  same Francis who’d gone away, for under her palms she felt the ridged scars on his back. The scars were the result of a brutal flogging when he’d been mistaken for a prisoner

  who’d escaped from the Port Arthur Prison in Van Diemen’s Land. Now and again, he suffered from melancholy and withdrew from them all, going into his study to be by himself for a

  while.




  ‘It’s nothing serious,’ her husband’s partner, Dr Noah Baines had told her. ‘Just provide a loving home for him and give him time to adjust.’




  She traced gently along one of the scars with her fingers she felt his skin tense. The flogging was something Francis didn’t talk about. ‘I can’t imagine how awful this was for

  you. Can’t you bring yourself to tell me about it?’




  ‘One day, perhaps.’




  ‘I love you so much,’ she whispered against his ear. When he cupped her face in his palms and kissed her, her response was immediate. ‘Make love to me.’




  ‘Our guests will be arriving soon.’




  ‘Then it means you might be late for your own party. Don’t you like me, Doctor Matheson?’




  The warm smile he gave her robbed her of breath. ‘When you’re flaunting yourself in your petticoats like a strumpet I can’t resist you, as well you know,’ he grumbled,

  and subsiding onto a chair he pulled her onto his lap so she straddled him.




  She laughed and nipped the end of his nose. ‘We’ve never made love in such a position as this, but it does make me feel like a strumpet.’ Already, he had responded to the

  suggestion in no uncertain manner, and she teased, ‘If you’d prefer to, you can ignore my flaunts.’




  ‘I don’t prefer and I couldn’t.’ He kissed the rise of her breasts before loosening them from their bondage. His tongue sought the nubs, sliding across and around them,

  bringing them moist and swelling to bursting point, like a couple of ripe hazelnuts.




  ‘I didn’t realize your tongue was so very long,’ she murmured with a sigh of pleasure. ‘What else can you do with it?’




  He laughed at that. ‘Unfortunately I haven’t got time to show you. That demonstration was purely in the interests of anatomy.’




  Undoing the fastenings on his robe she chuckled when she saw what his attention had done to him. ‘Your anatomy is definitely interested.’




  Pushing his hands under her petticoats, he slid his palms under her buttocks and lifted her onto him, easing himself gently into the moist velvety depths of her.




  Her breath caught in her throat, then left it in a long, soft, ecstatic murmur. Nothing could ever spoil such happiness.




  ‘I do love you, my Francis. I always will.’




  ‘Siana looks delicious tonight, like a piece of raspberry tart waiting to be devoured.’




  ‘Judging by the smug look spread on his face, and the smile on hers, our brother has already had a bite of her tonight.’ Raoul Matheson took two glasses of red wine from a serving

  maid and handed one to Augustus. ‘Have you ever seen a gown as monstrously ugly as Prudence is wearing? She resembles a striped toadstool.’




  ‘The countess never did have any fashion sense. I admit the colour is unbecoming when matched to her complexion, and she’s a little bit on the skinny side for my taste. Still, Ryder

  has his delightful little amore tucked away.’




  Raoul chuckled. ‘Yes, I’ve met her. A simple soul. Ryder doesn’t keep her for her mind, though. Where’s your intended bride, by the way? I’m dying to meet the

  companion you’ve chosen for your retirement.’




  ‘Constance has gone upstairs with Pansy, who has promised to read a story to the two girls.’




  ‘It’s a long way up to the nursery. Pansy will be obliged to help Constance downstairs again, no doubt.’




  Augustus Matheson’s eyes filled with laughter as he gazed at his brother. ‘They’re coming back down now. What d’you make of my bride?’




  Raoul was temporarily struck dumb. In her early thirties, Constance was an attractive woman with a warm smile and a trim figure. Her bright blue eyes came to rest on Gus, whose wink brought a

  wide smile to her face.




  Raoul nudged him in the ribs. ‘Shame on you, Gus. Even when set next to our sweet Pansy, Constance looks young enough to be your daughter. How did you manage it?’




  ‘It’s the naval uniform; women can’t resist it,’ Augustus drawled, his eyes assessing as he watched the pair come towards them. ‘I’m certainly looking forward

  to parting her ringlets.’




  On the other side of the drawing room, Josh sipped his drink and watched Pansy talking to her uncles. He smiled when she laughed. He couldn’t help it, for she looked so

  merry.




  Followed by the admiral and his fiancé, Raoul Matheson escorted Pansy onto the dance floor. He gazed around him at the spectators. ‘We need two more couples to make up a square for

  the Quadrille?’




  Immediately, they were joined by Maryse, who was partnered by the Earl of Kylchester. Then Francis stepped forward, pulling behind him a reluctant Siana, who was frantically protesting. ‘I

  don’t think I can remember the steps, Francis.’




  ‘I’m sure you will when you hear the music,’ he said, and he signalled to Prudence, who was taking her turn at the piano.




  They all bowed to each other, then to their corners, then they went into the chaine anglaise.




  Josh grinned and nodded his head in time to the music, trying to remember the sequence of the figure ‘Balancé,’ he whispered to himself, and four bars later, ‘

  Change partners.’




  One of Pansy’s cousins came to stand beside him. ‘Talking to yourself, Skinner?’




  ‘I’m trying to remember the sets.’ Josh held out his hand. ‘It’s Alder, isn’t it?’




  Alder ignored both his hand and his question. ‘Fancy yourself as a dancer, do you?’




  Josh’s gaze sharpened. Alder, grey-eyed like all the Matheson family, seemed to be the worse for drink. He certainly had a mean look in his eye. Josh, who never invited trouble into his

  life unless it was inescapable, thought it might be judicious to humour him. ‘Not at all, I’m just learning.’




  ‘What does a farm labourer want with dancing lessons?’




  ‘I’m a businessman not a farm labourer.’




  ‘Odd, but I can still smell the bull shit on you.’




  ‘Be careful I don’t rub your nose in it, then,’ Josh said pleasantly, and exchanged a smile with Pansy when she caught his eye.




  ‘Don’t forget you’re partnering me in the waltz, Josh,’ she called out just before she was whisked off down the line.




  ‘Lay one finger on my cousin and I’ll have you, Skinner,’ Alder warned, then walked unsteadily back to where his elder brother stood watching the dancing. Roger had a beautiful

  but rather vapid-looking woman attached to his arm. The two men spoke together, then looked his way and laughed.




  Josh ignored them and fetched Pansy a glass of lemonade to quench her thirst. When the dance ended she took it gratefully from him. ‘Thank you, Josh. What was Alder saying? Was he being

  mean?’




  Josh didn’t want to say anything to make her any more anxious than she already sounded. ‘Why should he be mean?’




  ‘I’ve just turned his marriage proposal down.’




  ‘It isn’t the first time, is it? He should be used to it.’




  ‘The trouble is, to Alder the marriage is a foregone conclusion, so he doesn’t believe me. And this time he sounded different, sort of hectoring, as if Aunt Prudence had told him to

  put his foot down.’




  Usually full of spirit, Pansy sounded so forlorn that Josh felt sorry for her. It must be hard to be a young woman who was under pressure to wed. ‘Perhaps you should talk to your father

  about it, let him sort it out.’




  Her fine grey eyes came up to probe the depths of his. ‘My papa wants me to marry well, so is in favour of a marriage between Alder and myself.’




  ‘Nevertheless, he’s fair-minded. He wouldn’t want you to be unhappy, would he?’




  ‘Of course not.’ Before Josh’s eyes, Pansy relaxed and offered him a merry smile. ‘You always make matters sound so simple.’




  ‘Matters usually are, Miss Pansy. It’s folks who are complicated.’ He grinned. ‘I’m not much good at paying pretty compliments, but damn me if you don’t look

  as pretty as a dappled pony in that gown.’




  ‘Joshua Skinner, are you flirting with me?’




  ‘That depends if you like being compared to a dappled pony or not. Most girls wouldn’t.’




  The spontaneous giggle she gave faded as her glance darted past him. ‘Quickly, my father has taken over the piano and he promised he’d play the waltz for me before supper.’




  Noticing Alder heading towards them, Josh swept her onto the floor and began to twirl her around in time to the music.




  ‘You’re good at dancing the waltz,’ she said a few moments later, laughing and breathless.




  ‘I learned it especially, so I could dance it with you.’




  ‘Truly?’




  His eyes caught hers for a moment and he grinned with the happiness he felt flowing inside him, though it made his cheeks grow warm. ‘Truly.’




  From the corner of his eye, Josh saw Alder return to the company of his brother, a churlish expression on his face.




  The waltz stopped and the Roger de Coverley was called, which signalled the end of Josh’s dancing. He was elbowed aside by Alder as the women and men made lines opposite each other.




  When Alder turned to glare at him as he bowed to Pansy, Josh backed away, the skin along his spine prickling. He could smell trouble coming his way.




  Siana could also sense trouble, but it wasn’t in the immediate vicinity. It appeared as a fleeting uneasiness when she snatched a moment before supper to check on the children.




  Daisy and Goldie were still awake. How pretty they both looked with their golden hair captured into linen caps, their blue eyes still shining with excitement, for Miss Edgar, their governess,

  had allowed them onto the upper landing to watch the dancing.




  She leaned over to kiss her sister Daisy goodnight. ‘Sweet dreams, my darling.’




  Daisy’s arms came up around her neck in a hug. ‘I’m going to dream that I’m grown up so I can wear a pretty gown, marry a rich man and and stay up for the

  dancing.’




  Siana stifled her smile and turned to her foster child, Goldie, whose darker, spun-gold hair escaped in wisps from under her cap. ‘What about you?’




  Goldie thought for a moment, then smiled. ‘I’m going to look after the sick people, like Papa does.’




  Daisy informed her, ‘Only boys can be doctors. Girls don’t like seeing blood. They faint.’




  ‘I’m going to be a printer, then, like my brother. The last time I visited him he said I could help him in his shop when I grow up.’




  ‘I’m sure you’ll be wonderful at whatever you do.’ Siana gave Goldie a hug and went through to the nursery, where Susannah and Bryn were fast asleep.




  How dainty Susannah was and how like her mother she looked. Siana smiled as she smoothed the girl’s foxy hair back from her forehead. Her good friend, Elizabeth Hawkins, wouldn’t

  recognize her daughter when next they met, for Elizabeth had been found guilty of a crime she hadn’t committed and transported to Australia for four years.




  Siana turned to Bryn, uncovered and lying completely relaxed on his back with his arms and legs flopped out. She pulled the cover over him then stooped to kiss him, her heart filled with love.

  ‘Goodnight, my little cuckoo.’




  Unease hit her strongly then, a feeling that brought coldness with it and goosebumps racing over the surface of her skin. It was as if the world had shifted, reminding her that happiness could

  be fleeting. Bryn wasn’t her child, none of them were. The two children she’d carried in her womb had already perished; her son taken by scarlet fever and her daughter, Elen, snatched

  away before she had lived, in childbirth.




  She thought again of her great-aunt, Wynn Lewis, wondering if the woman knew of what had taken place. She hoped not, for Wynn Lewis had always been surrounded by darkness.




  Siana had no time to brood over it, however, for Francis came up behind her to slip his arms around her waist. ‘I’m always amazed that there’s nothing of you in Bryn’s

  face.’




  ‘The Matheson look in him is very strong.’




  ‘Aye.’ He gazed down at Bryn, a fond smile playing around his mouth. ‘There’s no mistaking where he sprang from.’




  ‘You do love him, don’t you, Francis?’




  ‘Of course I do. He’s my son.’




  ‘I do so want to give you another son.’




  ‘I’m content with Bryn.’ Turning her in his arms he tipped up her chin and gently kissed her before leading her out of the nursery. ‘I love his mother, too, and nothing

  will ever change that.’




  Once again, Siana felt uneasy. How easy it was to create a lie. But living with the deception when it involved somebody as fine and as honest as Francis was another thing altogether.




  They went down the stairs to be met at the bottom by Marcus Ibsen, who bore her hand to his lips and kissed it. Dark-haired and tall, his eyes a ferment of liquid darkness, she experienced a

  sense of excitement at the raw power emanating from him.




  ‘I’m sorry I’m late. Unfortunately, I was detained in town. Mrs Matheson, you look exquisite, like a wild poppy blowing in the wind.’




  There was a moment when his words conjured up a sensation of a breeze drifting like cool silk over her skin and the sensual smell of midsummer wildflowers. She gained control of her imagination,

  and had the sense to avoid his teasing grin. Flirting with danger was part of Marcus’s make-up and hers, but Francis would not appreciate a public display of it, she knew.




  Lightly, she said, ‘Maryse overheard Raoul compare me to a raspberry tart, and Augustus said I looked like a glass of burgundy.’




  ‘Obviously, the Matheson men are lacking in soul.’




  Francis laughed. ‘I’m afraid we’re concerned with the tangible aspects of life rather than the ethereal. We’re just going in to supper, Marcus. Will you join

  us?’




  ‘Most certainly, and I’ll look forward to the entertainment afterwards.’ His glance went past them, to where Maryse stood talking to one of her uncles and his wife. Beckwith

  was a magistrate and the more serious of the brothers, the father of two young sons and husband to a wife who fussed. Siana watched the woman brush a piece of lint from her husband’s

  shoulder, shake out her skirts and straighten the wrinkles in the fingers of her gloves, all in the same few seconds.




  As if Maryse knew she was being observed, she turned her gaze to where they stood, her head slanted to one side. Her blue silk skirt gleamed along its folds as her body assumed an elegant pose.

  The serene smile she wore faltered when her glance met that of Marcus. A delicate tracery of pink tinted her skin.




  Marcus slowly edged out a ragged breath.




  Recovering her composure, Maryse excused herself and came towards them. ‘Mr Ibsen, you’ve missed the dancing.’




  ‘Something I regret now I see how well you look, Miss Matheson, even though I’m an indifferent dancer. It would be my pleasure if you’d allow me to escort you in to

  supper.’




  ‘Thank you, Mr Ibsen.’ Maryse took the arm he offered.




  ‘I thought we were friends,’ he said as they strolled away




  ‘We are.’




  ‘Then why don’t you call me Marcus?’




  ‘Why don’t you call me Maryse?’ she countered.




  Marcus chuckled. ‘Because I’m trying to make a good impression on your father.’




  ‘Why? Oh . . . I see!’ An impatient note came into her voice. ‘You know I’ve determined not to wed, so please don’t waste your time.’




  ‘Being in your company is never a waste of time, even when you’re being a shrew.’




  Maryse opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again and gave a soft laugh. ‘I’m not going to allow myself to fall into that trap, Marcus, for you’ll wrap me up in conversation

  like a spider in a web and before I know it my mind will be changed for me.’




  He slid Maryse a melting little smile, and said tenderly. ‘I’ll keep that in mind. You remind me of the first bluebell of summer in the wild woods.’




  Laughing, Siana glanced at Francis. ‘I do so love a man with a romantic soul and a honeyed tongue.’




  ‘Bluebells! Poppies!’ Francis snorted under his breath. ‘What next . . . cowslips? God, save me from my daughters’ suitors.’
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  Bright though it was, the light from the moon didn’t save Josh from disaster. Nearing the gates of Cheverton Manor, the rope stretched across the road between the two

  trees was invisible to him until he was upon it.




  It caught his horse at chest height and brought it down. One of the shafts of the rig splintered along its length. The whole lot tilted sideways and catapulted over. There was a loud snap.




  Thrown out of the rig, Josh rolled sideways into a ditch at the side of the road. His horse, held fast on its back, began to squeal and thrash its legs. Dazed, Josh crawled out of the ditch on

  his hands and knees. He had to set it free.




  He stepped gingerly amongst the wreckage of the rig, thankful he hadn’t been going any faster. His gelding didn’t appear to be badly damaged by the way its legs were moving but the

  beast’s eyes were rolling and blood-flecked foam gathered around his mouth.




  ‘Hush, boy, you’ve had a fright. I’ll soon have you out of here.’ Loosening the straps of the rig, Josh took the reins in his hand and tried to help the gelding to regain

  his feet. Squealing and blowing, the animal made it to his knees before rolling on his side again. Tremors ran along his flanks and an odour of fear rose from him. The gelding’s breath came

  in harsh bursts and blood bubbled from a wound in his heaving chest.




  Josh swore. ‘Cowardly bastards!’ he yelled, punching at the air. ‘What did the poor horse do to deserve being maimed in such a manner?’




  Untying the rope from the tree, Josh hurled it into the ditch. He’d just straightened up when an arm came around his neck from behind and Alder appeared in front of him. Josh managed to

  throw a punch and something crunched when it landed. Alder grunted and drove a fist into his midriff with some force, driving the wind from him. The neck hold released, he began to double over when

  a punch to the chin snapped him upright again, propelling him backwards. He landed heavily on his outstretched arm, which immediately snapped under his weight.




  ‘Christ!’ The pain of it made him shriek and he curled into a ball. A kick to the head from his assailants brought darkness crowding in, but it wasn’t hard enough to dull the

  excruciating pain of a second kick to his crotch from behind.
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