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  Prologue




  Dorset 1845




  It was cold, even for January. The breath of the wind pushed the sea smell before it as it roared across Poole Harbour and on to the heath, as if to tear the plants out by

  the roots.




  Hollow House, built from solid blocks carved by long-dead stonecutters from the heart of the Isle of Purbeck, stood unmoving and indifferent against its might.




  ‘All force and fury,’ Sebastian Cornish’s grandfather had said of the wind. ‘’Tis like a woman brought to passion by her mate. There be no stopping her.’




  At fourteen, Seb had never experienced the delights of a woman’s body, though his approaching manliness stirred in him from time to time, especially when he noticed the soft curve of a

  woman’s breast. And damned inconvenient it proved to be, too.




  He winced as a prolonged moan came from upstairs.




  ‘It won’t be much longer,’ Jimmia Tucker said as she bustled past to pluck the steaming kettle from the hob. ‘Don’t go to your bed now, Seb. Mrs Lapsly’s not

  doing too well with this one, and you might have to fetch the doctor out.’




  The prospect of riding through the howling darkness in the early hours was not one Seb looked forward to. The heath was full of traps for the unwary.




  He took the bowl of water from the housekeeper after she’d added the cold. ‘Thomas Lapsly should’ve called the doctor in. He wouldn’t leave his favourite mare to suffer

  as badly as his wife is suffering now.’




  ‘Hush now, boy,’ she whispered as she followed him up two flights of stairs lit by flickering candles. ‘’Tis not for us to question the master’s ways. It will all

  be over for her soon, and, God willing, this time she’ll deliver him a son.’




  On the way back down, Seb came across the Lapsly girls standing in the shadows of the hall. A tearful Amanda was holding her younger sister tightly. They were trembling with the cold. A pretty

  pair, they were, with soft brown eyes and brown curly hair gleaming with gold threads.




  ‘You should be in bed,’ he told them.




  ‘We’re frightened our mother will die,’ eight-year-old Amanda told him. Claire’s bottom lip began to tremble. Seb didn’t think the younger girl was old enough to

  understand what death was.




  ‘Don’t talk daft. Of course she won’t die.’




  ‘Promise?’




  What could he say when he knew nothing about childbirth? ‘I promise. Come on, I’ll take you back to bed before you get into trouble. Where do you sleep?’




  He’d just tucked them under the covers when the door to the nurse’s room opened. When the woman gave a loud, hysterical screech, Seb took fright. Springing down the stairs,

  he’d just reached the landing when the study door was thrown open.




  Thomas Lapsly stared blearily at him. ‘What the hell’s going on? Who’re you?’




  ‘Cornish, sir.’




  ‘The stable hand?’ Thomas swayed to and fro, glaring at him through bloodshot eyes, brandy spilling from his glass. ‘What are you doing here in my house?’




  Before Seb could explain, the nursemaid appeared at the top of the stairs. Her voluminous nightgown billowed over her body and her cap was askew. Panting hard, one meaty hand was pressed against

  her heart as if to keep it in place.




  ‘He was in your daughters’ bedroom, sir. Up to no good, he was, I’ll be bound.’




  ‘My daughters’ bedroom? Dear God! What were you doing there? Explain yourself, Cornish.’




  Seb didn’t have time to explain. A long, agonized scream that faded to an animal moan that seemed to go on and on transfixed them all. Abruptly, the noise stopped. The ensuing silence was

  total, until it was broken by the thin wail of a newly born infant.




  Thomas hurled his glass into a corner. ‘Get the girls to bed, Maisie. We’ll get to the bottom of what happened in the morning. I must go to my wife.’ He launched himself up the

  stairs, the breath rattling sharply from his mouth.




  An anguished cry came from his throat a few moments after he disappeared through the bedroom door. ‘Dead! How can she be?’




  Amanda stared down at Seb, the anger of betrayal seething in the grief gathering in her eyes. ‘You’re a liar . . . you promised me our mother would live.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Seb murmured.




  As he turned to go a sob caught in her throat. ‘I hate you. I’ll pay you back, just wait and see!’




  Poor little girls losing their mother that way, Seb thought, as the weeping pair were borne away.




  A little while later Jimmia came down to the kitchen with tears streaming from her eyes, her arms full of bloodied sheets. ‘The master is right cut up. He’s blaming hisself.’

  She sighed heavily. ‘’Twas another girl. He gave me a purse. Take her away, Jimmia, says he. Farm her out. I don’t want to know where, for I’ll never be a father to the

  child who robbed my Caroline of her life.’




  ‘Where are you going to take her?’




  She lowered her voice. ‘The midwife told me of a house in Dorchester to take her to. The couple who live there take in infants of good birth and place them in good homes.’




  ‘’Tis a long way for you to go in the dark, Jimmia. Let me take her. I promise to guard her carefully.’




  ‘There’s a good lad.’ Troubled, her eyes searched his face. ‘You must take a sacred oath on the Bible never to tell a living soul of what has happened here

  tonight.’




  Picking up the holy book from the dresser, Seb placed his palm on it. ‘Before God, I swear.’




  Jimmia’s nod said she was satisfied. ‘I’ll get rid of these sheets, then fetch the poor little mite. Make sure you dress up warm.’




  The infant was beautiful, with a feathering of dark hair and the blue eyes of her mother. Jimmia fashioned a sling for her and secured it around Seb’s body. The baby seemed to look into

  his eyes for a moment, then she yawned widely and went to sleep.




  ‘May God give the poor wee scrap a home where she’ll be loved and cared for,’ Jimmia murmured, and placed a kiss on the babe’s forehead. ‘Keep her warm, lad, and

  don’t forget to leave the purse. They’ll want a fat fee if she’s to be placed in a good home.’




  Cornish was a liar! She hated him!




  Amanda watched Seb leave, wondering what he had under his coat. When he was out of sight she crossed to the dresser and took a string of pearls from her jewellery box.




  She shivered as she went out into the night. Tears poured down her cheeks as she made her way to the stable; her father’s uncontrollable sobs from their mother’s bedchamber had

  unnerved her. The horses moved about nervously as she felt her way along the stalls. She found the ladder leading to the loft and was about to scale it when the pearls fell from her cold

  fingers.




  Shame filled her as she groped around for them. Her mother had told her she must always be honest. Pretending the stable lad had taken them was wicked.




  A sudden gust of wind sent the door creaking on its hinges and it banged shut. The horses gave a shrill whinny. When a branch began to tap at the window, her heart thumped against her ribs.

  Panic set in as the rushing night was filled with menace.




  She’d find the pearls in the morning when it was light. Pushing open the stable door she began to run back towards the house.




  Amanda’s bed had never seemed safer to her. Pulling the blankets over her head she hugged her cold arms against her chest and waited for morning to come.




  It was still dark when Seb set the warmly wrapped infant down in the porch. The baby began to whimper at being robbed of her cosy nest under his coat.




  ‘That’s right, you cry,’ he whispered. ‘But I won’t abandon you unless you be safe, for ’tis cold enough to freeze a little sparrow like you.’ He rapped

  loudly on the door, then concealed himself in the shadows, to satisfy himself someone was in.




  After a short while a lantern was lit in an upstairs room. It left a passing glow on the landing as someone made their way down the stairs. The door opened, a man’s figure was outlined.

  Seb watched him stoop to pick up the bundle.




  ‘Who is it at this time of morning?’ a woman called from the upper reaches as the man began gently to feel about the baby’s clothing. Giving a shrug, the man half turned

  towards the voice, his face illuminated by the lantern.




  Seb’s eyes widened, for it was a face he knew. He just couldn’t put a name to it at the moment.




  ‘One for the orphanage,’ the man said and the door closed firmly behind him.




  It was first light when Seb stabled the horse. Suddenly he remembered the purse was still in his pocket.




  The master’s horse was gone. Thomas Lapsly had ridden out earlier than usual, he thought. He’d have a lot to arrange with his wife lying dead upstairs. Seb hid the purse in the

  stable, wedging it between a sturdy beam and the roof it supported. He’d place it in the church poor box come Sunday and nobody would be any the wiser.




  He’d hardly finished his breakfast and had just started mucking out the stables when the authorities came for him.




  Thomas Lapsly looked as though he’d been to hell and back. ‘I found my daughter’s pearls in the stable, and two books from my library. I imagine that’s why you were in

  their room last night.’




  Seb’s protests fell on deaf ears.




  Amanda watched from an upstairs window as Cornish was taken away, her eyes wide. She wanted to tell somebody he was innocent, but her father’s face was like thunder, and she was frightened

  he’d give her a beating.




  ‘Sebastian Cornish,’ the constable guarding Seb told the magistrate. ‘The charge is simple grand larceny for the theft of a string of pearls, the property of

  Amanda Lapsly, valued at eighty shillings, and two books, the property of Thomas Lapsly, valued at four shillings and ninepence.’




  ‘How do you plead, prisoner?’




  ‘Not guilty.’




  The evidence was read out by the constable. ‘Her father signed the statement. They’re not in court and the girl is too upset to be questioned. The family is in mourning, due to the

  loss of Mrs Lapsly and her infant daughter in childbirth last night.’




  Seb’s eyes flickered.




  ‘And was it during that tragic event that the offence occurred?’




  ‘Yes, sir. No doubt the lad thought he’d get away with it while everyone was occupied.’




  ‘A calculating and callous action, indeed.’




  A murmur of distress went around the court and somebody shouted out, ‘Shame on you!’




  The magistrate turned a hard stare Seb’s way. ‘What do you have to say for yourself, Cornish?’




  He told them the truth, that the books had been borrowed from Mrs Lapsly, who had been teaching him to read, and that he didn’t steal any pearls. He was wondering if mentioning the baby

  would do him any good, when the magistrate banged his gavel on the bench.




  ‘A likely story. I find the prisoner in the dock guilty. The sentence is twenty strokes of the birch, followed by transportation to Van Diemen’s Land for a period of seven

  years.’
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  ‘Where’s the doctor?’ Thomas Lapsly demanded to know.




  ‘He wouldn’t come, Pa, he told me that we owe him too much money.’ Amanda wrung out a cloth in cold water and placed it on her father’s forehead. ‘He said you drink

  too much and you’re killing yourself.’




  ‘Stop being such a scold, Manda,’ he said, his self-pitying whine setting her teeth on edge. ‘My head’s aching something cruel, my stomach is full of cramps and I’m

  farting like an old hound. Did you tell him there was blood in my water?’




  She nodded. ‘It’s to be expected, he said. I’ll ask Jimmia to make one of her potions for you.’




  ‘They scour my stomach. The bloody witch is trying to poison me. It’s about time we got rid of her. Look at the state of this place, she’s not worth her wage.’




  ‘Jimmia Tucker hasn’t been paid for a year, and she’s the only servant we’ve got left.’ She bestowed on her father a thinly disguised look of disgust. ‘The

  bailiffs were here at first light. They took the rest of the silver to help cover your debts.’




  ‘Damn it, Manda, you should’ve hidden it in the cellar, like I told you.’




  ‘I did. They found it. And they’ve impounded the rest of the brandy.’




  ‘The hell they have!’ Alarm filled his eyes. ‘They didn’t get the good stuff, did they? They’ll be back with the revenue men if they did, and they’ll take the

  place apart stone by stone.’




  ‘The stables weren’t searched, and thank goodness, else you’d be sent to prison for smuggling, as well.’ Placing her hands on her hips Amanda stared down at her father,

  who was lying in his crumpled bed. He’d always drunk more than was good for him, but his condition had worsened over the last year or so and now he seemed to be permanently inebriated. The

  drink had coarsened his strong, handsome features, so his mouth hung slack and the flesh under his bloodshot eyes was pouched. His stomach bulged and sometimes he smelled, too, making hardly any

  effort to keep himself clean, now.




  Perhaps he’d always been like that and she’d only just noticed it now she was older. She tried to encourage her creeping feelings of disgust and ignore the compassion she felt

  towards him – the mixture of pity and love that rose to choke her. How could she love him when she wanted to hate him for the irresponsible sot he’d become – for his neglect of

  Claire and herself, his daughters?




  ‘We have no money left for food, Pa. What are we going to do?’




  ‘We might have to pawn your mother’s jewellery.’




  ‘It’s gone.’




  ‘You sold your mother’s jewellery?’ Tears filled his eyes. ‘How could you, when you know how much she meant to me?’




  ‘Don’t blame me. I didn’t sell it, you pawned it a week or so ago. Don’t you remember?’




  He looked ashamed. ‘Of course, I shouldn’t have accused you. I’ll get it back before too long. Today, perhaps, if the cards go my way.’




  ‘So it can be pawned again?’ She tried to hold on to her anger, since it was the easier of the two emotions to cope with. But she didn’t quite succeed, saying bitterly,

  ‘Mama has been dead these past seven years, Papa, and we’re going to end up in the workhouse if you don’t pull yourself together.’




  Dragging the cloth from his forehead he glared at her. ‘I’m your father. Show me some respect, girl, else I’ll take a strap to your back.’




  It wouldn’t be the first time. Although fear of what he might do cautioned Amanda, it didn’t rein in her tongue. ‘When you show respect for yourself, then so will I.

  You’re a gambler, a drunkard and . . .’ She thought of the woman she’d chased from the house just two days earlier, after she’d caught her rifling through her father’s

  desk . . . ‘something worse besides. You consider only your own needs. Mama would be ashamed of you now.’




  She’d gone too far, and stepped back in alarm when he gave a roar and struggled to rise from the bed. By the time he had, his rumpled nightshirt exposing his swollen ankles, his hands

  groping for something to lash out at her with, Amanda had slipped from the room.




  Claire was hovering in the hallway. She was poised for flight in a thin beam of morning sunlight which had somehow managed to pierce the grime on the landing window. It turned her pale face a

  sickly yellow. Her sister’s mouth was pinched, like a worried little mouse. Claire was a gentle and merry soul who hated confrontation.




  Amanda took her by the hand. Snatching up their shawls they hurried from the house, heading along the banks of a little stream bubbling through the heath to where an outcrop of rocks leaned

  against each other and provided a hiding place.




  It was their own secret spot, a place that shielded them from the wind when it blew off the sea, and from their father’s ire when they needed to hide. It was early morning still, and the

  air was quiet, filled with silver light and delicious with the combined scents of heather broom and the cress growing along the banks of the stream.




  There was a flash of black and orange and a stonechat gave its loud tapping call, a sound answered by its brown-backed mate, who was perched on a twig not far away, flirting with her wings.




  The rocks had not yet absorbed the warmth the sun offered and the two girls leaned their backs against the hard, cold surface, allowing the tension to drain from their bodies.




  ‘What will happen to us if Pa dies?’ Claire said, plucking at a stray thread at her wrist.




  Claire was beginning to look shabby, Amanda thought. Her sister was wearing the last of her own childhood cast-offs. Soon, she’d have to steal a gown from their mother’s room for

  her, and she hoped Pa wouldn’t notice there was one less in the wardrobe. He hadn’t the last time. She stared down at her worn and patched grey gown, which had been disguised by

  stripping it of its trim. She would ask Jimmia to help her alter one to fit Claire.




  Amanda shrugged. She’d often wondered herself how they’d manage should their father die, for he was a big man who kept the creditors at bay by the strength of his threats. His temper

  was a storm, blowing up suddenly and disappearing just as quickly. But he was unpredictable, and sometimes acted rashly when gripped by his passion. He was always melancholy afterwards, full of

  remorse and self-pity.




  ‘We’d manage,’ she said. They might even manage better, for he gambled or drank every penny he could lay his hands on. If it wasn’t for the chickens, the vegetable garden

  and a small orchard beyond the hedge dividing the back garden in two, they’d have nothing at all to eat, except for the occasional trout they could catch in the stream – if the otters

  didn’t get them first. Or they might be able to dig up a mud crab or some cockles when the tide was out.




  When she’d caught her breath Amanda looked back towards the house to make sure their father hadn’t followed her. Not that he would. He’d hated the heath since he’d

  trodden on an adder, which had lashed around and sunk its fangs into his boot.




  Seen through the trees her mother’s family had planted, and perched atop a rise with a view to the east over Poole harbour, the house glowed in morning sunlight, the weathered stones

  appearing more beautiful for the passing of time. The windows reflected the silver light, the ones set into the slated roof, looking for all the world like a row of watchful, heavy-lidded eyes.




  Amanda loved every stone in her home. The house spoke to her at night, every creak and crack a familiar comfort, as though it was telling her all was well.




  Hollow House, along with the gravel and clay pits, which had fallen into disuse, had been brought to the marriage by their late mother, Caroline Holloway.




  Hampered by his excesses and his ineptitude, Thomas Lapsly had soon run the business into the ground. His wife’s fortune had followed, lost in a series of bad investments and gambling,

  where friends became enemies overnight.




  There was no doubt that her parents had adored each other in the ten years of their marriage. Amanda couldn’t remember her mother all that well, but sometimes she recognized her smile

  reflected in Claire’s, or smelled her perfume in the air. In the quiet times, Amanda could hear her light, teasing voice calling down the stairs on her eighth birthday. ‘Come up here,

  my dearest girls. I have a gift for you.’




  And there was a doll for Claire so she wouldn’t feel left out, and for herself . . . a string of pearls. ‘Look, Amanda. These were given to me by my mother when I was just

  your age. Pearls signify innocence and purity of heart, and you must always honour that.’




  But Amanda didn’t want to think of those pearls. They made her uneasy, as if she wasn’t worthy of them. She hadn’t worn them since the day her mother had died.




  She turned her thoughts away from them, saying, ‘How unfortunate our mama fell in love with a man of no means who turned out to be a ne’er-do-well. I vow, I will not allow my heart

  to rule my head when it comes to marriage.’




  At which announcement, Claire sighed. ‘I think it would be romantic to fall in love.’




  ‘Tell me that when you have children to feed and the larder is empty. I think I’d marry the first man who asked me, as long as he was sensible and reasonably comfortable. Bearing him

  children would be a small price to pay for a life of comfort.’




  ‘They would be your children as well, so I daresay you would love them.’




  Amanda smiled at Claire’s words. The thought of giving birth to children attracted her even less than the embarrassing method used to place one inside a woman’s womb – if the

  medical books in the library were to be believed.




  ‘Well, if I can’t love them, you shall love them in my stead, dearest Claire, for you’re a sweeter, more loving person than I’ll ever be.’




  Taking a couple of eggs and a hunk of bread from her pocket, Amanda handed her sister’s portion over. ‘Here, Claire, the hen laid two eggs this morning. Jimmia boiled them for us,

  and she kept us some bread from the day before yesterday.’




  The bread was stale and hard to swallow even with the addition of cress, so it stuck in their throats. But they cupped their hands and scooped water up from the stream to wash it down.




  Although the water journeyed across the heath, it tasted sweet. It was the still pools you had to beware of, for they were fed by a stew of decomposing vegetation and animals.




  ‘Shall we see if we can catch a fish for Pa’s dinner?’ Claire said. ‘He won’t feel so badly towards us then.’




  ‘Pa’s old enough to catch his own damned fish! If we catch one we’ll eat it between us and he can starve for a change. He can go and scrape oysters off the rocks with his teeth

  as far as I’m concerned.’




  Claire giggled. ‘Stop looking such a crosspatch, Amanda. Pa said you’re turning into a shrew and if you ever caught a husband he’d probably have to beat the temper out of you

  before he could bed you.’




  Shocked, Amanda gasped. ‘You’re thirteen years old. He shouldn’t say such things to you.’




  ‘Oh, he didn’t. He said it to Mr Archer and that awful son of his, the one who stares at you all the time.’




  ‘William?’




  Claire nodded. ‘William sniggered and said that if he married you he’d make you mind him. Pa frowned then, and looked at William as though he was the lowest of the low. He told him

  that you were his daughter, and he loved you, and if William even looked at you the wrong way before there was a ring on your finger, he’d tie him to his horse by a long rope and drag him all

  over the heath.’




  ‘Pa said that?’ Amanda couldn’t help but grin.




  Claire giggled. ‘William went all red then, and I laughed. So then Pa told me I had bigger ears than a mule and sent me packing. He gave me a shilling not to tell you what he’d

  said.’




  ‘Is that all you heard?’




  ‘No, I listened at the keyhole. Mr Archer got on his high horse. He said Pa owed him a great deal of money, and the only way he was prepared to settle the debt was to take you as a

  daughter-in-law, since William needed a wife to bed to settle him down, and he’d set his mind on you.’




  Amanda glowered at her sister. ‘Has he, indeed?’




  ‘Oh, you needn’t worry, Manda. Pa said he wasn’t prepared to part with you yet, and to come back in a couple of years when you’d be eighteen, and a woman grown. In the

  meantime, Mr Archer could continue to accommodate him, since he had expectations.’




  ‘Hah! I wouldn’t marry William Archer, even if I was dying of starvation.’




  ‘Make up your mind. A moment ago you said you’d marry anyone who was sensible and comfortably off.’




  ‘With the exception of the slimy William Archer.’ Amanda relaxed. Despite her maturity, two years seemed a long time to her fifteen-year-old mind. The money interested her more.

  ‘Where’s the shilling? We can walk to Wareham and buy some flour with it.’




  Claire looked crestfallen. ‘Pa took it back from me before he went out. He said he needed it. He seemed pleased with himself when he came home, I think he won something at cards last

  night.’




  Amanda scrambled to her feet, saying abruptly, ‘I wish you’d told me earlier. He’ll be asleep again by now. Perhaps I can find something in his pockets if I’m

  quick.’




  ‘What if he catches you?’




  But Claire’s question fell on deaf ears. Amanda had gone, her skirts flying as she raced down towards the path. Claire followed more slowly, stopping to admire the butterflies rising into

  the air on gaudy wings as she brushed against the heather.




  She was reluctant to go home. Although she loved and admired her sister, she didn’t possess a surplus of courage herself and dreaded the row that would erupt if Amanda was caught

  red-handed. Their pa might even take the strap to her sister again.




  But as she neared the house she quickened her step. In the distance she’d spied a lone man on horseback going towards Hollow House and she wanted to get there first, to warn Amanda.




  Amanda answered the door herself, opening the little square window to inform the stranger firmly, ‘My father’s unable to see you. He’s indisposed.’




  A pair of astute blue eyes came up to hers. ‘Where I come from it’s customary to allow a visitor to announce his name and state his business before he’s turned away.’




  ‘Announce it and state it, then.’




  ‘I’m Lange Grantham, solicitor. I’m here to see Thomas Lapsly.’ He held a card up to the window, a white square with the company name embossed in gold. Henry Grantham

  & Lange Grantham. Solicitors. Dorchester. ‘Perhaps you’d be kind enough to present this to him.’




  She handed it back. ‘There’s no need. I have instructions from Papa. He won’t see solicitors, constables, debt collectors, bailiffs or preaching parsons. So that’s

  that.’ She shut the window on the beginnings of his smile.




  He said softly against the panel. ‘Are you quite sure he won’t want to know about his inheritance?’




  She opened the window again and stared at him, wondering if he was lying to gain admittance.




  Lange Grantham was a handsome young man, smartly turned out in his curled-brim hat, high collar and knotted cravat. His horse fretted and danced at the gate, tossing its head and flicking its

  tail, which shone like a fall of black silk in the sun.




  ‘What inheritance?’




  ‘That, young lady, is for me to discuss with your father.’




  Her fist closed around the shillings in her pocket. She’d taken just a couple, so her father wouldn’t notice they were missing. If this man were lying her pa would soon see him off,

  she thought. She shot the bolts back, allowing the stranger inside. ‘I’ll fetch him, but it might take some time. He’s asleep. Claire, perhaps you’d keep Mr Grantham

  company.’




  Claire stepped forward as Amanda walked away. ‘Would you care to wait in the drawing room, Mr Grantham? I can offer you some refreshment . . . a glass of water after your long ride,

  perhaps.’




  ‘A glass of water would be most welcome, thank you.’




  Thank goodness Claire had suggested water, since they had no tea, unless Jimmia had hidden some away. Amanda was thankful she’d cleaned up the drawing room the day before, so there were no

  empty bottles littering the place. But she should have thought of taking the solicitor there and offering him refreshment herself, rather than leave him standing in the hall. By not doing so, her

  lack of manners was all the more noticeable.




  But then, good manners and the need to survive didn’t always go hand in hand, she thought wryly.




  Her father grunted irritably when she shook him awake. Before he could roar at her, she raised her voice and said firmly, ‘A solicitor has come from Dorchester to see you. He says he has

  news of an inheritance.’ She handed him the card.




  ‘You don’t have to shout, Manda, I’m not deaf.’ Her father rasped a hand over the peppery whiskers on his chin as he squinted at the square of cardboard through one

  eye.




  ‘Dorchester, eh? My great-aunt Henrietta must have died, bless her little black soul. She’s the last of our relatives, a pious women inclined towards charitable works rather than

  aiding her own kin.’




  He seemed to have forgotten his earlier woes, for he smiled. ‘Fetch me a bowl of hot water, would you? I’ll clean myself up before I see him. And see if you can find me a clean

  waistcoat, I spilled wine on the one on the chair.’




  There came the sound of Claire playing the piano as Amanda scurried around to her father’s instructions. Not very well, because the instrument needed tuning, and her sister hadn’t

  had any tuition for two years. Claire practised now and again, which was more than Amanda did. She didn’t see the point. Hardly anyone had visited since their mother’s death. Claire was

  doing her best to entertain Mr Grantham while he waited.




  An hour passed before her father was presentable. She had to help shave his whiskers, since his hands were shaking too much for him to safely use the razor. Sober, he looked pale and vulnerable.

  But still his hands had a slight tremor to them and his tongue flicked at his cracked lips.




  ‘My mouth feels dry.’




  She brought him a glass of water. ‘Drink this, Papa. It will help.’




  He drained it, then shuddered and gave a wry smile. His dark eyes looked into hers for a moment, then shame came into them and they slid away as he muttered, ‘God, what have I been doing

  to myself? My daughters deserve someone better than me for a father.’




  Amanda couldn’t quite hide the tears that appeared in her eyes. ‘Hush, Pa . . . don’t say such things.’




  He hugged her for a moment, something he hadn’t done for a long time. She relished the small demonstration of paternal closeness. ‘This could be the making of us, my love. If I

  inherit enough to pay off our debts and have a tidy little sum left in the bank, I swear, the future will be different for us all. You and Claire shall have everything your hearts desire.

  I’ll change, I promise. I’ll make you proud of me. Go and change your gown and join us in the study.’




  ‘This is the only gown I have.’




  ‘Then take one of your mother’s gowns. There’s a pale blue one with puffed sleeves and little blue cornflowers all over it. Caroline only wore it once before she . . .’

  He nodded to himself, then offered her a tiny smile. ‘Yes, have that one, it should suit you; then you won’t have to steal one, like you did last time. Did you think I wouldn’t

  notice? You only had to ask me, you know.’




  ‘Oh, Pa,’ she said, love for him welling up in her, for when he was like this she felt as though the loving father of her childhood was back with her. ‘I’ll ask Jimmia if

  she can find some tea for our guest. She tends to hide things away for a rainy day.’




  ‘Tell her the sun is about to shine for us again.’




  A little while later, Amanda, slightly self-conscious in her new gown, poured tea for their guest, using the best bone china. Claire was chattering, telling Lange Grantham about the otters on

  the heath.




  He listened, smiling politely at the appropriate moments, but Amanda was acutely aware that his eyes were on her. She tried to keep her own gaze lowered, but it was drawn up to his. His

  expression was frankly admiring. When she blushed at the attention, he gave her a wide smile. ‘You look warm, Miss Lapsly.’




  ‘It’s a warm day.’ Disconcerted, and ashamed that a glance from a man could make her blush, she rose, saying to Claire, ‘I think it’s about time we left Mr Grantham

  and Papa to discuss their business.’




  Lange Grantham stood as the girls left the room, compelling Thomas to do the same.




  The top of Thomas’s head thumped with the effort as he stood, then thumped harder when he seated himself again, as if the cushion under his arse had sent a bolt of lightning jolting up his

  spine into his head.




  Grantham pulled his satchel on to his lap. ‘You have beautiful daughters, Mr Lapsly.’




  ‘And don’t think I didn’t notice your eyes on Amanda,’ Thomas growled. ‘She’s not used to men and was quite put about. The girl is only fifteen years old, so

  don’t go getting any ideas in your head about her, honourable or otherwise. She has a couple of years of growing to do before I’d even contemplate a match for her, and there’s

  another who has first claim.’




  ‘Of course.’ Looking as though he’d smelled something foul, the solicitor took some papers out of his satchel and unfolded them. ‘It’s my unpleasant duty to advise

  you that your great-aunt, Henrietta Boniface, passed away yesterday.’




  ‘That I’ve already guessed, else you wouldn’t be here. It’s about time, too,’ Thomas growled. ‘She was ninety-five, if she was a day. Let’s get down to

  what you’re here for. How much has the old girl left me?’




  The solicitor’s lips pursed. ‘Enough to pay off your debts, Mr Lapsly. You are to supply me with a list of your creditors, after which a notice will be placed in the paper advising

  those to whom you owe money to apply to me for the debt to be discharged. That includes the mortgage owed on this house.’




  Thomas could hardly fetch a breath into his lungs from the shock of hearing it. ‘The miserable old witch is trying to make me into a laughing stock.’




  ‘Everybody is aware of your circumstances, Mr Lapsly. It’s a generous bequest, one which will leave you completely free of debt.’




  ‘What did she expect us to live on?’




  ‘I imagine she expected you to indulge in some gainful employment. After all, you do have the Holloway gravel and clay pits.’




  ‘There’s no call for gravel and clay at the moment,’ Thomas lied. ‘What about the rest of her estate?’




  ‘Small bequests to her servants. Her house and its contents are bequeathed to the church, which will provide her with a decent burial. She requested that you do not attend her

  funeral.’




  Thomas wouldn’t have dreamed of attending it and was about to say so when the solicitor held up a hand. ‘Some of her cash is to go to Mrs Boniface’s favourite charity. A

  further amount is to be divided between your daughters, sir. It’s a modest sum but should support them until they’re of an age when they can support themselves.’




  Sensing he was being duped, Thomas stared hard at Grantham. ‘Henrietta had more money than she could spend in a dozen lifetimes, and she was bordering on miserly. What happened to

  it?’




  ‘I have reason to believe that your estimation of her wealth is over-inflated. You might not be aware of this, but Mrs Boniface donated generously to charity in her lifetime, especially to

  the cause of helping orphans and abandoned children find homes.’




  Was there an accusation in his words? No, there was no way the solicitor could know of what happened all those years ago. All the same, a sense of shame flushed through Thomas as he recalled

  that he’d fathered a third daughter. The feeling was replaced by anger. The infant had killed her mother – the wife Thomas had adored.




  He turned a sullen glance on the man. ‘Henrietta should’ve put her own family first.’




  The solicitor’s eyes came up to his, as sharp as those of a hawk. ‘Mrs Boniface considered you to be a wastrel, Mr Lapsly. However, she was sorry for your daughters, despite never

  being encouraged to acquaint herself with them after their mother died. She’s done what she can to ensure that their futures are secure. The rest is up to you as their father, of course. At

  least she has entrusted you with that.’




  ‘As she should. Who better to manage their estate than their loving father?’




  The young man’s eyes flickered and he drew in a breath. ‘Mrs Boniface insisted you must sign a legal document wherein you agreed to abandon the gaming tables and the imbibing of

  spirituous liquor. If you don’t agree to her terms, neither you nor your daughters will inherit under her will, and the money will go to charity.’




  Thomas felt set to explode with rage as the blood pounded at his temple. How dare the old termagant dictate to him from the grave? And damn this young whippersnapper! What could a man like him

  know about the direction in which thwarted passion took a man, or the never-ending grief of losing a loved one, when it was obvious he was as cold as ice?




  He could have done with a drink. As he gazed around, trying to locate a decanter, Thomas remembered he was in desperate straits financially, and that his health was suffering as a result. He

  sucked in an agonized breath as the need became strong in him.




  But he’d already promised Amanda he’d reform his ways, and he didn’t want to disappoint her. All the same, a devil of a thought danced. There would be nobody controlling his

  actions so, ultimately, he could do what he damn well pleased. Not that he intended to squander his daughters’ inheritances away, of course, he resolved. And he’d look into reopening

  the clay pits, talk to the other clay miners with a view to joining the cooperative. But first he would have to decide if the pits were worth the effort of working.




  Thomas nodded, feeling in control of himself for the first time in years. ‘You’ve had your say, now I’ll have mine. I’ll sign your cursed documents, then you can take

  yourself out of my house. Don’t bother coming back either, mister, unless you have a damned good reason. I don’t like your attitude, and you’re lucky I didn’t shove your

  teeth down your throat. The next time you speak to me like that, I will. Do you understand?’




  The solicitor gazed at him through bland eyes and raised an elegant eyebrow a fraction. Thomas was aware that the younger man saw through his rumpled suit to the decaying man beneath the cloth,

  for although Grantham’s upper lip hardly moved he could have sworn it curled slightly when he said indifferently, ‘My pardon, sir. I’m merely acting on Mrs Boniface’s

  instructions. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.’ He took a silver hunter from his waistcoat pocket and consulted it. ‘I’ll need that list of creditors before I go, if you

  wouldn’t mind, sir.’




  Thomas went into his study. Just after he started on the list he realized he’d been expertly dismissed from his own drawing room. ‘I hate clever bastards like him,’ he growled,

  the force of his pen stabbing into the paper, leaving an untidy ink blot.




  Reaching under the desk he brought out a bottle of brandy, still sealed. Just one wouldn’t hurt, he told himself. But no, he couldn’t afford to allow the solicitor to smell it on his

  breath. Regretfully, he placed it back in its hiding place. A minute later he took it out again, convinced that a thimbleful to flavour his water wouldn’t harm.




  It had been a difficult interview. Lange had felt sorry for Thomas Lapsly. His hands had been shaking so much he’d had difficulty in writing his own signature.




  He was surprised to find himself waylaid by the older Lapsly girl, who stood in the middle of the track where it curved out of sight of the house.




  Amanda Lapsly was exquisite, her delicate face enhanced by large brown eyes and a mouth that would have been soft and curvy had it not been so taut. She had a neat figure, too. Her chest rose

  and fell as though she’d been running, pushing hard virginal nubs against her bodice.




  He felt himself respond to her in no uncertain manner. A pity she was so young.




  ‘Miss Lapsly,’ he said, bringing his horse to a halt and smiling at her. ‘Is there something you want to say to me?’




  The fear she felt burst out of her then. ‘You won’t do anything to hurt my father, will you? He’d die if we had to leave here.’




  Her distress touched him. Dismounting, he told her softly, ‘That’s not my intention.’




  Tears glistened on her eyelashes and her delectable mouth trembled. Without thinking, Lange leaned forward and kissed her.




  It was obvious that Amanda Lapsly had never been kissed before. She froze to the spot, seemingly shocked at receiving such an intimate caress. There was the slightest hint of a response, then

  suddenly she leaped backwards with a gasp. Startled brown eyes gazed at him for a second or two, then she lashed out and flattened her palm against his cheek. Turning, she was gone, leaping over

  the low scrub and tussocks like a startled hare.




  Lange laughed as he remounted his horse, while the wind blew across the harbour to cool the punished skin on his face. He liked the girl’s spirit. ‘I’ll be back when

  you’re eighteen,’ he shouted after her.




  She turned, her body a defiant curve against the blue summer sky, her skirts blowing against her thighs and her hands planted firmly on her hips.




  ‘You’d better not, else my father will shoot you dead. And if he doesn’t, I will.’




  Lange smiled at the threat.
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  The fine morning held a promise of a hot day, flies buzzed incessantly around the backsides and nostrils of the horses.




  The three men paused at the top of the ridge and turned to look back.




  Major Angus Donaldson was still standing on the veranda of the homestead with his wife and children ranged about him. The tearful goodbyes had already been said, yet eight arms waved in an

  octopus of farewells.




  ‘Your family will miss you,’ Seb said to the younger of his companions.




  Callum Donaldson’s smile was as bright as the sun. At eighteen, he didn’t have a care in the world. His eyes reflected the clear blue of the sky, his skin was tanned to a golden

  sheen and his body nearly full-muscled from the manhood coming fast upon him. Callum was as lithe as a young lion and brimming with energy.




  But then, at the age of twenty-one, so was Seb Cornish. He also had a head start in wisdom, one gained from the self-discipline his employer had demanded of him for the past few of his formative

  years. He’d served his sentence under Angus Donaldson, the former army officer who’d resigned his commission to take up land on this green fertile island off the south coast of

  Australia.




  ‘Here, we rely on each other for survival,’ Donaldson had told the sullen, underfed youth he’d been assigned in Hobart Town seven years previously, when they’d been about

  to camp for the night. ‘If you work well and have some respect for yourself and those around you, you’ll find me a fair master.’




  Seb’s manacles had been removed then. He could have walked away into the dark night around them, but the sight and the smell of several fat slices of bacon beginning to sizzle in a frying

  pan over the campfire had kept him there. Besides, where on the island could he go without being caught, and how would he survive alone in the rugged landscape?




  Afterwards, when he’d mopped the grease from his plate with a thick slice of bread, the major had handed him a tin mug filled with steaming tea.




  ‘Here, wash it down with this, lad. And if you’ve got anything to say about yourself, let’s hear it now before we turn in for the night. You might as well know though, as far

  as I’m concerned a man’s behaviour is his measure. If you do the right thing by myself and my family, I’ll reciprocate in kind.’ He’d held out his hand. ‘Shall

  we shake on it?’




  The privations of the journey had suddenly dropped from Seb’s shoulders as he’d taken it. ‘We shall. Thank you for the meal, sir. It’s the best I’ve eaten for

  weeks.’




  ‘Aye, I daresay it is. But you’ve yet to meet Mrs Donaldson. She makes the tastiest stew and dumplings a man could ever wish to eat. She’ll soon put some fat on those bones of

  yours and I’ll make sure it turns into muscle, for the work will be hard. As well as the farm work I breed horses. Can you read and write?’




  ‘A little, sir. I was still learning though.’




  ‘I’ll make sure you’re educated further so you can lead a productive life.’ Sharp eyes were turned his way. ‘Is that why you stole books?’




  ‘The books were lent to me by the mistress of the house, but she wasn’t alive to speak up in my defence. She was teaching me to read.’




  Donaldson nodded. ‘You can take lessons every morning with my children. They’re tutored by Walter Tebbit, a learned man who also keeps my accounts and helps with the clerical work.

  He was also unjustly treated by the authorities. Between us, we’ll make a decent man of you, I’m sure.’




  For Seb, time passed by quickly. They were years in which he grew into his manhood, and although he was a prisoner the only thing to remind him of it were the calluses left by the manacles.

  He’d formed a strong friendship with the eldest son of the household.




  There was growing unease in the colonies about the transportation of convicts. In Tasmania, Angus Donaldson had successfully applied for conditional pardons for Seb and Walter Tebitt two years

  previously, which meant they had been able to earn a wage as long as they stayed on the island.




  The middle-aged Walter, a slightly built man with the look of a professor about him, had served out a sentence for horse theft after a night spent unwisely at a tavern. Both of them had stayed

  on, working for Angus after completion of their sentences. Walter, so he could save up for his passage back home, with enough left over to keep him until he could find a position. Seb, because he

  liked his life on the station, and because of his friendship with the headstrong Callum.




  Then news of a gold strike in New South Wales had fired the two younger men up, and the pair decided to head for the Sandhurst goldfields to make their fortunes. Walter had joined them because

  he needed companions for his own journey. The horses were a gift from the major and they’d take them aboard ship at Hobart so they had transport when they disembarked at Melbourne.




  It was Callum who turned away from his home first, giving an exuberant yell at the realization that the apron strings had been cut, so that the crows flapped into the air like noisy black rags

  before settling back down again in the greyish green canopies of the eucalyptus.




  The two older men followed. When they cleared the ridge and began to descend into the next quiet valley it seemed as though they were the only humans living in the vast spread of land and sky

  displayed in front of them.




  But they were not alone. Left behind were the dark, brooding spirits of the people who’d been the caretakers of this southern land since the beginning of time – swept away by the

  wide broom of the colonists like dirt from a doorstep. They left no signs for men such as himself to read, but Seb knew they were there. Watching. Silent. He could hear their voices keening in the

  wind, feel their anger and resentment at the inroads the pale strangers made into the heart of their country. He saw their features in the brooding rocks, their handprints in the caves, their

  footprints in the river mud, and he felt their tears in the morning dew.




  Seb treated their land with respect as he passed through it. Not to was to invite a painful death. Seb had been told that sometimes a man could lose himself in a quiet forest and walk in

  maddened circles looking for relief from thirst. He might die within a few yards of finding it. Or he might find a water hole poisoned by the carcass of an animal, so if his frantic need to slake

  his thirst overcame his good sense then he would die in a paroxysm of cramps with his own foul smell polluting his nostrils.




  So when the long and tiring journey was over and they finally reached the gold diggings, Seb’s shock was absolute. The place was a distressed and ruined landscape, a bewildering mess of

  machines and unkempt bearded men, their trousers stained yellow with ochre.




  The stream was so thick with sediment that it had the consistency and colour of custard. Clay was piled in heaps, reminding Seb of the wild Dorset heathland he’d unwillingly left behind.

  He had a sudden, sharp pang of homesickness. Nowhere was man, the spoiler so much in evidence.




  And Seb knew he’d become one of them. He could smell the gold. It sang to him like a siren. He resolved there and then that when he found what he sought he’d take what he needed as a

  reward for the crime he’d unjustly been accused of, then return whence he’d come. He’d call no man master again, especially men such as Thomas Lapsly with whom he had a score to

  settle.




  The two would-be prospectors had underestimated the cost of goods and services in Melbourne Town. Against Walter’s advice they spent unwisely on grog, and found their pockets considerably

  lighter the next morning. They’d brought no provisions with them and were forced to borrow money from Walter to supplement their own, so they could set themselves up. They registered

  adjoining claims as far up the creek as they could get, obtained licences and bought a tent and the necessary tools at outrageous prices.




  They tossed to see who would dig up the first shovelful of gold from the 288 square feet they were licensed to mine. Callum won. He was laughing with his victory as he threw the dirt into the

  pan Seb held.




  Seb had studied how the other miners had gone about the business of gold panning. Now he gave the pan some good shakes from side to side.




  ‘At least you look like an expert,’ Callum said, seemingly impressed.




  Walter laughed. ‘If you ask me you’d make more of a fortune selling tents, tools and utensils.’




  Seb rotated the sediment in a circular motion to get rid of the larger stones and debris. He broke the small lumps of clay with his fingers, reducing it to liquid, repeating the process several

  times, sloughing off the surface and increasing the slope of the pan to get rid of the sand and gravel. He’d been told that gold was heavy and would sink to the bottom of the pan.




  By this stage Walter and Callum were breathing down his neck.




  ‘I’ve decided not to go home without funds,’ Walter murmured. ‘There are many children running around wild in the diggings. I’m of a mind to start a school and

  charge half an ounce of gold a month in advance. Simple maths tells me I’ll have earned enough to return home comfortably within a year.’




  ‘How much is half an ounce of gold worth?’




  ‘Four pounds I believe.’




  Callum smiled widely at him. ‘I wonder how long it takes to dig up half an ounce.’




  ‘You’re about to find out, I believe.’




  They held their breaths when Callum ran his finger through the remaining teaspoonful of sediment. There was one solitary gleam of gold, about half the size of a grain of rice, stuck to the end

  of his finger. The two young men looked at each other and grinned. Careful not to drop it, Callum scraped it off into a tobacco tin before the pair began to dig feverishly.




  Lighting his pipe, Walter took a seat on a fallen log and grinned as he watched them.




  The woman staggered into the camp a couple of months later at sun-up. Exhausted, she collapsed into Seb’s arms. ‘We lost our way and my husband and son are sick

  with fever. Can you help them?’




  Callum held a cup of water to her mouth. ‘Easy ma’am, else you’ll be sick,’ he said, as she went to gulp it down.




  Seb asked her, ‘How long did it take you to get here?’




  ‘I started out yesterday morning and walked along a ridge. I couldn’t find the road and didn’t dare bring the cart.’ She began to cry. ‘I saw your campfire in the

  distance last night, and although I called out until I was hoarse nobody answered. Then the fire died down and I felt so alone. I fell down some rocks in the dark, and waited there until morning.

  My arms and legs are all scratched and scraped.’




  So was her face, Seb thought, and she was covered in insect bites. She was a little older than himself, and plain-featured. Her hair was a medium brown and tangled with thorns. Something about

  her attracted him, though. A pity she was married, he thought.




  ‘I’m Seb Cornish, and my companion is Callum Donaldson.’




  ‘Polly Ewart.’ Her face crumpled again. ‘My poor little Ben. He’s only four years old and will be so frightened. There was a rock nearby that looked like a figure. I told

  him it was an angel who would look after him and his father until I returned. I bedded him down in the dray and told him not to stray.’




  Seb exchanged a glance with Callum, then smiled reassuringly at her. ‘I know where that place is. Callum will look after you while I go and bring them in.’ Helping her to the log

  they used as a seat, he filled a container with water. ‘I’ll be back by morning. Try not to worry. Mrs Ewart.’




  But he was worried himself as he got further away from camp. It was summer, and by the middle of the morning the humidity made it hard to breathe. If the boy had wandered off he wouldn’t

  last the day out, and the risk of death from snake or spider bite was high if a man didn’t have the sense to look out for himself, which a child wouldn’t.




  The snicker of a horse first drew his attention to the camp. A makeshift tent made of a sheet tied to a shrub provided shade for a still figure lying under it. It was covered in buzzing flies. A

  quick examination showed the man to be dead, but Seb hadn’t expected to find anything different. Of the boy there was no sign.




  ‘Ben,’ Seb called out. ‘Your ma has sent me to fetch you back to her.’




  There was no answer, but a furtive movement in the back of the cart caught his attention and he saw two wide eyes peeping at him from the shadows of a couple of sacks. ‘You needn’t

  be afeared, lad. I’ve brought you something to drink.’




  A tear-streaked, dirty face emerged to peer cautiously over the side of the cart at him. ‘I shouted loud, but Pa won’t wake up.’




  ‘I know, lad. Your ma came to me for help. She told me where you were, and about the angel on the rock looking after you. I’m going to take you to her. Your pa is dead. He

  won’t ever wake up again. Do you understand what I’m saying?’




  Ben nodded. ‘My dog went to sleep. Pa buried him in a hole and said a prayer.’
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