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H
alifax, Yorkshire

Septem
ber 1876

Isabelle stood
 d

ry-eyed
 at her sister’s grave. M

orning rain trickled
d

ow
n her collar and

 sent icy shivers across her skin. A
blanket of

d
irty-grey cloud

s lay low
 as though pressing her m

isery d
eeper

onto her should
ers. T

he m
uffled

 bustle of H
alifax cam

e from
behind

, rem
ind

ing them
 that life continued

 no m
atter w

hat.
For a fleeting m

om
ent, Isabelle panicked

. A
lone. She and

 H
ughie

w
ere all alone. T

he w
orld

 sud
d

enly seem
ed

 too large, too frighten-
ing w

ithout Sally’s calm
 presence. Sally w

as the soothing voice to
Isabelle’s flights of fancy. H

er m
ad

cap schem
es and

 grand
 plans for

leaving H
alifax alw

ays m
ad

e Sally sm
ile tend

erly and
 nod

, but her
eld

er sister knew
, in her sw

eet and
 quiet w

ay, that their lives w
ere

alread
y m

apped
 out for them

. Isabelle G
ibson could

n’t change that.
B

ut d
ream

s for a better life kept the w
orkhouse inm

ates alive, Sally
had

 know
n that and

 w
ould

n’t d
ispel Isabelle’s im

aginings, for it
w

as all they had
.

A
cold

 hand
 inched

 into her ow
n and

 Isabelle looked
 at her

brother H
ughie w

ith his cropped
 d

ark hair and
 the sad

 grey eyes of
their m

other.
‘Poor Sally,’ he said

 w
ith a sniff, using his sleeve to w

ipe aw
ay

the m
oisture from

 his nose. ‘A
t least she’s w

ith m
other now

 and
grand

father. T
hey w

ill w
atch over us together.’

Isabelle could
n’t speak. H

er em
otions at her sister’s d

eath only
surfaced

 as anger. A
nger at losing yet another m

em
ber of her

fam
ily. Sally, like their d

elicate m
other, had

 been too gentle, too
good

 for this harsh life. A
fter their grand

father’s d
eath there had
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‘She’ll put you into service.’ H
ughie nod

d
ed

 like a w
ise old

 m
an.

‘O
h no, she w

on’t.’ Isabelle slow
ed

 her pace. ‘I’ll not sw
ap one

form
 of servitud

e for another unless it’s to m
y benefit. I prom

ised
M

other.’ She pressed
 her tem

ples and
 squeezed

 her eyes shut to
concentrate. T

he sound
 of m

ovem
ent further along m

ad
e her glance

up. N
eville Peacock w

as leering at her from
 a d

oorw
ay. R

evulsion
m

ad
e Isabelle shiver far m

ore than the cold
 d

id
.

Peacock sauntered
 tow

ard
s them

, hand
s in his trouser pockets.

‘So, your d
ear Sally is six foot und

er now
?’

Isabelle clenched
 her fists, fighting the urge to scratch his eyes

out. ‘O
ne good

 thing is that she’s out of your clutches! A
s soon w

ill
I be!’ she retorted

.
H

is evil laughter echoed
 around

 the shad
ow

ed
 hallw

ay. ‘A
nd

here I w
as thinking you enjoyed

 m
y ad

vances.’
Isabelle straightened

 and
 fixed

 him
 w

ith a look of contem
pt. A

tuft of beard
 grew

 from
 his chin and

 that, w
ith his long sallow

 face,
rem

ind
ed

 her of a lean, d
angerous w

olf, alw
ays on the prow

l. ‘I
w

ould
 rather sw

im
 in the m

id
d

en than let you touch m
e.’

H
is face tightened

. ‘You enjoy m
y attention.’

‘I put up w
ith it before to keep you aw

ay from
 m

y sister!’
H

is nostrils flared
 and

 a flush crept up his neck. H
e stared

 at her
breasts before d

ragging his gaze up to her face. ‘I w
ill have you,

M
iss G

ibson, and
 you w

ill take pleasure in it.’
‘L

eave m
y sister alone!’ H

ughie stepped
 up besid

e her.
Peacock raised

 his fist, but Isabelle thrust herself betw
een them

.
‘D

on’t you d
are touch him

.’
H

e m
oved

 back and
 low

ered
 his hand

, chuckling. ‘I’ll not w
aste

m
y tim

e. H
e’s but a m

innow
 in a very large river.’

Isabelle tossed
 her head

 and
 narrow

ed
 her eyes. ‘A

nd
 you are

nothing but a slim
y eel.’

M
rs Toom

bs, a patron of the w
orkhouse, scurried

 by at the end
of the corrid

or, but halted
 on seeing Isabelle. ‘W

hy, d
ear, I just heard

the new
s. Poor Sally. You m

ust feel w
retched

? M
rs Peacock alread

y
m

isses Sally’s quiet presence, I’m
 sure.’ She ruffled

 H
ughie’s d

am
p

hair. ‘N
ever m

ind
, at least Sally has gone to a better place now

.’
N

eville Peacock slunk aw
ay into the shad

ow
s and

 d
isappeared

from
 sight.

Isabelle sighed
 and

 pushed
 his nauseating im

age from
 her m

ind
.

She sm
iled

 at the plum
p, eld

erly w
om

an. ‘T
hank you, M

rs Toom
bs.
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been no one to look after them
, no one to save them

 from
 entering

the private w
orkhouse. For her m

other, a proud
 w

om
an, this situa-

tion w
as hum

iliating and
 ultim

ately killed
 her.

A
stooped

 old
 m

an stepped
 forw

ard
. ‘E

r, I need
 ter fill it in, lass.

So, yer’d
 best be head

ing off now
.’

W
renched

 from
 her thoughts, she looked

 at the graved
igger as

though she had
 never seen one before, then nod

d
ed

 once and
turned

 aw
ay. G

rabbing H
ughie’s hand

 tighter, she d
ragged

 him
behind

 her as she tw
isted

 this w
ay and

 that around
 the num

erous
grave m

arkers.
T

hey crossed
 the lane and

 entered
 the back gate of the w

ork-
house ground

s, w
hich w

as barren of all colour. N
o trees or plants

softened
 the sharp lines or grey d

rabness of the stone build
ings. T

he
only greenery w

as the row
s of late sum

m
er vegetables. T

he rest of
the yard

 d
id

n’t even have the luxury of cobbles but w
as sim

ply d
irt

– d
usty in the d

ry w
eather and

 thick m
ud

 in the rain.
‘W

hat’ll w
e d

o now
, B

elle?’
A

fter stepping through the d
oorw

ay into the sid
e entrance of the

m
ain build

ing, Isabelle stopped
, took off her flat w

oollen hat and
shook the rain from

 it. ‘W
e aren’t staying here any longer, that I d

o
know

.’
‘W

here’ll w
e go then?’

‘I d
on’t know

.’
‘M

aybe our father w
ill com

e and
 get us?’

‘D
on’t talk d

aft.’ She frow
ned

. ‘H
e’s been gone eight years and

 I
d

oubt he’ll be back now
. W

hy d
o you alw

ays think of him
? You

hard
ly rem

em
ber him

!’
H

ughie shrugged
 and

 looked
 d

ow
n at his boots.

She slapped
 her hat against her leg, annoyed

, as alw
ays, that

H
ughie continued

 to hold
 the im

age of their father as som
e hero

w
ho w

ould
 com

e and
 sw

eep them
 aw

ay to a w
ond

erful life of
riches and

 pleasures. Sighing, she paced
 the narrow

, d
im

 hallw
ay,

hard
ly aw

are of the m
ultitud

e of noises penetrating from
 other

room
s above her head

.
‘W

e need
 to be able to look after ourselves and

 not be split up.
N

ow
 Sally has gone, M

atron m
ight d

o it. Yesterd
ay, the d

ragon
m

entioned
 send

ing you d
ow

n the pit. A
nd

 m
e,’ she snorted

 in
d

isgust and
 fear, ‘w

ell, I can only im
agine w

here she’d
 like to send

m
e.’
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and
 m

arched
 along a w

id
er hallw

ay w
ith num

erous d
oors on both

sid
es. A

t the end
 of the hall, she turned

 right and
 paused

 in front of
a black painted

 d
oor, w

hich bore a brass plaque w
ith the w

ord
s: M

R
S

PE
A

C
O

C
K, M

A
T

R
O

N
.

Isabelle autom
atically tid

ied
 her hair, know

ing M
atron’s fastid

i-
ous nature in all things. Sm

oothing her skirt, she prayed
 silently

that the w
om

an w
ould

n’t m
ake her angry, w

hich w
as often the case

w
henever their paths crossed

. Isabelle stiffened
 her spine and

raised
 her hand

 to knock. I am
 a vicar’s granddaughter, not som

e scum
off the street. W

ith this in m
ind

 she rapped
 sharply on the d

oor.
W

ithin second
s it opened

 and
 M

r B
eale, the m

atron’s right-hand
m

an, glared
 at her from

 behind
 thick, steel-rim

m
ed

 lenses. ‘H
ow

d
are you knock on this d

oor!’
‘E

xcuse m
e, M

r B
eale, but I w

ish to speak to M
atron.’

‘W
hy you insolent—

’
‘I shall not w

aste her tim
e, I prom

ise you.’ Isabelle pushed
 open

the d
oor and

 stepped
 insid

e, m
aking the little m

an stum
ble back,

gaping at her.
M

rs Peacock, a large w
om

an alw
ays d

ressed
 in black, flung

d
ow

n her pen and
 glared

. ‘W
hat is the m

eaning of this?’
‘I ask for your forgiveness, M

atron, but I have urgent need
s that

I m
ust d

iscuss w
ith you.’

‘U
rgent need

s?’ M
atron snorted

, full of loathing. ‘D
on’t talk

nonsense, leave m
e at once.’

‘I w
ish to prepare for m

y future.’
M

atron laughed
 a shrill noise that grated

 on Isabelle’s ears. ‘Your
future? You have no future now

 Sally has gone! She w
as the one

w
orthy thing you had

 and
 it is your fault she d

ied
.’

Isabelle frow
ned

. ‘Sally d
ied

 from
 pneum

onia.’
‘Yes, and

 how
 d

id
 she catch it?’ M

atron stood
 and

 placed
 her

hand
s flat on the d

esk. ‘She chased
 after you into the rain. You and

your im
pertinent w

ays led
 her to her d

eath. If you had
n’t run off

that d
ay, she w

ould
 still be here!’

‘A
nd

 w
hy d

id
 I run?’ E

m
otion boiled

 insid
e Isabelle’s chest at the

m
atron’s unjust accusation. ‘I ran because your filthy son w

anted
 to

lift m
y skirts and

 you d
id

n’t care.’ She tossed
 her head

. ‘A
s if I

w
ould

 w
illingly let him

 touch m
e!’

M
atron w

ent w
hite around

 the lips. ‘T
hat is a lie. M

y son w
ould

-
n’t sully his hand

s w
ith you. I w

ould
 never allow

 it.’
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Yes, Sally w
ill be greatly m

issed
.’

‘Ind
eed

. So, w
hat w

ill you d
o now

?’
‘I thought I m

ight m
arry, M

rs Toom
bs, should

 I find
 som

eone
w

illing to take both m
yself and

 H
ughie.’

‘E
xcellent id

ea, m
y d

ear. E
veryone should

 be m
arried

 and
 for a

young bright girl like you it w
ould

 be the perfect solution.’
Isabelle nod

d
ed

. ‘T
hat w

as m
y thoughts exactly, M

rs Toom
bs.’

T
he old

er w
om

an ad
justed

 the basket hooked
 over her arm

. H
er

navy blue taffeta skirts rustled
 w

ith every m
ovem

ent. ‘W
ell, I m

ust
be going. M

y husband
 w

ill not w
ait m

uch longer for m
e, but he is

generous in allow
ing m

e to bring m
y sm

all d
onations to M

rs
Peacock’s establishm

ent.’
A

grim
 sm

ile lifted
 Isabelle’s lips. ‘You are very kind

, M
rs

Toom
bs.’

A
s the patron hurried

 back along the corrid
or, Isabelle chew

ed
her bottom

 lip in thought.
‘She’s nice,’ H

ughie said
, breaking into her thoughts.

‘Yes, and
 you know

 w
hy?’

‘N
o.’

‘B
ecause she is m

arried
. A

respectable m
arried

 w
om

an gains the
high opinion from

 the com
m

unity. O
nce you are m

arried
 you are

free, only answ
erable to your husband

, and
 if you can bend

 him
 to

suit your need
s, w

ell, there is no lim
it in w

hat you can d
o.’ She

nod
d

ed
. ‘B

eing m
arried

 is the best thing a w
om

an can d
o. You just

have to m
ake sure you m

arry the right person and
 not a d

rifter like
our father!’

H
ughie shuffled

 on the spot, his expression bored
.

‘I need
 to speak w

ith M
atron.’ She squeezed

 his hand
 and

 let go.
‘G

o back to your chores. W
e’ll m

eet after the noon bell behind
 the

gard
en shed

 in the w
est corner.’

‘C
an’t w

e go into the glasshouse? It’s w
arm

er in there.’
‘N

o. T
here’s alw

ays people about.’
O

nce H
ughie had

 left her, Isabelle straightened
 her should

ers,
placed

 her hat back on at a slight angle and
 took a d

eep breath.
M

arriage. T
he w

ord
 burned

 in her soul. If she could
 m

arry she
could

 keep H
ughie w

ith her and
 they’d

 be free from
 the w

ork-
house, aw

ay from
 M

atron’s d
em

and
ing rule and

 aw
ay from

 the
slim

e, N
eville Peacock.

L
ifting her brow

n skirt, she ran d
ow

n the corrid
or, turned

 left

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

10



‘I w
on’t be a scullery m

aid
 and

 you have no say in w
hat I d

o.’
M

atron took three large strid
es and

 stood
 just inches from

 her.
She reeked

 of onion. ‘I can put you out on the street, m
y girl, you

and
 your brother, so think on that!’

‘I w
ill notbe a servant, spend

ing m
y d

ays on m
y knees scrubbing

floors.’
A

stinging slap on the face stunned
 Isabelle. Pain bit d

eep.
M

atron’s thin lips d
rew

 back in a snarl. ‘T
hat is all you are good

for!’Isabelle refused
 to crad

le her flam
e-hot cheek in front of them

.
She raised

 her chin. ‘I am
 a vicar’s grand

d
aughter. I can read

 and
w

rite. I w
ant to be m

arried
 and

 be respectable.’
‘M

arried
?’ M

atron laughed
 loud

ly. ‘You’d
 be lucky to w

ed
 a

herm
it.’

A
nger raced

 through Isabelle’s veins like fire through d
ry grass.

She ached
 to tell the old

 d
ragon exactly w

hat she thought of her but
she knew

 it w
ould

 not help her and
 H

ughie. Taking a d
eep breath,

she arranged
 her expression to be d

ocile and
 tried

 to act as her
m

other w
ould

. ‘M
atron, I am

 thankful for your offer, but I consid
er

being m
arried

 as the best alternative for both m
e and

 H
ughie.’

M
r B

eale stepped
 forw

ard
 and

 M
atron scow

led
 at him

. ‘E
xcuse

m
e, M

atron, but I d
o think I have an answ

er to your problem
,’ he

said
 and

 turned
 to Isabelle. ‘C

ould
 you please w

ait outsid
e w

hile I
talk w

ith M
atron?’

Isabelle left the room
 and

 paced
 the corrid

or. She buried
 her

anger and
 took a d

eep breath. T
here w

as no point in losing her
tem

per, 
it 

never 
got 

her 
anyw

here 
except 

into 
m

ore 
trouble.

M
arriage w

as all she hoped
 for and

 she m
ustn’t lose sight of her

d
ream

s. If she becam
e a servant living in a big house she w

ould
 lose

H
u

ghie. 
Servitu

d
e 

w
ou

ld
n’t 

give 
her 

the 
freed

om
 

or 
the

respectability of a m
arried

 w
om

an. She stam
ped

 her foot in frustra-
tion. ‘W

hy w
asn’t I born pretty like Sally and

 m
other?’ H

er m
utter-

ings echoed
 loud

ly in the em
pty corrid

or. She w
ent to a sm

all
w

ind
ow

 overlooking the law
ns and

 peered
 at her reflection: boring,

curly brow
n hair and

 boring light blue eyes. She w
as too tall for a

girl and
 her boyish figure irritated

 her. W
hy could

n’t she have soft
round

 curves and
 gold

en hair? T
hen m

en w
ould

 be falling over
them

selves to offer proposals.
T

he d
oor opened

 behind
 her and

 she turned
 to face M

atron and
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Isabelle grunted
. ‘Yes, I suppose you speak the truth there. You

d
id

n’t w
ant him

 touching m
e. You w

anted
 him

 to him
 beget a child

on Sally. Isn’t that right!’
‘H

ow
 d

are you.’
‘Sally had

 the qualities of m
y m

other. She w
as refined

, d
elicate

and
 pure.’ Isabelle’s lips curled

 in d
isgust. ‘Som

ething the Peacocks
and

 this establishm
ent d

o not have.’
M

atron thum
ped

 the table. ‘G
et out!’

Isabelle closed
 her eyes. I’ve done it again. E

very tim
e she w

as in
front of the m

atron they end
ed

 up in conflict. It had
 been the one

thing she and
 Sally fought about; her lack of patience and

 quick
tem

per.
She opened

 her eyes and
 let out a long breath. ‘I d

id
 not com

e
here to argue, M

atron. I d
id

 w
ish to d

iscuss w
ith you m

y future
plans.’

‘A
s I said

 you have no future.’ M
atron seethed

 betw
een clenched

teeth.
‘I believe d

ifferently.’
‘B

elieve w
hat you like, G

ibson, but I know
 the truth of it.’ M

atron
w

alked
 to the w

ind
ow

 that overlooked
 the grass area at the front of

the w
orkhouse before the high stone w

all blocked
 the rest of the

view
. ‘You are not your sister. You d

o not have her qualities. D
o you

think you can com
pare w

ith her or take her place in m
y affections?’

‘N
o

..‘
‘N

o, you cannot.’ She glanced
 over her should

er at Isabelle. ‘You
are past eighteen years of age. It is high tim

e you left here and
began w

orking. M
ost girls your age have been w

orking for m
any

years. Your m
other spoilt you all, believing you w

ere to be better
than you are. She, like you, had

 id
eas above her station.’

Isabelle clenched
 her fist in her skirts. ‘M

y m
other w

as a vicar’s
d

aughter, ed
ucated

 and
 trained

 as a lad
y’s com

panion.’
M

atron d
ism

issed
 her w

ord
s w

ith a w
ave. ‘I gave it som

e
thought as Sally lay d

ying and
 I found

 a position for you as a
scullery m

aid
 in L

od
ge H

ouse on the outskirts of H
alifax.’

‘I w
ill not go into service.’

M
atron’s m

outh thinned
 to a m

ere slit in her face. ‘For too long
you have benefited

 from
 m

y benevolence tow
ard

s your sister, w
ho

put her talents to good
 use and

 helped
 M

r B
eale w

ith the account
books. H

ow
ever, all that has changed

 now
.’
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fu
rther u

p
 the valley!

M
atron tapped

 her foot. ‘W
ell?’

Isabelle bit her bottom
 lip. ‘Is there any other person you know

w
ho m

ight w
ant a w

ife? M
aybe I should

 place an ad
vertisem

ent in
the new

spaper?’
M

atron held
 up her hand

. ‘L
et us speak w

ith M
r B

eale’s cousin
and

 see w
hat w

e m
ake of that first, yes? A

farm
er’s w

ife is a d
esir-

able position.’
Isabelle rem

em
bered

 Sally’s w
ord

s. Take little steps, B
elle, little

steps.
Sud

d
enly, she nod

d
ed

. ‘T
hank you, M

atron and
 you, M

r
B

eale.’
She left them

 and
 w

alked
 back along the corrid

or d
eep in

thought. A
farm

. T
he air w

ould
 be fresh and

 clean, not full of sm
oke

like H
alifax. It m

ight be just w
hat they need

ed
. H

ughie w
as good

w
ith plants; he often w

orked
 in the w

orkhouse gard
ens. H

e w
ould

grow
 into a fine m

an living in the clean air and
 eating fresh food

.
R

eaching the hallw
ay lead

ing to the kitchens, Isabelle paused
 and

nibbled
 at her fingertips. H

er thoughts ran w
ild

, w
arm

ing to the
id

ea. She could
 be a farm

er ‘s w
ife, she w

as certain of that. She could
keep chickens and

 bake bread
 like her grand

father’s old
 cook

taught her. She straightened
 her should

ers at the thought. Yes, that
w

ould
 d

o nicely.
A

bruptly, a hand
 clam

ped
 over her m

outh. Isabelle jerked
 in

terror. G
rabbed

 around
 the w

aist, she w
as w

renched
 off her feet

and
 carried

 into the nearest room
 – the linen room

. She fought
against the restraint, kicking w

id
ely, but her skirts m

uted
 any

im
pact she m

ad
e. In a sw

ift m
ovem

ent, her attacker banged
 her up

against the w
all of shelves hold

ing sheets, tow
els and

 pillow
cases.

Fad
ed

 light filtered
 in through a high d

irty w
ind

ow
 and

 it w
as

enough for her to see the excited
 eyes of N

eville Peacock. She
thrashed

 her head
 but he pushed

 it hard
 against the w

ood
en shelf.

‘K
eep still, m

y lass.’
H

is grip over her m
outh m

ad
e it im

possible to shout out and
 she

d
ragged

 in quick shallow
 breaths through her nose.

‘You’ll like it, I prom
ise.’ H

is knee ed
ged

 her legs apart, but he
soon realized

 that to lift her skirts he w
ould

 have to free one hand
.

H
e took his hand

 aw
ay from

 her m
outh and

 next his tongue
bom

bard
ed

 her lips, ed
ging its w

ay past her teeth.
B

ile rose in Isabelle’s throat. She w
renched

 her face aw
ay, but his
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M
r B

eale. A
glint of som

ething she could
n’t nam

e shone in M
atron’s

sm
all, bead

y eyes. ‘M
r B

eale know
s of a bachelor, a second

 cousin
of his, w

ho tenants a farm
 near H

eptonstall.’
Isabelle frow

ned
. ‘H

eptonstall?’
‘W

est of here—
’

‘Yes, I’ve heard
 of it.’

‘So you should
 have. Sally told

 m
e your fam

ily are d
istant rela-

tions of the G
ibson’s of G

reenw
ood

 L
ee.’

‘M
y father’s people claim

 som
e connection, I believe.’ Isabelle

d
ism

issed
 all thought of her father instantly. A

knack she learnt
soon after he left.

‘To be a farm
er’s w

ife is nothing to scorn, you know
.’

Isabelle sw
allow

ed
. ‘B

ut, I w
as thinking m

ore of a m
an w

ith a
sm

all business. I could
 help in his shop m

aybe. Surely there m
ust

be som
eone w

ho need
s a w

ife and
 lives here in H

alifax? I’ve never
lived

 anyw
here else.’

M
atron’s eyes narrow

ed
. ‘D

o you w
ant to be m

arried
 or not?’

Isabelle nod
d

ed
. ‘O

f course, but a farm
er? I know

 nothing of
farm

ing.’
‘W

ork is w
ork. You’ll soon learn.’

‘V
ery w

ell, I shall w
rite to him

. O
r m

aybe visit?’
M

r B
eale stepped

 forw
ard

. ‘E
r, no, that’s not necessary. I w

ill
w

rite to him
 and

 have him
 com

e to H
alifax.’

‘H
e is a good

 m
an? A

nd
 he w

ill take on H
ughie too?’

M
atron looked

 at M
r B

eale and
, at his nod

, sm
iled

. ‘Yes, H
ughie

should
n’t be a problem

. H
e can w

ork on the farm
 too.’

‘A
farm

.’ 
Isabelle 

m
u

lled
 

the 
w

ord
s 

arou
nd

 
in 

her 
m

ind
.

G
rad

ually her im
agination cam

e alive and
 sparked

 her interest. A
farm

 w
ith field

s of baby anim
als, w

ild
 flow

ers; living in the coun-
try aw

ay from
 the fum

es of the city, aw
ay from

 the traffic and
 noise.

‘H
e is a m

oorland
 farm

er,’ explained
 M

r B
eale.

H
er m

ind
 w

hirled
. To m

ove aw
ay or to stay in tow

n? To m
arry

a farm
er or a m

an w
ith a bu

siness? She had
 seen ad

vertisem
ents

for w
ives in the p

ap
er, esp

ecially m
en ventu

ring to a new
 cou

ntry.
M

aybe she cou
ld

 take an enorm
ou

s gam
ble and

 m
arry som

eone
em

igrating to C
anad

a, A
m

erica or A
u

stralia? B
u

t w
ou

ld
 they take

the exp
ense of H

u
ghie? She p

u
t her hand

 to her head
, her m

ind
sp

inning. H
ere she w

as contem
p

lating the other sid
e of the w

orld
w

hen 
she 

cou
ld

n’t 
even 

com
p

rehend
 

living 
ju

st 
m

iles 
aw

ay
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C
H

A
PT

E
R

 T
W

O

T
he cold

 w
ind

 outsid
e tried

 to w
heed

le its w
ay into the corrid

ors of
the w

orkhouse as Isabelle rushed
 to the m

atron’s office to m
eet

w
ith her intend

ed
 husband

. For a split second
 she baulked

 at the
prospect, but know

ing her d
esire to leave rested

 on this m
eeting,

she quelled
 her nerves and

 hurried
 on. T

he d
raughts w

histled
around

 her ankles and
 a quick glance out of the sm

all w
ind

ow
s she

p
assed

 
show

ed
 

another 
grey 

gloom
y 

d
ay 

herald
ing 

w
inter.

Sum
m

er had
 only just finished

 yet she m
issed

 it alread
y. T

he
thought 

of 
spend

ing 
another 

w
inter 

insid
e 

these 
frigid

 
w

alls
spiralled

 her into a m
ood

 of gloom
.

She knew
 she should

 be thankful she lived
 in a private w

ork-
house and

 not a parish one, but still the cond
itions w

ere prim
itive

and
 the future bleak unless she took som

e chances. L
iving this w

ay
had

 taken her m
other and

 sister. T
heir gentleness left them

 as they
becam

e unable to cope once outsid
e the safety of the vicarage. Still,

her m
other alw

ays said
 that she, Isabelle, w

as the strongest in the
fam

ily. T
he id

ealist. T
he one to w

eather the harsh d
em

and
s of a

w
orld

 d
evoid

 of com
passion. She w

ould
 show

 them
 all that her

m
other w

as right. H
er fam

ily m
ight have fallen low

er than the low
but that d

id
n’t m

ean she w
ould

n’t d
o all in her pow

er to claw
 them

back to their rightful place.
W

ithin a w
eek of speaking of her d

esire to be m
arried

, to have a
hom

e of her ow
n, M

r B
eale had

 arranged
 it for his cousin to visit. It

had
 been a w

eek of hid
ing from

 N
eville. A

fter the incid
ent in the

linen room
, he had

 given her a few
 d

ays reprieve before hound
ing

her unm
ercifully. H

e hid
 in corners and

 loom
ed

 out of shad
ow

s. H
e

w
atched

 from
 w

ind
ow

s and
 sent her peculiar notes. She becam

e

17

lips follow
ed

, leaving w
et kisses across her cheek. She gagged

. C
old

air touched
 her thighs as he raised

 her skirts high over her stock-
ings. Furious at the invasion, she grow

led
 and

 bit his tongue so
hard

 blood
 spurted

 into her m
outh.

H
e how

led
 in pain and

 backhand
ed

 her in the face. ‘You bitch!’
Stars burst before her eyes like firew

orks on G
uy Faw

kes night.
T

he confined
 room

 spun round
 her. D

azed
, she gripped

 a shelf to
stead

y herself. Tears blurred
 her vision as she spat and

 coughed
.

N
eville leant against the opposite w

all, one hand
 over his m

outh,
his eyes closed

. B
lood

 trickled
 betw

een his fingers and
 ran d

ow
n

his chin to d
rip on his w

hite shirt. Isabelle heaved
 and

 d
ashed

 for
the d

oor. W
hipping it open, she glanced

 back at him
 before hurry-

ing out.
M

atron w
as in the corrid

or and
 stopped

 m
id

-strid
e, startled

 by
Isabelle’s flight. H

er gaze narrow
ed

 as she sw
ept it from

 Isabelle to
the linen room

 d
oor.

W
ord

lessly, Isabelle shook her head
 and

 d
arted

 aw
ay. H

er heart
pound

ed
, threatening to explod

e in her chest. T
he echoes of her

running footsteps bouncing off the w
alls sound

ed
 loud

 in her ears.
She had

 to leave this place!
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‘A
ye.’ H

e glanced
 at M

r B
eale and

 then at M
atron.

A
s if taking her cue, M

atron bustled
 forw

ard
. ‘M

iss G
ibson is a

hard
 w

orker ind
eed

, M
r Farrell. You’ll not go w

rong in having her
for a w

ife.’
Isabelle frow

ned
 in surprise at M

atron’s sunny nature. She’d
never had

 a good
 w

ord
 to say about her before. Turning her atten-

tion back to M
r Farrell she focused

 on his answ
er.

‘B
eing a farm

er’s w
ife is no easy life.’ H

e peered
 at her as though

sizing up her w
orth. ‘Yer sure yer up to it?’

‘O
f course!’ She straightened

, alarm
ed

 that he’d
 think her w

eak.
She’d

 have no one say she could
n’t pull her w

eight. She w
asn’t

frightened
 of hard

 w
ork. ‘I’m

 healthy and
 strong.’

H
e nod

d
ed

. ‘Yer’ll need
 to be.’

She raised
 her chin. ‘H

ard
 w

ork d
oesn’t d

eter m
e, M

r Farrell.’
‘Yer’d

 be no use to m
e if it d

id
,’ H

e snorted
. ‘T

here’ll be m
any

chores that are yours alone. T
he farm

’s been w
ithout a w

om
an since

m
e m

am
 d

ied
 som

e years back. I haven’t tim
e to d

o everything
now

.’
‘O

f course. You can d
epend

 on m
e. I prom

ise you.’
‘R

ight. G
ood

.’
‘M

r 
B

eale 
tells 

m
e 

you
r 

farm
 

is 
on 

the 
m

oors 
beyond

H
eptonstall.’
‘A

ye.’
‘W

hen I w
as sm

all I rem
em

ber m
y father taking m

e onto the
m

oors near Sow
erby. W

e w
alked

 forever that d
ay. It w

as like being
on top of the w

orld
 and

—
’ Isabelle stopped

, em
barrassed

 at the
other’s silence.

Farrell shifted
 uneasily, a flush staining his cheeks. ‘W

ell, I d
on’t

know
 about that, but it’s not bad

 in’t sum
m

er. W
inter can be a

blood
y nuisance.’

‘Ind
eed

, M
r Farrell!’ M

atron eyed
 him

 severely for his language.
‘I’m

 certain Isabelle w
ill enjoy all the d

elights a m
oorland

 farm
 can

offer.’
‘R

ight, yes.’ Farrell fid
d

led
 w

ith the hat in his hand
s.

‘W
ell, w

hat d
o you think, Isabelle?’ M

atron beam
ed

. ‘D
oesn’t it

all sound
 rom

antic?’
R

om
antic?

Isabelle stared
 at her. W

ho w
as this new

 w
om

an? She
m

uch preferred
 the old

 m
atron, at least then she knew

 w
hat to

expect. M
atron’s extraord

inary behaviour confused
 her alread

y
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d
istressed

 w
hen he struck up an interest in H

ughie, w
hich includ

ed
giving him

 little presents.
Tw

o nights ago, she had
 gone to bed

 and
 found

 a d
ead

 kitten
und

er the blankets. Frightened
 and

 not sure w
hat to d

o, she had
stayed

 up all night w
ith only her um

brella as protection. From
 then

on, Isabelle lived
 in fear of N

eville. She caught scraps of sleep
d

uring the d
ay w

hen she could
, know

ing that each night w
ould

 see
her m

aintaining her vigil over her bed
room

 d
oor and

 w
ind

ow
.

A
nd

 this m
orning, a note w

as pushed
 und

er the d
oor. N

eville
had

 w
ritten exactly w

hat he w
as going to d

o w
ith her w

hen he
caught her and

 that she w
ould

 never m
arry anyone but him

.
T

hankfully, after breakfast, M
atron had

 sent him
 off to visit fam

ily
in L

eed
s and

 for this Isabelle had
 sent a prayer of thanks heaven-

w
ard

.

T
he office d

oor opened
 before she could

 lift her hand
 to knock and

M
r B

eale ushered
 her in. ‘You’re late.’

‘I’m
 sorry.’ She puffed

. ‘I w
as helping in the kitchens.’

M
atron, all congeniality, beckoned

 w
ith a tight sm

ile. ‘C
om

e in,
girl, and

 present yourself to M
r Farrell.’

Isabelle stepped
 further into the room

 and
 looked

 at the m
an

w
ho m

ight becom
e her husband

. H
er heart ham

m
ered

 against her
ribs as she took in his rud

d
y com

plexion, sharp blue eyes and
 black

hair. She knew
 him

 to be thirty-eight, but he looked
 ten years old

er.
O

nce, he w
ould

 have been a good
 looking m

an, pow
erfully built.

O
nly now

, his m
uscle had

 run to heaviness, but she felt he w
ould

still be strong – the w
id

th of his arm
s strained

 his coat sleeves and
his neck w

as as thick as a bull’s.
‘M

iss G
ibson.’ H

e held
 out his w

id
e hand

, looking uncom
fort-

able in his suit too sm
all for him

, but his shy sm
ile calm

ed
 her a

little.
‘G

ood
 d

ay, M
r Farrell.’ She barely touched

 his fingers before she
w

ithd
rew

 her hand
 to hid

e it behind
 her back. ‘T

hank you for
com

ing to see m
e.’

‘I heard
 yer w

ere in the need
 for a husband

.’ H
is unblinking stare

w
asn’t unsym

pathetic.
‘Yes. I am

. I need
 a hom

e for m
y brother and

 m
e.’ She sm

iled
,

trying d
esperately to still her anxiety. ‘You ... you require a w

ife to
help you run your farm

?’
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noons, and
 the C

hristm
as festivities he enjoyed

 so m
uch. H

e had
taken them

 in w
hen A

aron G
ibson, her father, aband

oned
 them

.
L

ife had
 been good

 at the vicarage until a sud
d

en seizure took their
d

arling grand
father from

 them
. W

ith no hom
e or incom

e of their
ow

n they had
 no option but to take the charity of Peacock’s Private

W
orkhouse.
In good

 faith, her m
other gave M

atron all her jew
ellery to help

tow
ard

s their keep. B
ut once their m

other d
ied

, the M
atron’s true

nature em
erged

 and
 her false benevolence turned

 to cold
ness. Since

then, only Sally’s sw
eet nature kept up the pretence of civility.

‘D
oes M

r Farrell have fam
ily?’ asked

 H
ughie.

Isabelle frow
ned

. ‘N
ot sure. H

e m
entioned

 his m
other d

ied
 a few

years ago. T
hat’s all I know

. I im
agine he has w

orkers. A
farm

 need
s

m
en to run it.’ She paused

 and
 gazed

 at the eld
erly m

en toiling in
the vegetable gard

ens. B
y the far w

all tw
o w

om
en, old

 before their
tim

e, sat on stools knitting or sew
ing surround

ed
 by num

erous chil-
d

ren. E
verything and

 everyone w
as colourless, d

reary, d
esperate

and
 sad

. T
his w

asn’t her fate, to be left existing behind
 a high, stone

w
all, shut aw

ay from
 the w

orld
. O

f that she w
as certain. She hated

each m
om

ent she spent here.
‘W

ill you m
arry him

 then?’
She looked

 at H
ughie and

 reached
 for his hand

. ‘I think I m
ight.

I haven’t d
ecid

ed
. I w

anted
 to speak to you about it first.’

‘H
ave there been any other m

en you’d
 m

ight w
ant to m

arry
instead

?’
‘N

o. N
one. I guess I could

 ask M
r T

hw
aite, the grocer in N

elson
Street. H

e alw
ays sm

iled
 at m

e w
henever Sally and

 I used
 to pass

by. H
e’s w

id
ow

ed
.’

‘A
nd

 old
, too.’ H

ughie laughed
. ‘H

is d
aughter w

as as old
 as

M
other.’
Isabelle sighed

, too anxious to share in the jest. Som
ething had

 to
be d

one. A
chance m

ust be taken. She w
ould

n’t be trapped
 here

w
ith the years stretching out before her in a never-end

ing d
rud

ge of
w

ork and
 N

eville’s attention. H
er youth w

ould
 be gone, stolen by

M
atron’s harsh d

em
and

s and
 N

eville’s m
alicious attacks.

H
ughie peeked

 up from
 und

er his lashes. ‘M
atron said

 I’m
 to go

d
ow

n the pit.’
‘You aren’t! I prom

ised
 M

other.’ Isabelle pressed
 her fingers to

her throbbing tem
ples. T

he pressure built w
ithin and

 she could
n’t

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

21

jum
bled

 thoughts, but before she could
 speak, Farrell strod

e to the
chair near the d

oor and
 picked

 up a sm
all posy of w

ild
flow

ers. H
e

thrust them
 at Isabelle w

ithout m
eeting her eyes.

‘T
here aren’t m

any flow
ers left now

. T
hese w

ere all I could
 find

about the place.’
She took the squashed

 bunch of flow
ers. T

he unexpected
 gesture

astonished
 her. If he could

 bring her flow
ers then he could

n’t be
that bad

, surely? ‘T
hank you. D

o they grow
 near your hom

e?’
‘A

ye. N
ear the stream

.’ H
is tone becam

e d
istant and

, scow
ling,

he looked
 aw

ay as if d
isappointed

 by som
ething.

Isabelle sniffed
 their fad

ed
 fragrance and

 w
as filled

 w
ith the

sense of outd
oors. She longed

 to be up on the m
oors, to experience

the vastness of them
 w

here there w
ere no w

alls to keep her in or to
hid

e the w
orld

 from
 her view

. She felt she could
n’t breathe here any

m
ore.

L
ater that afternoon, Isabelle and

 H
ughie, sat hud

d
ling in their thin

coats in a seclud
ed

 corner of the yard
 playing card

s. T
hey put up

w
ith the cold

 because it w
as better than the other option – staying

insid
e and

 being at M
atron’s beck and

 call.
‘So, this M

r Farrell seem
s nice?’ H

ughie asked
, shuffling the

card
s.

‘Yes, he seem
ed

 to be.’ Isabelle shrugged
, not really know

ing one
w

ay or the other. ‘H
e d

id
n’t stay long otherw

ise I w
ould

 have sent
for you to m

eet him
, too.’

‘W
ill he like m

e, d
o you think?’

‘O
f course he w

ill.’ She w
inked

. ‘W
hy w

ould
 he not?’

‘It m
ight to good

 to live on a farm
 and

 care for anim
als.’

She snorted
. ‘A

nyw
here is better than here.’

‘I know
. M

atron slapped
 m

e around
 the ear this m

orning for
eating too fast, but I’m

 alw
ays hungry.’

‘Just think of w
hat they m

ust eat at the farm
. Fresh eggs, m

ilk,
ham

s and
 cheese.’

H
ughie groaned

 and
 rubbed

 his stom
ach. ‘R

em
em

ber how
 at

grand
father’s w

e used
 to have tw

o eggs every m
orning after

prayers? W
e’re lucky to get one egg a w

eek!’
W

arm
 m

em
ories flow

ed
 as Isabelle rem

em
bered

 the pleasant
tim

es of living w
ith their grand

father; his gentle voice read
ing to

them
 at night in front of the fire, the long w

alks on Saturd
ay after-
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Isabelle’s stom
ach lurched

 as w
ild

ly as the cart d
id

 every tim
e its

w
heels rolled

 into a rut. She hid
 her shaking hand

s by fold
ing them

tightly in her lap. H
er new

 husband
, L

en Farrell, slapped
 the reins

hard
 on the poor, skinny beast pulling them

. Isabelle took a trem
-

bling breath. Spirit fum
es em

anated
 from

 L
en as though he had

bathed
 in gin. H

is coat, although not new
, looked

 d
ecent that m

orn-
ing w

hen she first saw
 him

 in church, but now
 d

ark telltale signs of
spilt food

 and
 d

rink m
ottled

 it. She had
 vague m

em
ories of the

cerem
ony and

 the sm
all tea party afterw

ard
s. T

heir conversation,
albeit som

ew
hat stilted

 and
 und

er the w
atchful gaze of M

atron and
M

r B
eale, rem

ained
 on safe ground

 w
ith him

 telling her about the
m

oors and
 w

ild
life near his farm

.
She allow

ed
 her gaze to shift up to his face and

 she bit her lip in
alarm

. T
his m

an w
as her husband

. H
ow

 had
 it happened

 so
quickly? Four w

eeks after burying Sally she had
 m

arried
 a stranger.

D
espite her apprehension and

 fear of w
hat she had

 just com
m

itted
to, she could

n’t but help to feel relieved
 at escaping the Peacock’s

W
orkhouse. T

he last four w
eeks had

 been nothing but torture.
N

eville continued
 to torm

ent and
 harass her at every opportunity

until she felt too ill to care anym
ore. A

ll that kept her going w
as the

thought that soon she w
ould

 be m
arried

 and
 aw

ay from
 him

.
N

eville 
hated

 
the 

thou
ght 

of 
her 

m
arrying 

anyone 
bu

t 
him

.
H

ow
ever, it w

as his violence that d
rove her into the hasty m

arriage
w

ith Farrell. If he’d
 left her alone, she could

 have taken her tim
e,

been m
ore selective. She sighed

 and
 thought: O

h w
ell, w

hat’s done is
done.

T
he cartw

heel fell into a hole, jerking Isabelle back to the present.
She forced

 herself to relax. Yes, she had
 m

arried
 a stranger, but w

hat

23

control it, could
n’t escape it. Too m

any d
ecisions. Too m

any uncer-
tainties. B

ut w
hat choices d

id
 she have? W

hat should
 she d

o?
‘C

an’t w
e just run aw

ay? N
ow

 Sally has gone, w
e can d

o it. Just
you and

 m
e. I’m

 old
 enough, nearly thirteen!’

Isabelle shook her head
 slow

ly, sad
ly. ‘I can’t risk it. If som

ething
w

as to happen to you, I’d
 never forgive m

yself. A
nd

 if som
ething

happened
 to m

e, you’d
 be alone.’

‘A
nything is better than rotting in here.’

‘D
ying by the sid

e of the road
 isn’t.’

H
e nod

d
ed

, but M
ild

red
, another w

orkhouse inm
ate, caught

their attention as she ran tow
ard

s them
: ‘Isabelle! T

his just arrived
for you.’ She held

 out a brow
n box.

‘For m
e?’ Surprised

, Isabelle stood
 and

 took the box from
 her.

‘L
et m

e know
 w

hat’s in it later. I m
ust get back. M

atron is d
oing

her 
inspections.’ 

M
ild

red
 

ran 
off 

tow
ard

s 
the 

kitchens 
before

Isabelle could
 thank her.

Intrigued
, H

ughie jum
ped

 up to stand
 besid

e her. ‘W
hat is it,

B
elle?’

‘It m
ust be from

 M
r Farrell. H

ow
 lovely.’ O

pening the box,
Isabelle pulled

 back the brow
n paper insid

e and
 gasped

. Several
w

ithered
 pink roses d

ipped
 in black ink lay at the bottom

 of the
box.H

ughie stepped
 back in d

isgust. ‘E
w

w
, that’s aw

ful! If that
Farrell sent you this as a gift I’d

 not m
arry him

, B
elle.’

Isabelle sw
allow

ed
 and

 found
 it d

ifficult to speak. H
ow

 could
anyone send

 such a thing to her? A
card

 lay und
erneath one rose

but she d
id

n’t pick it up. Forcing a sm
ile, she turned

 to H
ughie. ‘It

m
ust be som

eone’s joke. T
hey aren’t from

 M
r Farrell. It’s nothing to

w
orry about. W

hy d
on’t you go in and

 see if you can charm
 a cup

of tea from
 C

ook, w
hile I throw

 this aw
ay.’

O
nce 

H
ughie 

had
 

left, 
she 

carefully 
tugged

 
the 

card
 

from
beneath the d

isfigured
 flow

ers and
 read

 it: ‘You w
ill never m

arry
anyone but m

e. N
.’

She d
ropped

 the box in horror. Spilt like a bottle of ink, the flow
-

ers tum
bled

 out at her feet.
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him
 in rebuke. H

e clearly w
asn’t used

 to being in a w
om

an’s
com

pany, but she could
 teach him

.
Sighing, she lifted

 her chin and
 d

ecid
ed

 to learn m
ore about this

husband
 of hers. ‘So, M

r Farrell, have you alw
ays lived

 at your
farm

? I m
ean, has your fam

ily alw
ays been there?’

‘A
ye.’

‘D
o you have m

any relatives living nearby?’
‘N

o.’
T

his new
s sad

d
ened

 her. She had
 been looking forw

ard
 to the

com
pany 

of 
fem

ale 
fam

ily 
m

em
bers. 

Since 
losing 

her 
d

arling
m

other and
 sister, she had

 m
issed

 the closeness they shared
. It

w
ould

 have been nice to share recipes and
 gossip.

H
ughie leant forw

ard
 to ad

d
ress his new

 brother-in-law
. ‘H

ow
m

any anim
als d

o you have, M
r Farrell?’

‘T
he both of yer can stop calling m

e M
r Farrell. M

e nam
e’s L

en
or just Farrell.’ H

e took another sw
ig from

 his flask.
H

ughie grinned
 at Isabelle, excited

 to be on an ad
venture. ‘W

ell,
L

en, how
 m

any have you got?’
‘E

nough to keep yer busy.’
‘W

hat kind
?’

‘Sheep.’
T

he one-w
ord

 answ
ers soon quelled

 H
ughie’s interest, and

 he
leant back in his seat in a huff.

Isabelle tried
 to ignore the uneasiness that plagued

 her. She had
asked

 to be m
arried

. T
his w

as w
hat she w

anted
, so she’d

 better
m

ake the best of it. T
here w

as m
uch she had

 to learn, H
ughie too.

T
here’d

 be ad
justm

ents on both sid
es. Farrell had

 never been
m

arried
 before, so sharing his house w

ith strangers w
as bound

 to
m

ake him
 tetchy. A

ll w
ould

 be w
ell though, she believed

. T
hey’d

have a hom
e, food

 and
 each other to care for. She w

as to be m
istress

of a house and
 farm

. She’d
 have respect. Sud

d
enly a thought

entered
 her head

. D
id

 she have servants? Turning to L
en she tried

to keep the eagerness out of her voice. ‘A
re there servants at your

farm
?’

H
e stared

 at her for a half a m
inute, then laughed

 so hard
 it m

ad
e

him
 cough. A

fter he finished
 spluttering he gave her a quick look.

‘W
hat d

o yer think I am
? G

entry?’
‘W

ell no, not gentry.’ She frow
ned

, not liking his rid
icule. ‘So

there is no one?’ T
H
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had
 been the alternative? L

iving on the streets w
ould

 have been
m

uch w
orse and

 she had
 to think of H

ughie’s future too. She raised
her chin and

 concentrated
 on her surround

ings. T
hey’d

 left H
alifax

im
m

ed
iately after the w

ed
d

ing tea and
 d

riven straight to H
ebd

en
B

rid
ge, w

here L
en stopped

 to purchase good
s, w

hich, for som
e

reason, he grum
bled

 about. N
ow

, they d
rove up the steep, w

ind
ing

H
eptonstall road

 and
 her new

 husband
 had

 barely spoken to them
.

She could
n’t blam

e him
 really. O

bviously, the situation w
asn’t easy

for him
 either. She expected

 that m
en w

ere equally nervous as
w

om
en w

hen they m
arried

.
C

raning to look past H
ughie, Isabelle m

arvelled
 at the m

agnifi-
cent scenery of the valley below

. T
he grey stone terrace houses of

H
ebd

en B
rid

ge hugged
 the slopes as though they had

 been hew
n

from
 the valley sid

es. T
he silver ribbon of the R

iver C
ald

er coiled
through the tow

n like a lazy snake. B
esid

e it, caught in glim
pses

betw
een trees and

 build
ings, lay the R

ochd
ale C

anal.
Fam

iliar nam
es in a new

 and
 unfam

iliar life.
T

he m
uted

 noise of the sm
all village of H

eptonstall greeted
 them

like a soft caress on the w
ind

. T
he narrow

, quiet streets reflected
 the

lateness of the d
ay; m

any w
ould

 be insid
e enjoying their tea.

Isabelle took eager interest in the old
 church and

 W
eaver’s Square,

and
 counted

 seven public houses, but all too soon they left the stone
thoroughfare of Tow

ngate and
 head

ed
 northw

est on Sm
ithw

ell
L

ane and
 out of the village. She w

ould
 have to investigate the

village properly at a later d
ate.

Isabelle stifled
 a yaw

n; she had
 been aw

ake since before d
aw

n.
T

he d
ay’s toll flagged

 her strength. She still could
n’t believe she

w
as now

 m
arried

. O
pening her eyes w

id
e to keep alert, she

surveyed
 the countrysid

e as it opened
 up on both sid

es of the road
.

T
he higher they rose, the cooler the w

eather becam
e and

 the bleaker
their environm

ent. T
his w

as m
oor country. T

he crisp autum
n air

aw
oke her senses. H

er gaze lingered
 on the hues of the heather

covered
 m

oor. H
ow

 beautiful it is, she thought. M
aybe being m

arried
and

 living in the country w
ould

 be an enjoyable experience.
L

en slapped
 the reins against the horse’s rum

p and
 grunted

.
O

ne-hand
ed

 he pulled
 out a sm

all hipflask and
 unscrew

ed
 the top.

H
e m

ad
e gurgling sound

s as the liquid
 w

ent d
ow

n his throat, as
though he could

n’t take it in fast enough. Isabelle shivered
. D

rink
w

as new
 to her. H

is loud
 belch m

ad
e her jum

p, and
 she looked

 at
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barely enough for m
e to live on. I had

 to sell half m
y flock. B

astard
.’

H
e spat again. ‘H

e’ll get w
hat’s com

ing to him
 one d

ay and
 I hope

to G
od

 I play a part in it.’
Isabelle 

sw
allow

ed
 

back 
her 

com
m

ent 
on 

spitting 
and

 
any

further questions as an angry red
 stain flushed

 L
en’s neck and

cheeks. A
feud

. T
hat w

as the last thing she expected
. H

er husband
hated

 his land
lord

.
T

he 
large 

chestnut 
trees 

encircling 
the 

farm
 

loom
ed

 
closer.

W
ithout their sum

m
er leaves they exposed

 the features of the farm
.

She spied
 the brick farm

house and
 a few

 outer build
ings, before a

tall 
haw

thorn 
hed

ge 
blocked

 
their 

view
. 

D
u

cks 
and

 
geese

squaw
ked

 and
 honked

 as L
en d

rove the horse and
 cart through the

rotten tim
bered

 gates that lay d
runkenly against the hed

ge. A
d

eep
pothole in the d

rive caused
 the cart to nearly throw

 them
 out.

Isabelle and
 H

ughie w
ere shoved

 against each other. L
en sw

ore and
reined

 in the horse, threw
 the reins onto the seat and

 clim
bed

 d
ow

n.
Straightening up, Isabelle ad

justed
 her hat, then stopped

 and
stared

. D
isbelief shattered

 her excitem
ent. Stench from

 an unseen
source m

ad
e her cover her nose. T

he filth of the yard
 am

azed
 her.

T
hick m

ud
 from

 previous rain lay inches d
eep and

 coated
 brick-

w
ork w

here it had
 splashed

 up. T
he w

hole yard
 seem

ed
 to be of

one colour, a d
irty d

ark grey. A
ge d

iscoloured
 the farm

house and
only und

er the eaves d
id

 the true pale grey brick reveal itself. D
oors

hung off the outer build
ings and

 m
issing slates left gaps in the roofs

like a toothless m
outh. Sm

aller farm
 build

ings had
 peeling paint-

w
ork around

 glassless w
ind

ow
s. O

ozing straw
, piled

 high, filled
one corner of the yard

 and
, in another corner, lay a broken w

agon
upon w

hich sat a few
 scraw

ny hens. A
cat hissed

 from
 a fence post

before d
isappearing into the w

ild
 scrubland

 behind
 the house.

A
lm

ost afraid
 to, Isabelle turned

 her attention to the house and
shud

d
ered

. T
he sam

e d
ecay and

 neglect of the yard
 attached

 itself
to the house. T

hick grim
e covered

 the attic’s w
ind

ow
 m

atching the
d

irt and
 cobw

ebs on the d
ow

nstairs m
ullioned

 w
ind

ow
s. D

espite
the ravages of d

isregard
 aw

ard
ed

 to the house, its structure hinted
at a long ago d

ignity. W
eed

-infested
 gard

ens hugged
 the w

alls and
an overgrow

n clim
bing rose w

as so m
onstrous in size and

 so heavy
that it had

 peeled
 back from

 the house w
all and

 hung in a cascad
e

of thorny tangles.
‘A

re yer getting d
ow

n or w
hat?’ L

en shouted
, taking the bags out
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‘O
f course there ain’t. I ain’t m

ed
d

 of m
oney.’

‘Is your farm
 not very big then?’

‘It’s big enough for yer need
s, m

ad
am

. N
ow

 stop w
ith the ques-

tions, m
e head

’s fair thum
ping.’

She looked
 at H

ughie and
 m

anaged
 a tight sm

ile. Such an im
por-

tant d
ay, not to m

ention a very long one, m
ad

e them
 all tired

.
T

he journey passed
 by in silence until L

en cleared
 his throat and

shifted
 in his seat. H

e turned
 the horse into D

raper’s L
ane and

 they
head

ed
 north. T

he land
scape sloped

 d
ow

nhill gently. H
e pointed

 to
a d

epression in the land
 on his right that broke the pattern of und

u-
lating m

oors. ‘See that over there? T
hat’s m

e farm
. M

ead
ow

 Farm
it’s called

. Further on this lane goes d
ow

n to H
ebd

en W
ater.’

Isabelle gazed
 at the cluster of farm

 build
ings hid

d
en am

ongst a
clum

p of trees a m
ile or so aw

ay. M
ead

ow
 Farm

 w
as situated

 on a
flat plateau insid

e the d
epression. T

hough they w
ere high up, hills

in the w
est rose again even higher. D

ow
n to their left, the land

 fell
aw

ay at a gentle angle tow
ard

s another valley som
e m

iles off. Sheep
d

otted
 the land

scape.
‘M

ead
ow

 Farm
. W

hat a lovely nam
e.’ Isabelle nud

ged
 H

ughie,
w

here he rested
 against her sid

e, d
ozing. ‘L

ook H
ughie, over to the

right, that is M
ead

ow
 Farm

, our new
 hom

e.’
B

eing high in the cart seat, she could
 see over the stone w

alls and
haw

thorn hed
ges that grew

 in num
ber the closer they got to the

farm
. T

he m
oor gave w

ay to patches of farm
land

 as m
en w

rested
the land

 from
 nature. E

xcited
, Isabelle scanned

 the surround
ing

field
s. Som

e lay fallow
, others w

ere neatly ploughed
. A

s they d
rove

d
ow

n the slope, the natural ind
entation of the land

scape offered
them

 som
e protection from

 the w
ind

. N
earing the farm

, the road
w

id
ened

. A
cart full of m

ilk cans rattled
 tow

ard
s them

.
Isabelle sm

iled
 at the passing d

river. ‘Is there another farm
 close

by, L
en?’

‘A
ye.’ H

e pointed
 further along the road

. ‘T
his lane lead

s to L
ee

W
ood

 R
oad

 and
 to B

racken H
all w

here the bastard
 land

lord
 lives.

H
e ow

ns all the field
s w

e just passed
 and

 plenty m
ore besid

es.’
She peered

 over her should
er at the w

ell-tend
ed

 field
s. ‘I thought

they w
ere yours.’

‘N
ope. T

he bastard
 from

 B
racken H

all took ’em
 off m

e w
hen I

w
ent to sign up for a new

 lease.’ L
en spat over the sid

e of the cart.
‘H

e left m
e w

ith just ten acres. N
ot enough to m

ake m
oney w

ith,
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T
heir first glim

pse of this part of the yard
 d

id
 not raise their

hopes – it w
as in the sam

e terrible state as the front and
 sid

e yard
s,

w
ith the only d

ifference being the open field
s beyond

 softening the
view

 som
ew

hat. A
stone path partially covered

 by w
eed

s led
 to one

of the tw
o back d

oors through w
hich there m

ust have been a
kitchen gard

en once. A
clum

p of nettles guard
ed

 the other d
oor, so

she assum
ed

 the black painted
 d

oor in front of her w
as the m

ain
one used

 by L
en.

She gripped
 the hand

le and
 turned

 it. Surprisingly, it opened
easily and

 she sagged
 w

ith relief. H
ow

ever, her heart plum
m

eted
 as

she stood
 on the step facing a d

im
 and

 grubby kitchen. It reeked
 of

d
am

pness. A
large table littered

 w
ith all sorts of tins, jars, stale food

,
ale bottles and

 utensils occupied
 the m

id
d

le of the room
.

Isabelle d
um

ped
 her bag on the d

usty stone-flagged
 floor and

stepped
 to the range along the far w

all. C
old

 seeped
 into her bones.

She grim
aced

 at the m
ound

 of ashes in the grate. Sighing, she
turned

 and
 view

ed
 the large d

resser. It held
 little of any interest.

W
alking around

 the table, she w
ent to the w

ind
ow

 and
, using her

elbow
, scrubbed

 aw
ay a circle of grim

e to let in m
ore light. It d

id
nothing to im

prove the room
.

‘L
et us look in here.’ She ind

icated
 the room

 behind
 H

ughie and
he turned

 and
 follow

ed
 her into the scullery. In here w

as the copper
pot for w

ashing, the lard
er and

 a d
oor lead

ing d
ow

n into the black
cellar. T

he other back d
oor led

 into this room
 from

 outsid
e.

In the kitchen once m
ore, Isabelle hesitated

. She looked
 through

the d
oorw

ay into the d
ark, narrow

 hall. Q
uietness shroud

ed
 the

house like a d
ense fog. She felt like an intrud

er. B
iting her lip, she

inched
 d

ow
n the hallw

ay and
 opened

 the d
oor to the front room

.
A

fter peering into its bleak cold
ness, Isabelle quickly closed

 the
d

oor. She w
ould

 have a proper look later.
‘W

e aren’t going up there, are w
e?’ H

ughie pointed
 upstairs.

Isabelle took his hand
, fighting off her ow

n trepid
ation. ‘It’s

w
here w

e are to sleep. So, I suppose w
e should

.’ She led
 him

 up the
narrow

, uncarpeted
 staircase to the sm

all land
ing above. Tw

o d
oors

led
 

off 
the 

land
ing. 

E
ach 

d
oor 

opened
 

into 
a 

bed
room

. 
O

ne
bed

room
 w

as em
pty, the other held

 a d
ouble bed

, a w
ashstand

 and
a chest of d

raw
ers. N

othing in the room
 ind

icated
 that it w

as L
en’s

room
. T

here w
ere no personal touches, but Isabelle guessed

 he slept
there because it held

 the only bed
.
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of the back of the cart.
H

ughie jum
ped

 d
ow

n and
 land

ed
 in a m

ud
 pud

d
le. Squelching

w
ith each m

ovem
ent, he turned

 and
 helped

 Isabelle d
ow

n. She
refused

 to m
eet his eyes.

L
en thrust their bags at them

 and
 then collected

 the boxes of
provisions. H

e placed
 the boxes on the ground

 in the m
ud

. ‘G
o

aw
ay insid

e, I’ve got things to d
o in H

epstonstall. I’ll be back
tom

orrow
.’

‘Tom
orrow

?’ Isabelle gaped
 at him

.
‘T

hat’s w
hat I said

.’ H
e pulled

 him
self up into the cart and

 then
looked

 at H
ughie. ‘See to the anim

als. Yer’ve got to earn yer keep or
yer out!’

‘W
ait!’ Isabelle struggled

 to gather the skirts of her best and
 only

d
ress w

ith one hand
 and

 hugged
 her bag to her w

ith the other. ‘C
an

your business not w
ait until later? W

e’ve only just arrived
...’

L
en leant d

ow
n as far as he could

 and
 sneered

 in her face. ‘D
on’t

be thinking yer can tell m
e w

hat to d
o just because I gave yer m

e
nam

e. I’m
 m

e ow
n m

an and
 I’ll d

o as I please. G
ot it?’ H

e straight-
ened

 up and
 w

hipped
 the horse forw

ard
.

Isabelle and
 H

ughie w
atched

 him
 turn the horse and

 cart around
in the confines of the yard

 and
 then trund

le back out through the
gates.

‘O
h, B

elle,’ H
ughie w

hispered
, looking at her w

ith w
id

e fright-
ened

 eyes.
She had

 to be strong. She m
ustn’t let him

 see her w
eaken w

ith
fear. Taking a d

eep breath, she straightened
 her should

ers and
tossed

 her head
. ‘C

om
e, H

ughie. L
et us look insid

e our new
 hom

e.’
H

e baulked
. ‘You m

ean w
e are staying?’

‘O
f course w

e are staying.’
H

e d
id

n’t m
ove w

hen she stepped
 tow

ard
s the house. ‘B

ut B
elle,

look at this place.’
C

oncentrating on tread
ing around

 lum
ps of m

anure and
 the

w
orst of the m

ud
, she d

id
n’t look back at him

. ‘Yes, it is not w
hat

w
e expected

, but w
e’ll just have to m

ake d
o for now

. M
y husband

obviously need
s m

ore help.’
H

ughie m
uttered

 und
er his breath and

 trud
ged

 after her. T
hey

found
 the front d

oor locked
 and

 she experienced
 a m

om
ent of

panic, envisaging being locked
 out all night. She then d

ecid
ed

 to
check the back of the house.
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w
anted

 m
e out.’

‘M
rs Peacock’s establishm

ent w
asn’t so bad

 w
as it?’

‘For m
e, yes it w

as. N
eville m

ad
e things d

ifficult. B
esid

es, you
know

 how
 m

uch the M
atron and

 I argued
.’

‘T
hat w

as because you w
ere alw

ays telling her w
hat she need

ed
to d

o to m
ake the place run better.’

‘W
ell, som

eone had
 to!’

‘M
other alw

ays said
 you w

ere too
...’ he searched

 for the right
w

ord
, ‘opinionated

.’
‘I tried

 not to be.’ Isabelle shrugged
. ‘Sally w

as the buffer
betw

een m
e and

 M
atron, but once she left us

... W
ell, never m

ind
that now

. I m
ad

e m
y choice and

 I m
ust live w

ith it.’ Isabelle
stom

ped
 into the scullery and

 in the large stone sink found
 d

irty
plates, cups and

 an iron pot. She took tw
o chipped

 cups and
d

unked
 them

 into the w
ater bucket and

 rubbed
 them

 clean. It
w

asn’t id
eal, but quenching her thirst w

as m
ore im

portant. T
hey’d

had
 nothing to eat or d

rink since their short w
ed

d
ing breakfast that

m
orning and

 here it w
as nearly sund

ow
n. T

hey d
rank their tea

w
ithout m

ilk and
 in silence until a cow

’s bellow
 m

ad
e them

 jum
p.

H
ughie’s eyes w

id
ened

. ‘W
hat about the anim

als he said
 I had

 to
see to?’

Isabelle 
frow

ned
. 

‘O
h 

d
ear.’ 

She 
looked

 
throu

gh 
the 

d
irty

w
ind

ow
. T

he light outsid
e w

as fad
ing fast. Sighing, she shrugged

on her coat again. ‘V
ery w

ell. L
et us see w

hat has to be d
one.’

O
utsid

e, Isabelle paused
. T

he three outbuild
ings on the other

sid
e of the yard

 d
id

 not look inviting. She gazed
 out over the field

s.
A

sm
all flock of sheep grazed

 farther aw
ay, but closer by a few

 cow
s

w
and

ered
 about in the house field

, and
 one actually cam

e up to the
gate and

 bellow
ed

 to them
. T

he ancient trees surround
ing the

house and
 yard

 w
ere strung out in a line along a shallow

 stream
tow

ard
s the sm

all w
ood

land
 in the d

istance. W
hite flecks against

the stream
’s banks show

ed
 that the d

ucks and
 geese had

 left the
yard

.
Taking a d

eep breath, Isabelle strod
e tow

ard
s the first outbuild

-
ing and

 pulled
 back the d

ilapid
ated

 old
 d

oor. T
he d

ank sm
ell of

rotten straw
 clogged

 her throat. She w
aited

 for her eyes to ad
just to

the d
im

ness and
 then peered

 around
. A

haphazard
 pile of old

 straw
bales d

om
inated

 one corner w
hile in another, num

erous farm
im

plem
ents lay scattered

 and
 forgotten.
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In the corner of the land
ing, a rickety lad

d
er w

ent up into a hole
in the ceiling. H

ughie clim
bed

 it first and
 poked

 his head
 through.

‘It’s just got som
e boxes and

 crates in it. T
here’s a chest in the corner

and
 a baby’s crad

le.’
‘C

om
e back d

ow
n. W

e’ll go and
 light a fire. I’m

 fair frozen.’
In the kitchen, Isabelle took off her coat and

 then used
 the iron

poker to clear the ashes to one sid
e of the grate. ‘Find

 m
e som

e
paper and

 kind
ling, H

ughie.’
H

e w
ent into the scullery and

 soon returned
 w

ith w
hat she

need
ed

. A
t first, the fire refused

 to blaze and
 sm

oked
 so bad

ly it
m

ad
e her cough.

H
ughie w

atched
 w

ith a pained
 expression. ‘W

hat d
o you w

ant
m

e to d
o, B

elle?’
‘G

o outsid
e and

 bring those boxes in. I’ll m
ake us a cup of tea if

I can ever get this fire going.’
O

nce H
ughie had

 placed
 the tw

o boxes on the table, Isabelle
unpacked

 them
. T

he pound
 w

eight bags of sugar, tea and
 salt, plus

sm
all sacks of flour and

 oats she took and
 placed

 in the em
pty

lard
er w

hile H
ughie stacked

 the bottles of ale. Isabelle took the
em

pty bucket from
 the scullery and

 w
ent outsid

e. T
he pum

p w
as

near the large clum
p of nettles and

 she w
ond

ered
 how

 often L
en

d
rew

 w
ater, for the path w

as not w
ell used

.
‘I think the chim

ney isn’t d
raw

ing.’ H
ughie told

 her as she
entered

 the kitchen w
ith the full bucket. ‘It need

s to be sw
ept, but

that’s hard
ly surprising is it? I d

oubt M
r Farrell d

oes little around
here.’

‘Shhh, H
ughie, w

e d
on’t know

 his circum
stances. B

est not to
jud

ge just yet.’ She filled
 the kettle w

ith w
ater and

 then sw
ung it

over the flam
es.

‘W
hy d

id
 you m

arry him
, B

elle? C
ould

n’t you have w
aited

 for
som

eone better?’
She turned

 from
 searching in the cupboard

s for teacups and
looked

 at him
. O

n no account d
id

 she w
ant to w

orry him
 about the

lengths N
eville w

ent to in frightening her. ‘W
ho d

o you think
w

ould
 have m

arried
 m

e? G
entry?’

‘I’m
 sure it could

 have been som
eone better than Farrell. A

trad
esm

an m
aybe.’

‘I could
 have turned

 old
 and

 grey w
aiting, H

ughie. I d
id

n’t w
ant

to take the risk. I could
n’t have stayed

 at M
atron’s m

uch longer. She
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‘W
e’ll not be having m

ilk in our tea then.’
‘I’m

 sure w
e’ll survive.’

H
ughie strolled

 over to the last outbuild
ing in the row

. ‘W
hat’s

in here d
o you think?’

‘N
o d

oubt m
ore of the sam

e that’s in the first one.’
T

he d
oor w

as split in half, w
ith the top section open and

 tied
against the crum

bling stonew
ork, the low

er half shut. H
ughie

looked
 over and

 then turned
 to grin at her. ‘C

om
e look, B

elle.’
Peeking over the d

oor, she spotted
 a fat pig asleep in the corner,

but hearing them
, the pig rocked

 onto its feet and
 snuffled

 over to
the d

oor m
aking hid

eous noises.
‘It m

ight be hungry.’ H
ughie reached

 d
ow

n to scratch its tough
hairy head

.
‘C

areful, it m
ight bite.’ Isabelle pulled

 him
 aw

ay. ‘G
o look in the

m
id

d
le shed

 and
 see if there is som

e food
 in there or any other

anim
als. I’ll search in the bushes over there for eggs.’

T
he hens scattered

 w
hen she approached

 and
 head

ed
 into the

first barn. Tall grass, w
eed

s and
 stinging nettles surround

ed
 the

broken w
agon like a fortress. Sw

ishing them
 asid

e w
ith a stick,

Isabelle hunted
 for eggs. She found

 three on top of the w
agon and

gently placed
 them

 in her pockets. D
ucking und

er the w
agon, she

spied
 a hen sitting near the w

heel. It m
oved

 for a m
om

ent revealing
a d

ozen or so eggs and
 Isabelle grinned

 and
 reached

 in for them
. A

stinging pain on her hand
 m

ad
e her fall backw

ard
s. T

he hen had
pecked

 her. ‘You rotten thing! K
eep your eggs then!’ Straightening

up, Isabelle rubbed
 her sore hand

 as H
ughie joined

 her.
‘I’ve fed

 the pig som
e grain I found

.’ H
e shrugged

. ‘It m
ight not

be w
hat it eats but there’s nothing else.’

‘D
on’t w

orry about it now
.’

T
hey w

alked
 into the house as the light fad

ed
 com

pletely. T
he

fire w
as low

, but gave out enough light for Isabelle to see by as she
rum

m
aged

 around
 the kitchen for cand

les. B
eneath all the rubbish

covering the table, she found
 a sm

all cand
le stub in a hold

er w
ith

m
atches. Its light w

as pitiful, but better than nothing.
‘L

ook in the scullery for a lam
p, H

ughie, and
 w

e need
 m

ore
w

ater. C
an you get it w

hile I start—
’ Isabelle scream

ed
 as a m

ouse
ran over her boot and

 und
er the table.

‘It’s all right, B
elle.’ H

e grinned
. ‘It’s only a m

ouse.’
She closed

 her eyes m
om

entarily. Tired
ness sapped

 her spirit.
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‘T
here is so m

uch in here.’ H
ughie said

 w
alking over to three

barrels placed
 against the far w

all. H
e took the lid

 off one and
grim

aced
. ‘W

hatever it w
as in this barrel is all m

ould
y now

.’
Isabelle opened

 a sack by the d
oor and

 found
 it full of potatoes.

She d
ragged

 the sack out into the yard
 so she could

 see better. M
ost

of them
 had

 gone to seed
, but som

e w
ere ed

ible. She took out four
large potatoes. T

he cow
 by the gate bellow

ed
 again. ‘I think w

e
need

 to m
ilk that cow

. W
hat d

o you think?’
H

ughie glanced
 from

 her to the cow
 and

 back again. ‘W
e d

on’t
know

 how
.’

‘L
ooks like w

e’ll have to learn a lot of things.’ T
he noise from

 the
cow

 grew
 loud

er and
 m

ore frequent. Isabelle gave the potatoes to
H

ughie. ‘Take them
 insid

e and
 bring m

e back the bucket.’
She w

alked
 slow

ly tow
ard

s the d
em

and
ing beast and

 paused
. Its

ud
d

ers seem
ed

 huge. Isabelle bit her lip and
 stepped

 closer. She
unlocked

 the gate and
 the cow

 bellow
ed

 into her face, frightening
her so m

uch she scream
ed

. H
er heart raced

 as though she had
 run

a m
ile. She grasped

 the cow
’s head

 rope. ‘W
hat am

 I to d
o?’ she

w
hispered

, close to tears.
‘H

ere, B
elle.’ H

ughie thrust the bucket at her. ‘Put it und
er the

cow
 and

 pull those things there.’ H
e pointed

 in the d
irection of the

ud
d

er.
‘W

ell, you hold
 this rope.’ She placed

 the bucket und
er the ud

d
er

and
 squatted

 d
ow

n. Taking a teat in each hand
, she pulled

 and
jum

ped
 in surprise w

hen m
ilk squirted

 over her boots.
‘You d

id
 it!’ H

ughie’s yell m
ad

e the cow
 step sid

ew
ays.

‘H
old

 it still and
 be quiet.’ Isabelle stead

ied
 herself again and

alternatively pulled
 at the teats. Som

e m
ilk m

ad
e it into the bucket,

but w
ithin m

inutes, her arm
s and

 back ached
 from

 the unusual
position.

‘H
ow

 m
uch is enough?’ H

ughie asked
.

‘I d
on’t know

.’ She turned
 to look at him

 and
 at the sam

e tim
e the

cow
’s hind

 leg jutted
 forw

ard
 and

 knocked
 the bucket over, spilling

its precious contents.
‘D

am
n! B

last!’ Isabelle slapped
 the cow

’s rum
p and

 it trotted
aw

ay. C
ollecting the overturned

 bucket, she scow
led

 at the offend
-

ing creature. ‘It can bellow
 all it w

ants for I’m
 not d

oing that again.’
Sighing, she w

alked
 through the gate and

 closed
 it. ‘M

r Farrell w
ill

have to d
eal w

ith it in the m
orning w

hen he returns.’
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Isabelle w
oke w

ith a start, w
incing at the pain and

 stiffness in her
neck, and

 lam
ented

 the folly of sleeping upright in a kitchen chair.
A

cross the table, H
ughie slept on w

ith his head
 crad

led
 on his arm

s.
She yaw

ned
 and

 stood
 up, stretching her legs to get the blood

flow
ing again. A

w
eak light filtered

 in through the grubby w
ind

ow
and

 she sagged
 against the table at the enorm

ity of her situation.
She had

 m
arried

 a stranger and
 now

 lived
 in a filthy neglected

farm
. H

er bottom
 lip trem

bled
 as tears w

elled
, but she sw

allow
ed

them
 back. T

his w
eakness of w

anting to cry annoyed
 her. C

rying
never d

id
 any good

. It had
n’t brought her m

other or Sally back or
even her father w

hen he had
 w

alked
 aw

ay from
 them

 w
hen she

w
as only ten years old

. N
o, crying w

as for old
 w

om
en regretting

their lost youth. She, Isabelle G
ibson, now

 Farrell, had
 her w

hole
life ahead

 of her and
 she intend

ed
 to m

ake a go of it.
W

ith this in m
ind

, she w
ent into the scullery and

 changed
 out of

her good
 d

ress and
 into her old

 black skirt and
 cream

 blouse, the
only other clothes she possessed

. T
hat d

one, she w
ent outsid

e and
filled

 the bucket w
ith w

ater.
H

ughie w
as ad

d
ing w

ood
 to the fire w

hen she entered
 the

kitchen. She grinned
 at him

. ‘Tod
ay is a new

 d
ay, H

ughie. A
fresh

start for both of us.’
H

is face lit up. ‘W
e are leaving?’

She shook her head
. ‘N

o. I am
 m

arried
. I have to stay and

 so w
e

are going to m
ake the best of it. L

en Farrell m
ight be accustom

ed
 to

living in squalor but w
e are not. W

e are going to clean and
 tid

y this
place.’

H
ughie groaned

 and
 buried

 his head
 in his hand

s. ‘I w
ant to

leave, B
elle. I d

on’t like it here.’

35

T
he w

hole situation she w
as in w

as a nightm
are she hoped

 to w
ake

up from
. Treacherous tears form

ed
 behind

 her lid
s, but she knuck-

led
 them

 aw
ay. She w

ould
n’t cry. She could

n’t give in.
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fell into a chair. Isabelle’s heart m
issed

 a beat as his blood
shot eyes

peered
 at her. H

e reeked
 of stale beer.

‘W
ell, w

ife
...’ H

e slipped
 sid

ew
ays in his chair and

 only kept
upright by hold

ing onto the table ed
ge. ‘M

ad
e yersen at hom

e I see.’
Isabelle sw

allow
ed

. ‘I ... w
e

..‘
‘Silence!’ he roared

.
H

ughie jum
ped

 and
 ran to stand

 besid
e her and

 she held
 him

tight.
Farrell w

inkled
 his nose as though he sm

elt som
ething unpleas-

ant. ‘E
ating m

e food
! Sleeping in m

e house!’ H
e thum

ped
 the table.

‘G
et out!’
Isabelle trem

bled
. ‘W

hat d
o you m

ean?’
‘I said

 get out!’ Farrell sprung to his feet, but the m
otion w

as too
quick for him

 in his befud
d

led
 state. H

e toppled
 over and

 land
ed

w
ith a sickening thud

 on the stone floor.
‘D

ear G
od

 in H
eaven,’ she w

hispered
. Pushing H

ughie aw
ay, she

stepped
 around

 the table and
 stared

 at her prostrate husband
.

‘Is he m
oving, B

elle?’ H
ughie m

urm
ured

, his fear evid
ent in his

w
hite face.
Isabelle touched

 Farrell w
ith the toe of her boot. H

e groaned
 and

she let out a pent up breath. ‘H
e’s alive.’

‘W
hat are w

e to d
o?’

‘N
othing for the m

om
ent. H

e’s d
runk. W

e’ll let him
 sleep it off.

M
aybe then he w

ill be m
ore sensible.’ She ushered

 H
ughie outsid

e.
‘G

o look for som
e m

ore eggs and
 fill the bucket w

ith w
ater. T

hen
com

e in for your breakfast.’
O

nce H
ughie w

as gone from
 sight, Isabelle looked

 d
ow

n on her
unfortunate choice of husband

. H
e frightened

 and
 repulsed

 her, but
she had

 m
ad

e her d
ecision to stay. B

esid
es, she had

 no m
oney, no

fam
ily and

 now
here to go. Sighing, she w

ent to the range. M
aybe

her husband
 w

as a good
 m

an w
hen he w

asn’t d
runk?

W
hile he slept Isabelle continued

 w
ith her scrubbing. Farrell

d
id

n’t stir for tw
o hours, then, as she w

as sorting out the best of the
old

 potatoes from
 the sack, he m

oaned
. Isabelle’s d

irt-covered
hand

s stilled
 and

 she peeped
 over at him

.
H

e groaned
 on sitting up. H

is eyes narrow
ed

, trying to focus.
‘W

hat’s going on?’
D

isgusted
 she sneered

, ‘N
othing. You fell d

ow
n d

runk!’
Farrell grunted

. G
ripping the table ed

ge, he hauled
 him

self to his
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‘You’ve hard
ly given it a chance. Yes, w

e’ve had
 a bad

 beginning,
but it w

ill get better. I’m
 sure of it.’ She put the kettle on to boil as

the cow
’s bellow

 rang in the clear m
orning air. ‘N

ow
, go and

 m
ilk

that cow
 w

hile I m
ake a start on getting this kitchen to rights.’

H
ughie threw

 up his hand
s. ‘I can’t m

ilk the d
read

ed
 thing.’

‘Yes, you can.’ She poured
 the w

ater into the kettle and
 then

pushed
 the bucket at him

 and
 w

aved
 him

 aw
ay. ‘N

ow
 go. A

nd
w

atch that its back leg d
oesn’t clout you one.’

A
fter a quick cup of w

eak black tea, Isabelle filled
 the iron pot

w
ith hot w

ater and
 ad

d
ed

 caustic sod
a that she had

 found
 und

er
the stone sink in the scullery. Placing an em

pty box on a chair, she
threw

 anything resem
bling rubbish into it and

 then scrubbed
 the

table w
ith a rag d

ipped
 in the sod

a w
ater. She left the table to d

ry
and

 w
ashed

 the w
ind

ow
 insid

e and
 out. T

hen, she w
iped

 over the
d

resser and
 all the shelves. N

ext, she found
 a broom

 in the cellar
and

 brushed
 aw

ay the num
erous cobw

ebs coating the ceiling
beam

s.
T

he sud
d

en light shining through the clean w
ind

ow
 show

ed
how

 d
irty the kitchen floor w

as and
 so, bunching up her skirts,

Isabelle got d
ow

n on her knees and
 scrubbed

 that too.
A

s she threw
 the m

ucky w
ater over the nettles, H

ughie ran to her
grinning. ‘L

ook!’ H
e thrust the bucket at her. ‘It m

ust be at least an
inch d

eep.’
‘W

ond
erful.’ She tussled

 his hair. ‘W
e can have tea w

ith m
ilk this

m
orning, and

 since w
e ate the eggs and

 potatoes last night, I have
oats sim

m
ering for porrid

ge.’
‘G

ood
, I’m

 starved
!’

C
huckling, they w

ent in for their breakfast. T
hings w

ere bright-
ening up. T

hey could
 d

o this, she knew
 it.

H
ughie w

histled
 in surprise at the cleaner kitchen. ‘You’ve d

one
grand

, B
elle.’

‘Yes, w
ell, there is so m

uch m
ore to d

o.’ She tipped
 the m

ilk into
a clean jar and

 put it on the table. ‘I have plenty m
ore cleaning to

d
o, so you’ll have to keep m

e supplied
 w

ith buckets of w
ater.’

‘D
o you think the pig need

s feed
ing in the m

ornings too?’
Isabelle stirred

 the oats and
 turned

 to him
, but her w

ord
s d

ied
 in

her throat as L
en Farrell stood

 in the d
oorw

ay. She had
n’t even

heard
 him

 arrive.
H

er husband
, filthy and

 blood
ied

, staggered
 into the kitchen and
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caught her w
rist. ‘If yer w

ant to stay here, yer’d
 best sm

arten up.’
H

is fingers felt like they w
ere crushing her bones. ‘If I’ve got to

have a w
ife, I’ll not have a stupid

 one.’ Isabelle nod
d

ed
.

H
ughie clam

bered
 in carrying a bucket full of w

ater, but stopped
on seeing Farrell clasping her w

rist. H
is gaze flew

 to her. ‘I ... I ...
got w

ater.’
‘T

hanks, pet. Put ... put it over there. I’ve got som
e tea in the pot

for you.’
‘T

hanks, pet!’ Farrell m
im

icked
 in a w

om
an’s high voice, then he

stood
 so fast he knocked

 his chair over. ‘G
et m

e som
ething to eat!’

he roared
. ‘I’ll not be placed

 second
 behind

 this runt.’ W
ith a sw

ipe
of his ham

 fist, Farrell knocked
 H

ughie in the chest, send
ing him

skittling backw
ard

s. T
he bucket fell from

 his hand
s and

 splashed
over Farrell’s boots.

Farrell leapt to the sid
e, shouting he’d

 kill the little sw
ine.

H
ughie d

ucked
 Farrell’s sw

inging fist and
 raced

 outsid
e. Isabelle

w
ent to follow

 him
 w

hen she w
as abruptly yanked

 back by Farrell’s
grip on her hair. H

e glared
 d

ow
n at her a m

ere inch from
 her face.

‘Yer get m
e som

ething to eat or yer’ll be out on the road
 w

ith now
t

but the clothes on yer back!’
She nod

d
ed

, w
incing as the m

ovem
ent m

ad
e the pull on her hair

tighter.
‘A

nd
 clean this m

ess up.’ H
e flung her aw

ay.
W

ith her scalp burning, she stum
bled

 into the scullery and
through to the lard

er. She allow
ed

 herself a m
om

ent to sag against
the cold

 shelves before straightening up and
 raising her chin. She’d

feed
 him

 and
 keep her m

outh shut until his m
ood

 left him
.

N
od

d
ing, she gathered

 the bread
 and

 a jar of lard
. A

ll it w
ill take is

a little ad
justing – on everyone’s part, she said

 to herself.

Isabelle arched
 her back and

 w
inced

 w
ith pain as the cram

ped
m

uscles stretched
. Sw

eat d
ripped

 off her nose and
 hot steam

buffeted
 her w

ith every plunge of the w
ashing stick. Sheets filled

the large copper tub and
 her arm

s ached
 as she lifted

 and
 w

rung the
w

ater from
 them

. She carried
 the full w

icker basket outsid
e and

w
alked

 tow
ard

s the rope she and
 H

ughie had
 strung betw

een tw
o

trees.
‘H

ey you!’
H

e’s aw
ake. She turned

 as Farrell called
 her. ‘Yes?’
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feet, sniffing and
 coughing. ‘G

et m
e a d

rink.’
‘T

here’s tea in the pot.’ She rose and
 poured

 out a cup of tea for
him

 and
 then inched

 it over in his d
irection.

H
e took a sip before flopping d

ow
n onto the chair at the end

 of
the table. R

ed
 eyes narrow

ed
 as he surveyed

 the kitchen before
scow

ling back at her. ‘Yer m
ake too free w

ith m
e things.’

Isabelle sw
ung the kettle onto the heat to boil and

 to give her
shaking hand

s som
ething to d

o. ‘Pard
on?’

‘W
ho said

 yer could
 touch m

e things?’
‘I am

 your w
ife. It is m

y d
uty to clean our hom

e.’
‘It is m

y hom
e.’

She stared
 at him

 as though he w
as a sim

pleton. ‘A
nd

, since our
m

arriage, it is m
ine also.’ She put tw

o cups on the table. H
ughie

w
ould

 be in for his tea soon. ‘D
o you w

ant to continue living in
filth? I cannot im

agine w
hat—

’
‘Shut yer m

outh!’ H
is fist caught the sid

e of her head
. She spun

like a top and
 banged

 into the range. T
he fire’s heat threatened

 and
she d

arted
 aw

ay, d
izzy, sw

aying w
ith stars sparkling in front of her

eyes.
‘You

... You hit m
e.’ She held

 her head
 and

 stared
 at him

through her tears.
H

e turned
 aw

ay and
 sat back d

ow
n. ‘It’s yer ow

n fault.’
H

er fault? W
hy? B

ecause you opened your m
outh!

Isabelle sw
al-

low
ed

. W
hen w

ould
 she learn not to jud

ge and
 give her opinions so

freely? She bad
ly need

ed
 to sit d

ow
n but her lim

bs w
ould

n’t m
ove.

‘I’m
 hungry,’ Farrell grow

led
, his head

 hung low
.

Stiff and
 hesitant, Isabelle m

oved
 to the range. H

er m
ind

 w
ent

blank. W
hat to feed

 him
? She could

n’t think. ‘W
e ... w

e d
on’t have

m
uch. N

o m
eat.’

H
is face red

d
ened

 in anger. ‘I bought bread
 yesterd

ay. D
on’t yer

tell m
e yer’ve both eaten it all!’

‘N
o, no. W

e haven’t.’ Isabelle held
 onto the back of the chair to

keep upright.
‘C

hrist, w
om

an, are yer d
um

b or w
hat? Peacock said

 yer could
cook!’

‘I ... I can bake pies. O
ur old

 cook show
ed

 m
e

...’
‘I d

on’t care w
hat it is, just feed

 m
e.’

She closed
 her eyes m

om
entarily and

 left the safety of her end
 of

the kitchen. A
s she passed

 his chair, he jerked
 out a hand

 and
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raised
 one eyebrow

. ‘O
r perhaps you think I d

id
 it to m

yself?’
Farrell cleared

 his throat. ‘I w
asn’t aw

are I...’
‘C

ould
 be so cruel?’

H
e glared

 and
 opened

 his m
outh to speak further, but instead

sim
ply grunted

 and
 turned

 aw
ay. ‘W

here’s the boy?’
‘M

y brother, H
ughie, w

ho w
as also on the receiving end

 of your
d

runken tem
per, found

 an orchard
 behind

 the barns. H
e’s collect-

ing w
ind

fall apples, if there are any, to feed
 the pig, but I’ll use the

best ones to fill a pie.’ She ad
d

ed
 m

ore tea leaves to the tin teapot
and

 glanced
 at him

 from
 und

er her lashes. ‘T
his farm

 is in a
d

eplorable state.’
H

e thum
ped

 the table and
 m

ad
e her jum

p, spilling the tea. ‘D
on’t

d
are to tell m

e about m
e farm

. Yer uppity w
ench!’

She hid
 her trem

bling hand
s behind

 her back. I’ve done it again.‘I
sim

ply m
ean that it looks to m

e like you need
 som

e help. A
labourer

or tw
o.’

H
is harsh laugh frightened

 her even m
ore than his violence.

‘W
here d

o yer think I can get the m
oney to hire labour?’

‘Surely ... I m
ean can’t you sell som

e stock?’
‘D

oes it look like there is stock to sell? I’ve hard
ly enough here to

keep this place going as it is.’ H
e sat heavily in the chair and

 hung
his head

, his hair, over long, fell forw
ard

. ‘I d
on’t need

 yer to tell m
e

about the state of this farm
. I see it each d

ay.’ H
is slum

ped
 form

filled
 her w

ith pity, w
hich surprised

 her. H
e had

 no id
ea how

 to
behave w

ith people but she knew
 she could

 assist him
, teach him

.
She sim

ply d
id

n’t believe that he w
as all bad

.
‘I w

ill help you run the farm
. Together w

e can accom
plish m

uch,
I am

 certain.’
H

e lifted
 his gaze to m

eet hers and
 for once there w

as no hostil-
ity in him

. ‘Yer nothing but a girl.’
She gave him

 a cheeky sm
ile that hurt the bruising around

 her
eye. ‘I am

 strong and
 d

eterm
ined

.’
H

e stared
 at her as though he w

as seeing her for the first tim
e. A

soft chuckle escaped
 him

. ‘Yer’ve no notion of w
hat it takes to run

a farm
.’

‘I can learn, besid
es the situation cannot be w

orse than it alread
y

is.’‘W
hat’s yer nam

e again?’
‘Isabelle.’
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‘I w
ant a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll be there in a m
inute. I m

ust hang this w
ashing out to d

ry or
there’ll be no sheets for the bed

.’
‘B

ugger that. G
et m

e som
e tea.’

‘I w
ill after I have finished

.’ She strod
e to the rope and

 d
ropped

the basket. She heard
 him

 curse violently. H
er legs trem

bled
 a little

at her ow
n d

efiance and
 she hurried

ly hung the sheets out, hoping
he w

ould
n’t beat her once she w

as insid
e. A

w
eary sigh escaped

 her
as she turned

 back tow
ard

s the house. T
he m

an w
as unreasonable.

H
is bad

 m
ood

 from
 after his fall yesterd

ay m
orning had

 stayed
w

ith him
 all d

ay, and
 the copious am

ounts of ale he’d
 d

runk d
uring

the rest of the afternoon d
id

n’t help lift it. H
e had

 sat for hours
d

rinking at the kitchen table. A
t first w

henever she or H
ughie w

ere
in range of his arm

, he’d
 sw

ing out and
 strike them

.
Stunned

 by his tem
per, Isabelle found

 it im
possible to think or d

o
anything w

orthw
hile. She w

ent around
 in a d

aze of d
isbelief. It

seem
ed

 im
possible that she’d

 been clouted
 and

 yelled
 at. N

ever in
her life had

 she been hit or treated
 this w

ay.
Soon they learnt to stay clear of his end

 of the table, but since he
sat closest to the back d

oor they need
ed

 to pass him
 to go outsid

e.
H

e’d
 ord

ered
 them

 about until he fell into another stupor. She and
H

ughie had
 crept around

 him
 d

uring the evening until, thankfully,
they had

 gone upstairs to the bed
room

 that held
 the bed

. C
urled

 up
together, they had

 inspected
 their bruises on arm

s and
 faces. She

cleaned
 up a cut on H

ughie’s lip and
 eventually they fell into an

exhausted
 sleep, but they had

 paid
 for that sleep this m

orning. For
on w

aking, they found
 them

selves covered
 w

ith red
 fleabites that

itched
 in the m

ost ferocious w
ay. H

ence Isabelle’s im
prom

ptu
w

ashing d
ay. She w

as d
eterm

ined
 to scrub the w

hole farm
, brick by

brick if need
 be.

E
ntering the kitchen, she ed

ged
 around

 him
 and

 w
ent to the

range. ‘D
o you w

ant som
e boiled

 eggs?’
‘A

ye.’
She set about boiling the w

ater and
 putting plates on the table.

‘W
hat happened

 to yer face?’
Isabelle paused

 and
 stared

. ‘You d
on’t know

?’
H

e had
 the grace to look aw

ay. ‘Tell m
e I d

id
n’t d

o it,’ he w
his-

pered
.

‘W
ell, I d

oubt that H
ughie d

id
, d

o you?’ She tilted
 her head

 and
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‘T
he blood

y land
lord

, blast him
 to hell.’

‘W
hat d

id
 he w

ant?’
‘B

lood
!’ H

e spat on her clean floor and
 she shud

d
ered

. ‘H
e w

ants
his rent, w

hich I haven’t got. H
e can go sw

im
 in the m

id
d

en for it
as far as I’m

 concerned
.’

‘H
e w

on’t throw
 us onto the streets w

ill he?’
Farrell banged

 the table w
ith both hand

s. ‘L
et him

 try!’ H
e

slam
m

ed
 his chair back and

 strod
e outsid

e.
Isabelle gripped

 the table. L
ord

, w
hat had

 she d
one m

arrying
this fellow

? She forced
 herself to sm

ile as H
ughie sid

led
 into the

kitchen.
‘You all right, B

elle?’
‘O

f course. T
he visitors upset Farrell, that’s all.’ She straightened

her should
ers. ‘D

id
 you find

 m
any w

ind
falls?’

‘Som
e, yes. I fed

 the pig, but I w
as thinking that it should

 be let
out into the orchard

. Its pen stinks aw
ful bad

.’
‘D

o the best you can, pet.’
L

ater, they ate their m
eal in silence silhouetted

 by one cand
le

stub. Farrell had
 killed

 a chicken for her and
, after the ted

ious chore
of plucking it, she’d

 boiled
 it. She w

asn’t good
 at cooking interest-

ing m
eals, especially w

ith the lim
ited

 ingred
ients they had

. So, boil-
ing a chicken w

as about the best she could
 d

o, but at least she knew
how

 to bake bread
 and

 pastry pies. T
hat, if nothing else w

ould
 fill

them
, just as long as H

ughie could
 catch rabbits or the od

d
 pheas-

ant until the sum
m

er w
hen the fruit ripened

.
O

utsid
e d

arkness enclosed
 them

 like a tom
b. Isabelle shivered

.
She glanced

 at Farrell and
 w

ond
ered

 w
hether he w

anted
 her in his

bed
 tonight. T

heir m
arriage had

n’t been consum
m

ated
, not that she

w
as eager for his touch, quite the opposite in fact. She w

asn’t
entirely sure w

hat the act involved
, but d

id
 rem

em
ber her parents

laughing and
 giggling in the night, so she d

id
n’t think it could

 be
all that bad

 if you liked
 the person.

A
gain, Farrell w

as in a foul tem
per. Snarling at her attem

pts of
conversation and

 totally ignoring H
ughie’s stum

bling questions
about the farm

. She hoped
 the land

lord
 never cam

e again if this w
as

the result.
She and

 H
ughie jum

ped
 w

hen Farrell hastily stood
 and

 said
. ‘I’m

off out.’
‘O

ut?’
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H
e nod

d
ed

 and
 looked

 around
 the kitchen. ‘T

his place w
asn’t

alw
ays 

so 
d

ire.’ 
H

e 
sighed

 
d

eep
ly. 

‘M
e 

m
other 

w
ou

ld
n’t 

be
im

pressed
 to see her kitchen so bare. A

nd
 I hate to think w

hat m
e

father w
ould

 say about outsid
e.’

Isabelle poured
 the tea and

 passed
 it to him

. ‘H
ow

 d
id

 it get so
bad

?’
H

e took the cup from
 her and

 crad
led

 it in his hand
s. ‘I’ll not

d
iscuss it.’

C
om

m
otion from

 outsid
e had

 them
 both leaping for the back

d
oor. Farrell looked

 out the w
ind

ow
 and

 then pushed
 Isabelle back

insid
e. ‘Stay in here and

 d
o not

com
e out.’

Isabelle stepped
 back as he prom

ptly shut the d
oor in her face.

She sighed
, annoyed

 that their first proper conversation had
 been

cut short. She w
ent to the w

ind
ow

, but Farrell glared
 at her as he

w
ent past so she hid

 in the shad
ow

s and
 peeked

 the best she could
.

T
he richness of the rid

ers’ clothes and
 m

agnificent horses interested
her at once. She inched

 tow
ard

s the w
ind

ow
 again for a better view

.
Farrell’s aggressive stance sw

ung her attention to him
. V

oices rose
and

 the first rid
er thrust his crop in Farrell’s chest. Isabelle nibbled

her fingernail appalled
 at the scene being played

 out. T
he second

rid
er hung back, she picked

 him
 out as a stew

ard
 or som

ething
sim

ilar. H
e d

id
n’t have the aura of authority that the first rid

er d
id

.
Farrell gestured

 w
id

ely, his face crim
son in anger. She hunkered

below
 

the 
w

ind
ow

 
and

 
p

rayed
 

he 
w

ou
ld

n’t 
becom

e 
violent.

Shaking his fist, her husband
 shouted

 like a m
ad

m
an. T

he forefront
rid

er sat back in his sad
d

le as though w
eary of the argum

ent.
Isabelle stud

ied
 him

. W
hat struck her first w

as that he w
ore no hat.

H
e had

 thick chestnut brow
n hair, m

uch d
arker than her ow

n. From
this d

istance she could
n’t see the colour of his eyes, but his strong

jaw
 line and

 arrogant m
anner revealed

 that he w
as a m

an of conse-
quence. H

e oozed
 influence and

 pow
er. A

n unid
entifiable tingle ran

along her skin.
Sud

d
enly, 

the 
m

an 
looked

 
straight 

at 
the 

w
ind

ow
. 

Isabelle
d

ucked
, her heart pound

ing in her chest. She ad
m

onished
 herself

for being so silly. W
hy d

id
 it m

atter if her saw
 her or not? Stand

ing,
she glanced

 out the w
ind

ow
, but the m

en w
hipped

 their horses
about and

 trotted
 out of view

.
Farrell flung open the d

oor. ‘T
hat bastard

!’
Isabelle bit her lip as he threw

 him
self into a chair. ‘W

ho is he?’
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Isabelle d
ug the spad

e into the soil and
 turned

 the sod
 over. R

ecent
rain m

ad
e the ground

 soft and
 she w

as thankful for it. She w
iped

her hair out of her eyes w
ith her forearm

 and
 then ploughed

 the
sp

ad
e 

in 
again, 

m
oving 

her 
w

ay 
d

ow
n 

the 
vegetable 

p
lot.

N
eglected

 
over 

tim
e, 

bram
bles 

and
 

nettles 
crow

d
ed

 
over 

it.
H

ow
ever, in som

e cases the w
ind

 had
 carried

 the seed
 of blow

n
vegetables around

 the plot w
here they had

 resow
n. Isabelle had

picked
 those vegetables until there w

ere none left, w
hich w

as w
hy

she now
 planted

 new
 seed

s. She knew
 a little about grow

ing
vegetables having spent tim

e in the gard
en w

ith her grand
father,

w
ho had

 enjoyed
 the practice.

‘It’s Sund
ay, B

elle, you should
n’t be w

orking,’ H
ughie said

,
com

ing up besid
e her. G

rim
e stained

 his face w
hile his clothes hung

on his lanky fram
e. In the m

onth living at the farm
, he had

 grow
n,

but not filled
 out. H

ard
 w

ork and
 not enough food

 gave him
 a

haggard
 beggar’s look.

‘W
ell, on the w

ay hom
e from

 church this m
orning I thought that

if w
e d

ug this plot, I could
 perhaps grow

 som
ething over w

inter or
failing that, w

e could
 have the soil read

y for spring,’ she replied
.

‘W
here’s he

gone this tim
e?’

‘H
alifax.’

H
ughie took the spad

e from
 her and

 resum
ed

 the task. ‘W
ill he

be back tod
ay?’

‘N
o, he said

 not.’ She picked
 up the bag of broad

 beans and
d

ropped
 a seed

 into the row
 behind

 H
ughie.

‘I hope he never com
es back.’

‘D
on’t H

ughie. Farrell is trying
...’ Isabelle sighed

. In truth her

45

Farrell slapped
 on his battered

 hat and
 turned

 at the d
oor. ‘T

hat’s
w

hat I said
.’

‘B
ut w

here are you going at this hour?’
H

is gaze pinned
 her into silence. ‘I need

 to find
 the rent for the

bastard
 land

lord
, d

on’t I?’
She stared

 at him
, puzzled

. ‘H
ow

 though?’
‘You’d

 best not know
.’ T

he click of the d
oor closing seem

ed
 terri-

bly loud
 in the quiet of the kitchen.
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them
 and

 if he w
as surprised

 by the boy’s enthusiasm
 he d

id
n’t

show
 it.

Strong w
ind

 replaced
 the breeze, buffeting Isabelle as she left the

build
ing. It w

hipped
 her hair from

 its bun and
 flattened

 her skirts
against 

her 
legs 

m
aking 

it 
d

ifficu
lt 

to 
w

alk. 
Staggering, 

she
unclasped

 the gate and
 grabbed

 M
ayflow

er’s halter, pulling the
cow

 d
ow

n the yard
 and

 into the barn. A
clap of thund

er roared
 over

her head
, echoing in the cavernous, em

pty barn. Isabelle ushered
M

ayflow
er into her stall and

 closed
 the d

oor. N
ext, she snatched

 up
the feed

 d
ish and

 filled
 it w

ith grain. O
utsid

e once m
ore, she called

to the hens, w
ho quickly follow

ed
 her into the next barn, and

 she
fed

 them
 before shutting them

 up for the night.
T

he w
ind

 how
led

 through the bare trees, tossing them
 this w

ay
and

 that. Isabelle ran around
 the build

ings into the orchard
 behind

and
 looked

 for H
ughie, but there w

as no sign of him
. T

he sow
,

Flossy, as H
ughie nam

ed
 her, pushed

 her snout against Isabelle’s
skirts. ‘Yes, com

e on then, I’ll put you to bed
 too.’ Isabelle unlatched

the back d
oor of the last outbuild

ing and
 Flossy w

ent in w
ithout

com
plaint. ‘H

ughie w
ill feed

 you w
hen he gets back,’ she told

 the
grunting pig, closing the d

oor.
Fallen leaves carpeted

 the orchard
 and

 crunched
 und

er Isabelle’s
boots. W

ith a last look for H
ughie, she left the orchard

 and
 w

ent
across the yard

 to the w
ashing line. L

arge fat raind
rops land

ed
,

hurrying her to w
ork faster. She threw

 the clothes into the basket,
and

 head
 d

ow
n, ran for the house. Insid

e, she paused
 to catch her

breath. From
 the kitchen w

ind
ow

, she w
atched

 hailstones bounce
on the ground

 and
 w

orried
 for H

ughie. W
hy w

asn’t he hom
e? She

tossed
 about the id

ea of going to look for him
, and

 d
ecid

ed
 against

it for she w
asn’t sure w

hich d
irection he’d

 taken once entering the
w

ood
.

Isabelle stoked
 the fire and

 ad
d

ed
 m

ore logs. She put the kettle
on to boil and

 stirred
 the w

atery cabbage soup she’d
 m

ad
e earlier.

U
nw

rapping the bread
 from

 a clean tow
el, she grim

aced
 at its hard

flatness. B
aking bread

 w
as a talent she had

 not m
astered

 and
 she

w
as sorry for it. N

evertheless, she cut a few
 thin slices before going

to the lard
er and

 collecting a jar each of blackberry jam
 and

 the
pickles she had

 begged
 Farrell to buy on his last trip to tow

n.
For a m

om
ent, she w

ond
ered

 w
hat kept him

 aw
ay from

 the farm
for d

ays at a tim
e. W

hatever it w
as, it brought in a little m

oney.
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husband
 had

 tried
 to be civil, but his social graces lacked

 consid
er-

ably. H
e sw

ung betw
een d

runken rages and
 fits of brood

ing d
epres-

sion. ‘I know
 it isn’t easy living like this but there are w

orse places.’
‘H

uh, I’d
 like to see them

.’
Isabelle bit back further com

m
ent, too tired

 to argue w
ith him

. A
sullen youth had

 replaced
 her once cheery brother. She w

as to
blam

e for this transform
ation and

 it hurt. A
rching her throbbing

back, she stared
 at the low

 cloud
s that hinted

 at m
ore rain. She

d
read

ed
 the fast approaching w

inter. T
he farm

house, although
cleaner, w

as still in no better cond
ition and

 since Farrell had
 no

m
oney to m

ake im
provem

ents, it m
eant them

 having to face a
d

ism
al freezing w

inter.
‘T

here, that’s the end
 of it.’ H

ughie knocked
 the last of the d

irt off
the spad

e and
 gave it back to her. ‘I’ll go check the traps. W

e m
ight

have a rabbit for tonight’s m
eal. I’m

 sick of boiled
 eggs.’

Isabelle w
atched

 him
 w

alk aw
ay; the d

roop of his should
ers a

perm
anent thing now

. H
er heart pained

 at their situation. G
etting

m
arried

 w
as m

eant to be the answ
er to their problem

s. N
ever had

she im
agined

 her d
ecision ruining them

. Still, all w
as not lost. She

m
anaged

 to feed
 them

 on the eggs the hens laid
 so regularly, plus

they had
 m

ilk. T
he od

d
 pheasant and

 trout m
ad

e it into her cook-
ing pot and

, each tim
e Farrell brought such a thing hom

e, she shied
aw

ay from
 asking him

 w
here he got it. Soon they w

ould
 have bacon

and
 ham

. Farrell had
 m

anaged
 to hire a boar to m

ate w
ith the sow

and
 now

 she carried
 a belly full of piglets.

T
he cool N

ovem
ber breeze raised

 goosebum
ps on her skin. T

he
w

eather had
n’t been pleasant since they arrived

, w
ith show

ers,
storm

s and
 grey gloom

y d
ays. It w

as as though M
other N

ature w
as

in a rush to bring on w
inter’s d

reariness. T
he light w

ind
 sprang up

sharper, sw
ifter and

 slam
m

ed
 the kitchen d

oor shut. A
bove her, the

curtains blew
 in and

 out through the open bed
room

 w
ind

ow
. To the

east om
inous d

ark cloud
s raced

. T
he cow

 bellow
ed

 and
 w

alked
faster to the gate w

anting the confines of its stall, w
hich, now

H
ughie had

 cleaned
 it out, w

as the easiest place to m
ilk her.

‘It’s all right, M
ayflow

er, I’m
 com

ing.’ Isabelle crossed
 the yard

to the first outbuild
ing and

 put aw
ay her seed

s and
 spad

e. H
ughie

had
 spent m

any long hours tid
ying and

 cleaning the barns. H
e had

a natural love for the anim
als and

 cared
 for them

 avid
ly. Farrell,

unconcerned
 for his beasts’ w

elfare, glad
ly left the boy to see to
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pearl necklace and
 three fob w

atches. ‘T
hese are only som

e of the
things.’

‘O
h, 

d
ear 

heaven!’ 
Isabelle’s 

stom
ach 

clenched
 

in 
fear. 

She
blinked

 rapid
ly, trying to com

prehend
 w

hat this m
eant. ‘H

ughie,
you should

n’t have touched
 them

.’
T

he d
oor banged

 open startling them
 both. Farrell, his eyes blaz-

ing in rage, stared
 at the glittering treasures on the table. ‘H

ow
 d

id
yer get those?’ H

e yelled
, lunging for H

ughie. D
espite his big build

,
Farrell 

could
 

m
ove 

quickly 
w

hen 
the 

need
 

arose 
and

 
w

ithin
second

s he had
 H

ughie hanging by his shirt collar inches clear off
the floor.

‘Farrell!’ Isabelle rushed
 to him

, but he sw
ept her asid

e.
‘Yer d

irty, snivelling little toe rag!’ Farrell shook H
ughie like a

lim
p d

oll. ‘H
ow

 d
are yer help yerself to m

e things.’
Isabelle beseeched

 him
 from

 the end
 of the table. ‘H

e’s sorry,
Farrell. Please, put him

 d
ow

n. W
e’ll talk about it.’

Farrell sneered
 into H

ughie’s face. ‘W
ant to steal from

 m
e d

o yer?
W

ell I’ll teach yer a lesson yer’ll not forget in a hurry!’ H
e flung

H
ughie against the w

all w
ith a thum

p. C
ups rattled

 w
here they

hung from
 hooks on the d

resser.
‘N

o! Stop!’ Isabelle ran to H
ughie. Farrell flung her aw

ay w
ith

enough force to sm
ash her against the d

resser. Plates rocked
 on the

shelf. Farrell picked
 H

ughie up and
 sm

ashed
 his fist into his stom

-
ach. B

reath explod
ed

 from
 H

ughie in a cruel gasp. T
he boy w

ent
d

ow
n on his knees, an easy target for Farrell’s boots.

‘N
o!’ Isabelle charged

 at Farrell and
 knocked

 him
 sid

ew
ays aw

ay
from

 H
ughie.

Farrell grabbed
 the table and

 spun to face her. ‘G
et out of m

e
w

ay! I’ll not have him
 stealing from

 m
e und

er m
e very nose!’

She stood
 betw

een the tw
o of them

, conscious of H
ughie crying

behind
 her. ‘H

e d
id

n’t m
ean to. H

e w
as going to put them

 back, I
prom

ise you. H
ughie just w

anted
 to show

 m
e, that’s all.’

‘L
ikely story!’ H

e scorned
, red

 in the face, but his tem
per w

as
lessening.

Isabelle sw
allow

ed
. ‘Sit d

ow
n and

 w
e’ll talk. I’ve got your d

inner
read

y. Please sit d
ow

n.’ W
hen Farrell low

ered
 him

self into the near-
est chair, Isabelle w

ent to H
ughie and

 helped
 him

 upright. ‘C
om

e,
d

earest, I’ll pour you a cup of tea.’
Farrell snorted

 at her fussing but said
 nothing as she quickly
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M
ost tim

es, he returned
 w

ith supplies to keep them
 going for a few

m
ore d

ays. T
he rent she knew

 had
 been paid

, but how
 he’d

 raised
the sum

 she d
id

n’t know
. N

o anim
als w

ere sold
 and

 since the far
field

s had
n’t been in crop for years, he had

 no harvest m
oney either.

It crossed
 her m

ind
 that his business m

ight be illegal, but she w
as

afraid
 to ask him

. W
hen he w

as hom
e, he w

as usually d
runk and

 fit
for nothing. Som

etim
es, he arrived

 bruised
 and

 blood
ied

 and
 she

cleaned
 him

 up as he slept off his ale. She alw
ays m

ad
e sure he

could
 find

 no fault w
ith her. L

iving in d
read

 of him
 w

anting her to
leave kept her in a constant state of anxiety. She d

id
 her best to

im
prove the house and

 farm
. H

e m
ust find

 no reason to be rid
 of

her and
 H

ughie. So far, she believed
 it to be w

orking. E
ven though

Farrell said
 nothing about the changing appearance of the yard

 and
house, she hoped

 he approved
 anyw

ay.
She tried

 not to d
w

ell on her m
arriage. H

er hand
 stilled

 on the
bread

 knife. A
m

 I really m
arried?

T
hey still had

 not consum
m

ated
the m

arriage and
 although the prospect of com

m
itting the act to

seal the contract still revolted
 her, she w

ould
 rather suffer that than

live w
ith the fear of him

 throw
ing them

 out on the streets and
annulling the m

arriage.
M

ovem
ent at the w

ind
ow

 sent her rushing to open the back d
oor.

T
he w

ind
 nearly tore it out of her hand

s as H
ughie staggered

 in and
collapsed

 against her.
‘O

h, B
elle.’

‘W
hat took you so long? A

re you all right?’
‘I found

 it.’
‘W

hat?’
‘Farrell’s hoard

.’
Isabelle blinked

. ‘H
oard

?’ She sat him
 d

ow
n and

 then w
alked

 to
the stove to sw

ing the kettle off the heat. ‘W
hat d

o you m
ean?’

H
ughie, eyes w

id
e, panted

, trying to get his breath. ‘In the w
ood

there’s a d
ugout, it’s not big, m

ind
, just w

id
e enough for som

eone
to craw

l in sid
ew

ays. It’s tucked
 into the bank of the stream

. I found
it by accid

ent. W
hen the storm

 started
 I ran and

 slipped
 d

ow
n the

bank, I grabbed
 a tree root and

 knocked
 aw

ay som
e of the bush

covering the hole. A
t first I thought it a fox d

en, but taking a closer
look I saw

 a tin box had
 fallen nearer to the opening.’

‘H
ughie—

’
‘L

ook, B
elle.’ From

 his pockets H
ughie d

rew
 out snuffboxes, a
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‘D
on’t think for a second

 I’ll not use this.’ Isabelle out-glared
him

.
‘D

on’t you threaten m
e! I put a roof over your head

 and
 food

 in
your m

outh.’
‘N

o you d
on’t, I d

o!’ She jabbed
 the poker in the air. ‘You d

o
nothing but steal and

 get d
runk.’

‘I m
arried

 you d
id

n’t I? I never even w
anted

 a blood
y w

ife.’
‘A

nd
 w

hy you d
id

 that I’ll never know
,’ Isabelle sneered

.
‘B

ecause Peacock paid
 m

e to. T
he old

 w
itch w

anted
 rid

 of you.’
H

er eyes w
id

ened
. T

he strength w
ent out of her as the new

s
surged

 past her anger. ‘She ... she paid
 you?’

A
fter a m

om
ent, he slow

ly low
ered

 his fist and
 m

oved
 back. ‘Put

that d
ow

n.’
‘You sit first.’
‘B

lood
y w

om
an,’ Farrell m

uttered
, but d

id
 as she d

em
and

ed
.

Isabelle leant the poker against the table and
 thankfully resum

ed
her seat for her legs felt like they w

ould
n’t hold

 her up a m
om

ent
longer.

‘T
he m

atron w
anted

 you out of her son’s w
ay. She knew

 he w
as

after you. I d
on’t know

 all the d
etails, and

 I d
on’t care to know

,’
Farrell explained

. H
e w

as stud
ying his hand

s and
 not looking at

her. ‘I need
ed

 the m
oney for the rent.’

Isabelle nod
d

ed
. It all m

ad
e sense. It w

as a business d
eal betw

een
him

 and
 M

atron just like it w
as a contract betw

een Farrell and
 her.

Yet, she could
n’t shake aw

ay the hollow
ness she felt. She had

 the
rid

iculous feeling of being used
.

H
ughie, w

ho had
 a little colour back in his cheeks, took her hand

in his. H
e w

as all she had
 in the w

orld
, the only one she could

 trust.
Farrell m

eant nothing to her now
, for she knew

 that no m
atter how

hard
 she tried

 he d
id

n’t w
ant the sam

e as she. So, she’d
 d

o it on her
ow

n. W
ith this in m

ind
, she straightened

 her should
ers and

 poured
them

 all fresh tea. Yes, Farrell ranted
 and

 raved
 but he no longer

scared
 her and

 she ow
ed

 him
 no loyalty. H

e w
ould

 be a m
eans to

an end
 and

 that’s all.
‘R

ight, how
 m

uch m
oney d

o you have?’
Farrell jerked

 in his seat. ‘I’ll not be telling yer, w
om

an. It’s m
e

ow
n business.’
Isabelle seethed

 at his foolishness. ‘W
e need

 to buy m
ore live-

stock and
 m

ake repairs. T
he roofs leak, tim

ber has rotted
 in the
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gave them
 their d

inner, shaking so m
uch she spilled

 som
e of the

soup. She sat in her place at the end
 of the table closest to the range.

H
ughie’s snivelling had

 eased
 but he ignored

 the sim
ple m

eal
before him

.
Isabelle, her stom

ach in knots, could
n’t eat either. ‘Try to eat

som
ething, H

ughie.’
‘L

eave m
e alone.’

Farrell’s 
eyes 

narrow
ed

. 
‘E

at! 
I’ll 

not 
have 

food
 

w
asted

.’
A

bruptly, he too thrust his soup bow
l aw

ay and
 bow

ed
 his head

.
‘It’s the only w

ay I can bring in som
e m

oney.’
Isabelle looked

 at him
. ‘Pard

on?’
H

e raised
 his gaze to her. ‘W

here d
o yer think the m

oney com
es

from
? T

his farm
 earns nothing. W

ith the flock size red
uced

, they
d

on’t bring in enough.’
A

cold
 shiver tingled

 d
ow

n her spine. ‘If you are caught w
hat

w
ill happen then? H

ow
 w

ill w
e survive then?’ Farrell hunched

 his
should

ers and
 looked

 aw
ay. She rose from

 her chair and
 w

ent to the
fire, torm

ented
 by her situation. H

ow
 could

 she have m
arried

 this
stranger, this m

an w
ho could

 beat her brother so easily?
‘T

hings m
ust change. I w

ill not be m
arried

 to a crim
inal. If you

spent m
ore tim

e w
orking this farm

 than you d
id

 stealing, happen
w

e’d
 be d

oing a w
hole lot better!’

‘Yer so stupid
.’ H

is laugh m
ad

e her clench her fists. W
hite-hot

fury blind
ed

 her for a second
.

‘N
ever call m

e stupid
, d

o you hear!’ She banged
 her hand

s d
ow

n
flat on the table and

 leaned
 tow

ard
s him

. ‘I’ll not have you put us
in d

anger. T
here w

ill be no m
ore stealing. Instead

, you’ll w
ork the

land
. M

ake this farm
 pay its w

ay.’
Farrell stood

, glaring at her. ‘Farm
 this land

? A
re yer m

ad
 as w

ell
as stupid

? T
here isn’t enough land

 to m
ake a livin’, the bastard

land
lord

 saw
 to that.’

‘W
hy? W

hy d
id

 he take the land
 aw

ay? W
as it because he saw

 the
neglect? T

he m
isuse? N

o d
oubt he thought he m

ight as w
ell use it

than let it go id
le.’

Farrell stepped
 forw

ard
, fist raised

. ‘Yer d
are to d

efend
 him

. H
e,

w
ho ruined

 m
e father and

 w
ho hum

iliates m
e at every turn?’

She grabbed
 the fire poker and

 held
 it high. ‘H

it m
e or H

ughie
ever again and

 you’ll live to regret it.’
H

e stared
 at her in am

azem
ent.
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ened
 the saw

s and
 had

 som
ething to eat. T

he late D
ecem

ber
w

eather, although cold
, rem

ained
 d

ry, w
hich pleased

 her after all
the rain they end

ured
 in N

ovem
ber. O

nce the cart w
as em

pty,
Farrell and

 H
ughie rum

bled
 out of the yard

 for another load
.

W
atching them

 go, she sighed
. L

ittle had
 changed

 in her m
arried

life. She rem
ained

 a virgin, and
 Farrell continued

 to rem
ain d

istant
and

 vague about his business. True, he d
id

n’t venture out at night
as m

uch, but he still d
isappeared

 w
ithout w

arning som
e d

ays and
retu

rned
 

w
ith 

m
oney 

jingling 
in 

his 
p

ockets. 
C

hristm
as 

and
H

ughie’s birthd
ay had

 been celebrated
 only by a visit to church and

a special d
inner of roast chicken at m

id
d

ay. For a gift, she’d
 knitted

H
ughie socks and

 a scarf, using the last of her supply of w
ool, but

Farrell refused
 to think of the d

ay as d
ifferent to any other d

ay and
so she com

plied
 and

 m
ad

e him
 nothing.

She often w
ond

ered
 w

hat he thought of her, his w
ife w

hom
 he

treated
 like a stranger. T

heir conversations w
ere strained

, m
ainly

consisting of safe topics like the w
eather or w

ork around
 the farm

.
H

e slept in the kitchen on a straw
 filled

 m
attress, content to let her

and
 H

ughie sleep in the bed
 upstairs. T

he situation w
asn’t id

eal,
and

 soon they’d
 have to buy or build

 a bed
 for H

ughie in the spare
room

. H
e d

eserved
 his ow

n room
.

A
s she turned

 tow
ard

s the house, need
ing to check on the rabbit

stew
 sim

m
ering on the stove, a horse and

 rid
er trotted

 into the
yard

. A
t once, she knew

 him
 to be the hated

 land
lord

. H
e reined

 in
a few

 feet from
 her. H

is gold
en brow

n eyes narrow
ed

 as his gaze
sw

ept over her from
 head

 to foot. ‘G
ood

 d
ay, m

ad
am

.’
She inclined

 her head
 and

 found
 she could

n’t stop staring at him
.

H
e held

 his head
 at an angle, looking superior. Som

ething hit her
betw

een the ribs, robbing her of breath. H
er skin tingled

, blood
pound

ed
 in her ears. ‘H

 ... H
ow

 d
o you d

o.’
‘M

y nam
e is E

than H
arrington. Is Farrell about?’ H

arrington
glanced

 around
 the yard

 before pinning her w
ith another bold

stare.
She sound

ed
 his nam

e in her m
ind

, liking it. H
e w

as no John or
Jim

 or Tom
. H

is eyes w
ere the colour of brand

y, a w
arm

 brow
n

highlighted
 w

ith gold
 flecks. T

he fine hair on her nape prickled
. H

e
w

ore faw
n cord

uroy trousers w
ith a d

arker brow
n rid

ing jacket. H
is

black boots shone even in the d
ull light from

 the overcast d
ay.

Isabelle w
as sud

d
enly aw

are of her ow
n w

orn d
usty skirt and
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barns and
 w

e need
 to buy grain and

 tools. C
an that horse of yours

pull a plough?’
‘N

ow
, w

ait just a m
inute.’ H

e jum
ped

 to his feet again.
‘For heaven’s sake sit d

ow
n!’ She had

 a strong urge to throw
 her

teacup at his rud
d

y face. ‘C
an you not have a sim

ple conversation
w

ithout huffing and
 puffing like an enraged

 old
 bull?’

‘Yer fancy plans w
on’t w

ork here. M
e father and

 m
other w

ent to
an early grave trying to m

ake this farm
 som

ething out of nothing.’
‘A

nd
 d

o you w
ish to see all their hard

 w
ork fail? W

ould
 you

rather w
alk aw

ay and
 let their d

eaths be for naught?’
Farrell slum

ped
 back into his chair. ‘I d

id
 try after they w

ent, but
it w

as no good
.’

‘You w
ere one m

an alone. O
f course it w

ould
 have been hard

.’
‘T

here 
w

as 
no 

m
oney. 

Father 
w

asn’t 
interested

 
in 

m
aking

changes and
 w

e had
 som

e bad
 harvests. W

hat little m
oney w

e had
d

w
ind

led
 aw

ay.’
‘T

hings w
ill be better now

, I am
 certain of it.’ She sm

oothed
 out

her skirts and
 becam

e businesslike. Farrell d
id

n’t have the gum
p-

tion to take control, so she w
ould

. If she had
 to live the rest of her

life here then she w
as going to d

am
n w

ell m
ake sure the farm

 w
as

successful. ‘You have H
ughie and

 m
e to help you. Together w

e w
ill

m
ake the changes necessary. Surely the land

lord
 w

ill think d
iffer-

ently now
 he know

s you are ... m
arried

.’
‘H

ard
ly. T

hat m
an thinks of nothing but him

self.’
Isabelle rose and

 tid
ied

 the table. ‘T
he flock of geese is large. I

counted
 seventeen bird

s. I think w
e should

 send
 them

 to m
arket or

at least ten or so. D
o you agree?’ She looked

 at her husband
.

H
e shrugged

. ‘If w
e can catch them

. It’s better to grab them
 at

night w
hen they’re not so flighty.’

‘W
e’ll d

o it now
 then.’ Isabelle w

ent to the back d
oor, w

rapped
her black shaw

l around
 her should

ers and
 turned

 to H
ughie. ‘D

o
you feel up to it, d

earest?’
H

e nod
d

ed
 and

 slipped
 from

 his seat to her sid
e. Follow

ing
Farrell, they left the kitchen and

 w
alked

 out into the d
arkness.

Isabelle carried
 an arm

load
 of firew

ood
 into the barn and

 stacked
 it

neatly along the far w
all. T

heir fuel supply now
 looked

 healthier
after she had

 bad
gered

 Farrell into cutting up som
e old

 trees in the
w

ood
. She finished

 unload
ing the cart w

hile he and
 H

ughie sharp-
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‘I w
as not inform

ed
.’

‘Is it a requirem
ent, M

r H
arrington?’ She raised

 her eyebrow
s,

his m
anner squashing the attraction she originally felt tow

ard
s him

.
H

e clenched
 his jaw

. H
is chiselled

 face seem
ed

 as hard
 as the

granite outcrops that littered
 the m

oor. ‘O
bviously, you d

id
 not set

your stand
ard

s very high w
hen you chose Farrell.’

‘I d
oubt very m

uch that concerns you, M
r H

arrington.’ She
flicked

 her skirts asid
e as though she w

ore the finest silk and
 his

com
pany sullied

 them
. ‘If you w

ill excuse m
e, I shall be about m

y
business.’

‘Your husband
, m

ad
am

, is not a m
an to be trusted

. U
nless you

w
ant to be w

alking the streets carrying all you possess, I suggest
you m

ake him
 change his w

ays. So far he has m
anaged

 to escape
the net, but sooner or later he w

ill pay for his actions.’
A

sickly tingle of fear slid
 d

ow
n Isabelle’s back. She urged

 som
e

w
itty retort to spring from

 her lips but his cold
 stare silenced

 her.
H

e gave her the slightest of nod
s and

 w
heeled

 his horse about and
out of the yard

. Stand
ing still for so long had

 m
ad

e her cold
, yet she

knew
 the iciness she felt w

as from
 m

ore than just the w
eather.

E
than m

arched
 into the d

raw
ing room

, paused
 to kiss his m

other’s
sm

ooth soft cheek before nod
d

ing to B
ald

w
in, the butler, to pour

him
 a nip of the w

hisky he im
ported

 from
 a d

istillery from
 the

Scottish H
ighland

s. H
e rested

 his forearm
 along the m

antelpiece
and

 stared
 into the glow

ing fire. To his left on an em
erald

 velvet
sofa, reclined

 his w
ife, C

larice, sucking boiled
 sugar sw

eets. H
is

stom
ach churned

.
‘H

ow
 w

as your rid
e, d

ear?’ E
lizabeth H

arrington sm
iled

 at him
,

breaking her concentration from
 her em

broid
ery.

‘C
old

.’ H
e replied

 w
ithout turning around

. T
he scene of d

om
es-

tic serenity w
as such a lie that he had

 the urge to laugh like a
m

ad
m

an.
E

lizabeth put asid
e her w

ork. ‘Shall I ring for tea?’
E

than closed
 his eyes m

om
entarily and

 then spun around
, d

oing
his best to not look at his w

ife. H
e concentrated

 on his m
other, w

ho
w

as the only w
om

an w
orth his tim

e and
 love. ‘D

id
 you know

 that
Farrell had

 m
arried

?’
‘Your tenant, Farrell?’ E

lizabeth chuckled
. ‘W

hy w
ould

 I be inter-
ested

 in him
? T

hat m
an is such a thorn in your sid

e. I d
o not und

er-
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blouse. Sham
e tinged

 her cheeks. T
he beating d

rum
 of her heart

alarm
ed

 her. ‘N
o, he isn’t here. H

e’s out ... gathering w
ood

.’ 
H

e frow
ned

 and
 flicked

 the reins as if und
ecid

ed
 w

hat to d
o next.

‘W
ill he be gone long?’
‘N

ot certain ... a half hour m
aybe.’ She cursed

 inw
ard

ly at her
abrupt inability to talk coherently. W

hat w
as it about him

 that m
ad

e
her so aw

are of him
? She absorbed

 the regal w
ay he sat on his horse

and
 how

 the fine lines at the corners of his eyes crinkled
 w

hen he
squinted

 into the d
istance.

‘W
ho are you?’

H
is question m

ad
e her falter. U

nexpected
ly, she d

id
n’t w

ant to
reveal to this fine gentlem

an that she w
as m

arried
 to a m

an like
Farrell. H

er cheeks grew
 hotter. G

uilt and
 em

barrassm
ent rend

ered
her m

ute.
H

e peered
 d

ow
n at her, arrogant and

 proud
. ‘H

ave you no
answ

er?’
She raised

 her chin, rem
em

bering from
 long ago her father’s

w
ord

s. N
ever be asham

ed of w
ho you are, for the tim

e m
ight com

e w
hen

the only person you can rely on is yourself.‘M
y nam

e is Isabelle Farrell,
form

erly G
ibson.’

‘You are a relative visiting Farrell for a tim
e then.’ H

e m
ad

e it a
statem

ent not a question.
‘I live here perm

anently.’ She straightened
 her should

ers. H
e

w
asn’t the only one w

ho could
 be proud

. A
d

ele G
ibson had

instilled
 in her d

aughters the sam
e d

egree of d
ignity she had

cond
ucted

 herself w
ith until the d

ay she d
ied

. H
ow

 glad
 Isabelle

w
as now

 of her m
other’s teachings.

‘I apologize for m
y lack of m

anners, M
r H

arrington. W
ould

 you
care to com

e insid
e and

 w
ait? O

r, if you prefer, I can inform
 m

y
husband

 that you visited
 and

 have him
 call on you tom

orrow
?’

H
arrington’s eyes w

id
ened

. ‘You are his w
ife?’

Isabelle tried
 to ignore the note of incred

ulity in his voice and
quickly d

am
pened

 d
ow

n the spark of irritation it caused
. W

hat w
as

the m
atter w

ith him
? D

id
 she not look like a w

ife? A
t the w

ork-
house she had

 gained
 a reputation for having a w

ild
 tem

per and
outspoken tongue – such a contrast to her m

other and
 sister. A

s a
m

arried
 w

om
an she m

ust now
 rise above such tem

ptations to shout
like a fishw

ife at anything that failed
 to please her. ‘Ind

eed
, sir, as of

ten w
eeks ago.’
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ests. A
s the years w

ent by, they turned
 to their ow

n concerns and
d

id
 their best to ignore each other as m

uch as possible. C
larice w

as
content to sew

, read
 her penny journals and

 eat. She insisted
 that his

m
other continue running the household

, and
 for that he w

as glad
.

‘D
arling?’

H
e turned

 and
 looked

 at his m
other. H

er eyes reflected
 his ow

n
sad

ness. She und
erstood

 his pain. H
e thum

ped
 d

ow
n his em

pty
glass. ‘I’ll be in the stud

y if you need
 m

e.’
She nod

d
ed

, and
 as he passed

 her she reached
 out and

 held
 his

hand
 for an instant. H

e sm
iled

 and
 left the room

. D
ow

n the hall w
as

the one room
 that w

as entirely his. E
than paused

 in the stud
y d

oor-
w

ay and
 surveyed

 the d
ark richness of the book-lined

 w
alls. T

he
large w

alnut d
esk sat beneath the w

ind
ow

 that overlooked
 the

park. In sum
m

er, d
eer grazed

 und
er the sycam

ores and
 beech trees.

Sighing, E
than w

alked
 to the w

ind
ow

 and
 stared

 out. T
he bleak

greyness of w
inter echoed

 his soul. H
is rid

iculous m
arriage galled

him
, and

 until now
 he had

 m
aintained

 a brave face about it, but
tod

ay, this m
om

ent, he felt as if he could
n’t breathe. T

he im
age of

Farrell’s w
ife sw

am
 before his eyes. H

ow
 had

 he, a useless id
ler,

m
arried

 som
eone so striking, som

eone so full of spirit and
 prid

e?
E

than frow
ned

, recalling the m
eeting. Isabelle, that w

as her nam
e.

H
e sat at his d

esk and
 d

rum
m

ed
 his fingers on the polished

 top.
Isabelle. H

e rem
em

bered
 how

 she had
 raised

 her chin and
 stared

 at
him

 bold
ly. A

spark had
 lit her unusually pale blue eyes. D

efiance.
C

haracter. In only those few
 m

inutes together, he saw
 in her som

e-
thing special. Yes, she w

ore filthy, shabby clothes and
 her red

 hand
s

show
ed

 how
 hard

 she w
orked

, but d
espite it all her supple strength

of spirit had
 reached

 insid
e him

.
H

e w
ould

 find
 out m

ore about her, this w
om

an called
 Isabelle

G
ibson. R

esting back against the pad
d

ed
 leather of his chair, he

nod
d

ed
. Isabelle G

ibson – never Farrell.

C
hoking sm

oke billow
ed

 into Isabelle’s face. She coughed
 and

flapped
 the d

ishcloth. ‘D
ratted

 chim
ney!’

A
n assortm

ent of cakes and
 tarts cooled

 on the table. W
ith prac-

tice, she had
 becom

e m
ore skilled

 at cooking. H
er new

 plan to sell
cakes at the H

ebd
en B

rid
ge m

arkets caused
 her no end

 of heart-
break as she perfected

 her rud
im

entary skills of pastry m
aking.

H
ughie entered

 through the back d
oor, bringing w

ith him
 a blast

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

57

stand
 w

hy you cannot break his lease. I am
 sure there is som

e law
about it?’

‘Father gave the fam
ily another ten year lease just before he d

ied
.

It expires in three years.’ E
than took his d

rink from
 B

ald
w

in.
‘Your father w

as alw
ays too lenient on those less fortunate.’ She

gave a sid
elong glance at her d

aughter-in-law
 and

 pursed
 her lips.

E
than took a gulp of his d

rink. H
e need

ed
 no rem

ind
ing of his

father’s w
eaknesses. H

e lived
 w

ith the consequences every d
ay. H

e
had

 m
arried

 C
larice because his d

ying father had
 begged

 him
 to.

O
h, he had

 d
one all right out of the d

eal, he freely acknow
led

ged
that, but tim

e had
 cruelly show

n him
 that m

oney w
as not every-

thing.
H

e gazed
 about the richly d

ecorated
 room

. H
is m

other had
sublim

e taste and
 the d

raw
ing room

 plus other room
s of B

racken
H

all looked
 elegant; all thanks to C

larice’s m
oney. H

er father, a
w

ealthy York m
erchant and

 his ow
n father’s good

 friend
, had

 left
his entire fortune to his only child

. T
hat fortune now

 safeguard
ed

B
racken H

all for the next generation. Yet, the next generation w
as

slow
 in com

ing. E
than shud

d
ered

. T
here w

ould
 never be an heir for

the estate he loved
 if he could

n’t force him
self to touch his w

ife.
‘W

hat d
oes it m

atter w
hether he has m

arried
 or not?’ C

larice
asked

, forcing him
 to look at her. H

e flinched
 as she licked

 her
sticky fat fingers and

 then im
m

ed
iately searched

 for another sw
eet

at the bottom
 of the cone paper cup. B

esid
e her, on a sm

all occa-
sional table, w

as a selection of ornam
ental jars hold

ing various
sugared

 fruits and
 chocolates.

‘It m
atters, C

larice, because the m
an is a w

astrel and
 a thief. H

e
cannot afford

 to pay his rent on tim
e, so how

 can he afford
 to

support a w
ife?’

C
larice shrugged

, pulled
 the nearest jar closer and

 poured
 out

tw
o brand

y-balls, w
hich she prom

ptly popped
 into her m

outh.
E

lizabeth clicked
 her tongue. ‘It’s four o’clock, C

larice. Tim
e to

stop, m
y d

ear.’
E

than cringed
. H

e felt filled
 w

ith sham
e that his m

other had
 to

chastise his w
ife like a child

. H
e m

oved
 his gaze aw

ay from
 his

w
ife’s 

d
ow

n-turned
 

m
outh. 

T
his 

is 
a 

nightm
are. 

H
e 

had
 

been
m

arried
 for six years to this greed

y, unintelligent half w
om

an, half
child

. For the first year he had
 tried

 really hard
 to find

 som
e

com
m

on ground
 w

ith her, but they shared
 none of the sam

e inter-

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

56



later, I could
n’t see w

hat he’d
 been d

oing. H
e w

as supposed
 to be

fixing the broken board
s on the back w

all.’ H
e took a sip of his tea

and
 then ad

d
ed

 m
ore m

ilk. ‘O
h, he d

id
 trim

 som
e of the fruit trees

in the orchard
. T

here’s only about five left to prune now
. I’ll d

o
them

 tom
orrow

.’
Isabelle nod

d
ed

. ‘You’re a good
 boy.’

‘So, w
e’re off to m

arket tom
orrow

?’ H
ughie asked

, w
iping his

hand
 across his m

outh.
She stood

 and
 opened

 the oven d
oor to check on the gold

en
currant buns cooking. ‘Yes, if Farrell brings the cart back in tim

e.’
‘I checked

 his hid
ey-hole tod

ay.’
Isabelle spun to face him

, her eyes w
id

e. ‘You should
n’t have.

You know
 how

 he reacts.’ She paused
, her voice d

ropping to a
w

hisper: ‘Tell m
e there w

asn’t anything in there.’
‘It w

as em
pty.’ H

ughie stretched
 and

 yaw
ned

. ‘B
ut you can’t tell

m
e he’s stopped

.’
H

er heart d
rum

m
ed

 in her chest. ‘H
e prom

ised
 he w

ould
.’

H
ughie snorted

, sud
d

enly looking m
uch old

er than his fourteen
years. ‘T

hen w
here d

oes his ale m
oney com

e from
?’
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of cold
 air that circulated

 the sm
oke. ‘T

hey look good
!’ H

e nod
d

ed
at the d

isplay on the table. ‘C
an I have one?’

‘Yes, you can, after you’ve w
ashed

 your hand
s.’ She glanced

 out
of the w

ind
ow

. L
ong shad

ow
s stretched

 across the yard
. ‘A

re the
ew

es in the house field
?’

‘Yes, all in. Farrell says they’ll have to be put in the barns next
m

onth before lam
bing starts. T

hat m
eans I’ll have to d

o m
ore clear-

ing.’‘Is he still out there?’
H

ughie sat on the scullery step and
 pulled

 off his boots. ‘N
o.

H
e’s gone. H

itched
 up the cart about an hour ago. H

e d
id

n’t say
w

here.’ H
e stood

 and
 placed

 his boots by the back d
oor before

going into the scullery to w
ash.

Isabelle sighed
. ‘It w

ould
n’t have hurt him

 to tell his w
ife

his
w

hereabouts.’ To save her from
 further unhappiness in soul-search-

ing her bizarre m
arriage, she d

ism
issed

 L
en Farrell from

 her m
ind

.
H

e treated
 her w

ith m
ed

iocre respect, but still kept his d
istance,

w
hich suited

 her ad
m

irably.
L

ast w
eek, Farrell took her for a brief visit to the m

arket, and
 she

bought several item
s of clothing for herself and

 new
 trousers for

H
ughie. W

ith the m
oney from

 the sale of the stolen good
s, she had

bought a pallet bed
 for H

ughie and
 placed

 it in the spare room
. T

he
excursion terrified

 her. H
and

ling ‘d
irty’ m

oney w
as not som

ething
she ever w

anted
 to d

o again. H
er heart nearly gave out every tim

e
som

eone bum
ped

 into her, and
 w

hen she saw
 the constable at the

end
 of the m

arket, she nearly fainted
, certain that he w

as going to
arrest her. O

nce hom
e, she berated

 Farrell like a gin-filled
 fishw

ife.
N

ever w
ould

 she end
ure such an ord

eal again. H
e let her shout

until she w
as exhausted

, but d
id

n’t retaliate except to ask if she had
finished

, so he could
 go for an ale in H

eptonstall.
R

em
em

bering her fear that d
ay in the m

arket, and
 know

ing that
stolen m

oney had
 bought her good

s, Isabelle took a knife and
savagely cut a piece of apple pie and

 placed
 it on a plate for H

ughie
as he sat d

ow
n. Frustrated

 at her husband
’s lack of care, for her or

anything else, m
ad

e her voice sharp. ‘D
id

 Farrell d
o any w

ork
tod

ay?’
H

ughie shrugged
, taking a large bite. H

e sw
allow

ed
 and

 poured
him

self a cup of tea from
 the pot on the table. ‘W

hen I w
as chop-

ping w
ood

, he w
as fid

d
ling around

 in the end
 shed

. W
hen I looked
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com
m

ent. B
esid

es, he could
n’t tell her anything that she d

id
n’t

alread
y know

 or suspect about her husband
. She hurried

ly assisted
the w

om
an w

hose three child
ren fond

led
 her d

elicious pies and
tarts. E

ach child
 received

 a slap from
 their m

other for their rud
e-

ness before she bought an apple pie.
For the next hou

r, Isabelle rem
ained

 bu
sy as a slow

 bu
t constant

line of p
u

rchasers filed
 by. H

er skirt p
ocket jingled

 w
ith coins, and

bu
oyant w

ith her su
ccess, Isabelle sm

iled
 w

id
ely at anyone w

ho
looked

 her w
ay. Yes, she w

as new
 and

 d
rew

 interest, bu
t she

d
id

n’t care. For the first tim
e in her life she had

 earned
 m

oney and
the su

ccess of it m
ad

e her light-head
ed

. A
s the m

id
d

ay ru
sh

d
w

ind
led

 to a trickle, Isabelle p
laced

 the last rem
aining lem

on
cu

rd
 tart in her sm

allest basket. She stacked
 tw

o other baskets into
the biggest one and

 then fold
ed

 the sheet. She glanced
 u

p
 as a

large w
om

an w
ith straggly black hair and

 a hairy chin stop
p

ed
 in

front.
‘I’m

 sorry, I only have a tart left, but I’ll be back next w
eek

...’
‘N

o, yer w
on’t!’ T

he w
om

an sneered
, bend

ing forw
ard

 over the
table just inches from

 Isabelle’s face. She sm
elt of stale sw

eat and
ale.Isabelle stepped

 back. ‘Pard
on?’

‘D
id

n’t yer ’ear m
e?’ T

he w
om

an spat to the sid
e. ‘Yer ain’t

com
ing back to this m

arket!’
A

larm
ed

, Isabelle looked
 at the gathering crow

d
, w

ho having
heard

 raised
 voices thought they m

ight find
 som

e free entertain-
m

ent. T
he enorm

ous w
om

an placed
 hand

s as large as frying pans
on her w

id
e hips and

 stared
 at Isabelle as though she w

as filth in
the gutter.

‘Yer’ve tekken m
e trad

e aw
ay. I’ve sold

 next ter now
t terd

ay!’ She
stabbed

 a fat finger at Isabelle. ‘I sell the pies and
 tarts around

 ’ere
see, and

 old
 M

rs B
rierly at top end

 sells her bread
. Tis an arrange-

m
ent w

e’ve had
 fer nigh on ten years.’

‘I w
asn’t aw

are
...’

‘W
ell, I’m

 telling yer now
 aren’t I?’ T

he w
om

an crossed
 her

w
obbly arm

s und
er her huge pend

ulous breasts. She w
as a giant

and
 Isabelle, stand

ing at five foot five, felt like a d
w

arf.
A

few
 jeers filtered

 through from
 the back. Isabelle straightened

,
trying not to be intim

id
ated

. ‘I am
 certain there are m

ore than
enough people buying to allow

 m
y stall here too.’
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C
H

A
PT

E
R

 SIX

T
he cries of stallhold

ers carried
 on the w

ind
 and

 filled
 the m

arket-
place. E

arly m
orning crow

d
s, all eager for a good

 buy, picked
 their

w
ay past the num

erous stalls. H
ousew

ives and
 grand

m
others

fid
d

led
 

w
ith 

sale 
item

s, 
bargaining 

for 
the 

right 
price, 

w
hile

servants inspected
 fruit, fish and

 cheese to m
ake certain their

m
aster’s m

oney bought only the best.
Isabelle view

ed
 the stream

 of people from
 behind

 her stall.
Sm

iling, she nod
d

ed
 to those w

ho stared
 at the new

com
er. H

er
tarts, pies and

 cakes lay on a clean sheet covering the trestle table.
Farrell, having d

riven her to the m
arket, had

 then d
isappeared

, but
prom

ised
 to pick her up at one o’clock.

H
er neighbouring stallhold

er, a grey-haired
 eld

erly m
an selling

gard
en tools and

 other ironm
onger equipm

ent, stepped
 nearer. ‘I’ve

not seen yer before?’
She sm

iled
 in reply. ‘N

o. T
his is m

y first tim
e here. I’m

 Isabelle
G

ib—
 Farrell.’

‘Farrell?’ H
e took his pipe out of his m

outh. ‘T
he only Farrell’s I

know
 are from

 M
ead

ow
 Farm

 or out along Sow
erby w

ay.’
‘I live at M

ead
ow

 Farm
.’

‘Yer m
arried

 L
en Farrell?’ H

is incred
ulous look m

ad
e her uncom

-
fortable.

‘Yes.’ She noticed
 that behind

 the old
 m

an, m
ore stallhold

ers in
the row

 w
ere sud

d
enly very interested

 in her. H
er skin prickled

from
 their scrutiny.

T
he old

 m
an replaced

 his pipe and
 shook his head

, m
um

bling.
‘M

ore fool you then, lass.’
A

custom
er saved

 Isabelle from
 w

orrying about the old
 m

an’s

60



‘N
-no.’ A

ctually her head
 felt on fire, but she w

ould
n’t have told

him
 that even if she w

ere put to torture. H
is expression softened

and
 she instinctively knew

 that he saw
 through her lie.

‘W
here is your husband

?’
‘H

e is to collect m
e at one o’clock.’ Sud

d
enly she d

id
n’t w

ant
Farrell to be anyw

here near her or H
arrington.

H
arrington took out his fob w

atch and
 opened

 it. ‘H
e’s late.’

‘H
e’ll be along any m

inute.’ H
er cheeks grew

 hot und
er his sharp

gaze. H
er heart thum

ped
 against her ribs. ‘T

h-T
hank you for your

help.’
‘You are w

elcom
e.’ H

e tucked
 the w

atch back into his w
aistcoat

pocket and
 glanced

 around
 at the em

ptying m
arket. ‘W

hat w
as the

argum
ent about?’

‘She w
as u

nhap
p

y abou
t m

y selling p
ies. She d

oes the sam
e and

tod
ay the p

eop
le shu

nned
 her stall and

 instead
 w

anted
 to sam

p
le

m
y w

ares.’ T
he m

om
ent the w

ord
s w

ere ou
t of her m

ou
th, Isabelle

blu
shed

 violently. L
ord

, she sou
nd

ed
 like a w

hore on a street
corner. ‘I m

eant ... not m
y w

ares as in ... you
 see ... w

hat I m
ean

w
as

...’
H

is laughter echoed
 throughout the em

ptying stalls and
 the last

few
 people in the m

arket spun to stare at them
. ‘I d

o know
 w

hat
you m

ean.’
She d

ropped
 her gaze and

 bit her lip. H
e m

ust think m
e the oddest

fool.H
e grew

 seriou
s again. ‘It m

ight not be w
ise to com

e here
again. M

rs W
ilm

ot w
ill enlist her cronies to su

p
p

ort her next
tim

e.’
Sw

ift fury at the injustice of it m
ad

e Isabelle’s voice sharp. ‘She
cannot keep m

e from
 running a stall. I need

 to earn m
oney. T

he
m

arket is big enough for the both of us. She just d
oesn’t like the

com
petition! M

y baking is und
oubted

ly superior.’
H

arrington’s eyes w
id

ened
 at her speech and

 the w
ord

s she
used

. U
nasham

ed
 of her m

other’s teachings, Isabelle raised
 her

chin. She m
ight now

 live on a farm
, but she w

as ed
ucated

 and
above the class of that W

ilm
ot w

om
an.

H
arrington’s m

outh lifted
 slightly as though he fought a grin. ‘I

suspect you are correct. N
evertheless, she w

ill m
ake it d

ifficult for
you.’

Isabelle tossed
 her head

. ‘L
et her try.’

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

63

A
s qu

ick as a flash, the w
om

an grabbed
 a fistfu

l of Isabelle’s
hair and

 p
u

lled
 her across the trestle. Isabelle scream

ed
. T

he
crow

d
 roared

. T
he w

om
an’s grip

 tightened
. ‘L

isten ter m
e, yer

scraggly p
oacher’s w

om
an! I’ll not be told

 w
hat ter d

o by the likes
of you

!’
A

nger and
 pain m

ixed
 to give Isabelle the rage of a charging bull.

She scram
bled

 over the table and
 grabbed

 the w
om

an’s hand
 that

held
 her hair as the people at the front spread

 the w
ord

 to those at
the back that a fight w

as on.
‘L

et go of m
e you filthy cow

.’ Isabelle tried
 prising the fat fingers

from
 her hair, but the w

om
an jerked

 her head
. Fit to kill, Isabelle

sw
ung her fist and

 land
ed

 one on the w
om

an’s chin. In an instant
she w

as free. She sagged
 back against the table hold

ing her head
.

H
er eyes w

atered
 w

ith the throbbing of her scalp.
‘W

hat is going on here!’ T
he authoritative voice silenced

 the
com

m
otion. 

T
he 

gathering 
parted

 
and

 
E

than 
H

arrington 
rod

e
straight up to the stall even though his horse w

as in fear of tram
-

pling people and
 good

s together.
Isabelle looked

 aw
ay, em

barrassed
. H

e, of all people to see her
fighting in public! H

er sham
e grew

.
‘W

hat’s your nam
e?’

Isabelle thought he w
as asking her and

 jerked
 around

, but he
stared

 at the large hoyd
en. She closed

 her eyes m
om

entarily in
relief.

‘M
arge W

ilm
ot.’

H
arrington pointed

 his rid
ing crop at her. ‘M

ake any m
ore trou-

ble like that again and
 I’ll have you arrested

 for d
isturbing the

peace.’ H
is hard

, unforgiving stare sw
ept the crow

d
. ‘B

e gone, all of
you!’

M
utters and

 foot scuffling signalled
 their d

eparture though
Isabelle d

id
n’t w

atch. She turned
 aw

ay and
 slipped

 behind
 the stall

to collect her baskets.
‘M

rs Farrell?’
A

t his sym
pathetic tone, em

otion sealed
 her throat. N

ever had
she been involved

 in such a spectacle. H
er m

other and
 Sally w

ould
have been so asham

ed
. H

er grip tightened
 on the basket’s hand

le.
Slow

ly, she raised
 her gaze. H

is toffee-coloured
 eyes held

 tend
er-

ness before he quickly m
asked

 it. H
arrington d

ism
ounted

, lifted
 his

horse’s reins over its head
 and

 held
 them

. ‘A
re you hurt?’
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w
rong she’d

 been. T
he sad

 thing w
as, she knew

 she w
ould

 be
happy living on a farm

 if only she had
 the respect of a good

 m
an.

She w
ould

n’t m
ind

 the hard
 w

ork if she only received
 a w

arm
 sm

ile
of gratitud

e, but living w
ith Farrell m

eant living w
ith a stranger. It

w
asn’t as if she w

anted
 his love and

 attention, she d
id

n’t, and
 that’s

w
hat m

ad
e the situation even m

ore unbearable, because she w
as

trapped
. Trapped

 in a loveless life. T
here w

ould
 be no child

ren for
her, and

 once H
ughie m

arried
 and

 m
oved

 aw
ay, she’d

 have no one
to care for or to love her. T

he years ahead
 stretched

 out into an
abyss of lonely blackness.

A
gentle breeze w

histled
 throu

gh the bare trees, lifting the fine
hair at her brow

 that p
eep

ed
 ou

t from
 u

nd
er her hood

. Strolling,
she trailed

 a stick on the frozen w
ater of a tiny stream

. W
here

rocks p
oked

 ou
t ice had

 broken aw
ay and

 the w
ater trickled

throu
gh. T

he sou
nd

 of the tinkling w
ater soothed

 her frau
ght

nerves. She had
 escap

ed
 the hou

se after calm
ing both H

u
ghie and

Farrell. T
heir argu

m
ents w

ere becom
ing m

ore frequ
ent as the

w
inter m

ad
e them

 sp
end

 d
ays coop

ed
 u

p
 insid

e. T
hey argu

ed
abou

t chores and
 p

layed
 her off one against the other u

ntil she
w

as read
y to scream

. Farrell refu
sed

 to d
o m

ore than a sm
all

am
ou

nt of w
ork and

 w
as d

eterm
ined

 to treat H
u

ghie like a slave.
She u

nd
erstood

 H
u

ghie’s resentm
ent and

 felt it, bu
t he w

ent ou
t

of his w
ay to annoy Farrell and

 she fou
nd

 that H
u

ghie w
as qu

ick
to shirk w

ork too if he cou
ld

. B
etw

een the p
air of them

, Isabelle
d

id
n’t know

 w
hich w

as w
orse, and

 som
etim

es being stu
ck in the

m
id

d
le tested

 her sanity.
T

he sound
 of crunching snow

 shattered
 the quiet. H

er head
jerked

 up. E
than H

arrington rod
e out from

 behind
 a tree on the

opposite sid
e of the stream

 w
ith his tan d

og running besid
e. H

e
reined

 in his horse and
 it snorted

 steam
 into the cold

 air. T
he d

og
stopped

 at once to look at his m
aster for instructions.

Isabelle stared
 at H

arrington. H
e w

ore a long, d
ark grey rid

ing
coat lined

 w
ith sable. H

is shiny black leather knee-length boots
m

atched
 his black kid

-leather gloves. H
e w

ore no hat and
 the

breeze played
 w

ith his chestnut brow
n hair. A

gain she had
 the urge

to touch him
. She d

ropped
 her stick and

 tucked
 her hand

s insid
e

her cloak’s pockets. Silence stretched
.

‘H
ow

 are you?’ H
is voice sound

ed
 loud

 w
ithin the frozen w

ood
-

land
.
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Som
ething she could

n’t nam
e flared

 in his brand
y eyes, lighting

them
 w

ith gold
. T

he atm
osphere surround

ing them
 seem

ed
 to suck

the air out of her lungs. She stared
 at him

 bold
ly, ignoring the w

ay
heat circled

 her belly. H
er gaze d

ropped
 to his lips, and

 she had
 an

unexpected
 urge to touch them

 w
ith her fingertips.

C
latter from

 behind
 her shattered

 their fascination w
ith each

other. R
egretfully, she turned

 and
 stared

 as her husband
 halted

 the
cart at the end

 of the stall row
. Isabelle sw

allow
ed

 and
 glanced

 back
to H

arrington. ‘T
hank you for your help.’

H
arrington peered

 at Farrell seated
 upon the cart and

 once m
ore

becam
e rigid

. H
e bow

ed
 to her, stiff and

 form
al. ‘U

ntil w
e m

eet
again, Isabelle G

ibson-Farrell.’
W

ord
lessly, she tu

rned
 from

 him
 and

 tow
ard

s her hu
sband

.
T

he baskets’ w
icker hand

les seem
ed

 em
bed

d
ed

 in her hand
s so

tight d
id

 she clu
tch them

. She w
alked

 the length of the row
 on

u
nstead

y legs, certain that E
than H

arrington w
as w

atching her
every step

.
‘W

hat d
id

 he
w

ant?’ Farrell asked
 the second

 she w
as in speak-

ing range.
‘N

othing at all.’ Isabelle placed
 the baskets in the back of the cart

and
 then hoisted

 herself up onto the seat, know
ing Farrell w

ould
n’t

get d
ow

n to help.
‘I d

on’t w
ant yer talking to him

.’ H
e w

hipped
 up the horse.

‘I can hard
ly ignore him

 can I? H
e is our land

lord
 after all.’ She

ached
 to look back to see if he still w

atched
. She d

id
n’t und

erstand
w

hat 
had

 
happened

 
betw

een 
them

, 
but 

she 
knew

 
som

ething
certainly d

id
. T

he thought frightened
 and

 w
arm

ed
 her.

Isabelle sauntered
 across the snow

-covered
 field

s behind
 the farm

.
In her pocket she had

 a hand
ful of grain to throw

 out for the geese
and

 d
ucks that d

ogged
 her every footstep, even the sheep liked

 to
follow

 her. T
he sun w

as high, though its heat w
asn’t enough to m

elt
the thick layer of January snow

 or banish the cold
.

She left the anim
als behind

, clim
bed

 over the stile and
 crossed

D
raper’s L

ane to enter the frigid
 w

inter w
ood

land
 of H

aw
d

en
H

ole. T
his area, flow

ing d
ow

n the escarpm
ent to H

ebd
en W

ater
had

 becom
e a favourite place for Isabelle to escape from

 her end
less

chores and
 d

isgruntled
 hom

e life. She had
 thought she could

 cope
living this w

ay, but w
ith each passing d

ay she becam
e aw

are of how
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brim
m

ed
 w

ith pies and
 tarts. Farrell had

 left last night w
ithout

telling her his plans, and
 it w

as now
 past eight o’clock the next

m
orning, and

 he had
n’t returned

.
‘H

e’ll be here soon.’ H
ughie sat by the fire d

arning a sock. ‘T
he

snow
 has likely held

 him
 up.’

‘W
hat keeps him

 out night after night?’ She stam
ped

 her foot in
frustration. ‘H

e d
rinks m

ore than a sailor d
oes on his first d

ay back
at port!’ H

ughie grinned
.

T
he sound

 of scratching m
ad

e Isabelle frow
n. T

he snow
storm

grew
 in intensity. She could

 no longer see the outbuild
ings. T

he
scratching sound

ed
 again. ‘W

hat is that?’
H

ughie shrugged
. ‘T

he trees on the w
ind

ow
 upstairs?’

Isabelle stepped
 aw

ay from
 the w

ind
ow

, nibbling her fingertips.
T

here w
ould

 be no m
arket d

ay tod
ay. She w

ent into the scullery
w

hen a thum
p sound

ed
 at the back d

oor. She opened
 it and

 cried
out as Farrell land

ed
 at her feet. H

ughie d
ashed

 to her sid
e and

together they stared
 at her husband

’s blood
y form

.
‘H

eaven’s above!’ Isabelle bent to touch him
. H

e stirred
 and

m
oaned

. ‘H
elp m

e bring him
 insid

e, H
ughie.’

T
hey grabbed

 him
 und

er the arm
s and

 d
ragged

 him
 d

ow
n the

step and
 onto the kitchen floor. H

is coat w
as m

issing and
 his w

et
w

oollen vest cloaked
 him

 like another skin.
Farrell opened

 and
 closed

 his eyes. ‘Isabelle
...’

‘W
hat hap

p
ened

 to you
?’ She took a d

ishcloth from
 the table

and
 knelt to w

ip
e the blood

 oozing from
 a cu

t in his forehead
. She

gestu
red

 to H
u

ghie. ‘G
et m

e som
e blankets off the bed

 and
 a

p
illow

 too. H
e’s too heavy to lift, so I’ll have to m

ake a bed
 in here

for him
.’

A
s H

ughie ran to d
o as she bid

, Isabelle quickly m
ad

e him
 a cup

of sw
eet tea and

 held
 Farrell’s head

 up to pour a little into his
m

outh. N
ext, she rubbed

 his cold
 hand

s betw
een her ow

n. H
ughie

ran into the room
 w

ith the item
s she asked

 for, and
 Isabelle placed

the pillow
 und

er Farrell’s head
. ‘H

eat a w
arm

ing pan, H
ughie.’

Farrell’s eyes fluttered
, he m

oaned
 from

 blue lips. Isabelle ran into
the scullery and

 found
 an old

 pair of gloves. She returned
 and

tugged
 them

 onto his icy hand
s.

‘L
ord

, w
hat have you d

one to yourself?’ H
e m

urm
ured

 and
opened

 his eyes. She tucked
 the blanket around

 him
 m

ore securely.
‘L

ie still.’
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‘W
ell, thank you.’

‘I hear you are still causing a stir w
ithin the m

arket com
m

unity.’
She raised

 her chin. T
he p

roblem
s she exp

erienced
 at the

m
arket each w

eek w
ore d

ow
n her sp

irit. She w
ished

 she cou
ld

stop
 going, bu

t d
esp

ite the torm
ent from

 M
arge W

ilm
ot, p

eop
le

still bou
ght her p

ies and
 she need

ed
 the m

oney. ‘T
he trou

ble is not
m

y d
oing.’

‘I know
 that.’

Isabelle looked
 aw

ay into the trees. A
lone bird

 flew
 from

 a
branch. She w

ond
ered

 how
 this m

an’s presence could
 unnerve and

please her at the sam
e tim

e. B
lood

 pound
ed

 in her ears. E
very

ounce of her bod
y tingled

 w
ith aw

areness. L
eather creaked

 as he
d

ism
ounted

. H
is d

og w
alked

 besid
e him

 as H
arrington stepped

 to
the ed

ge of the stream
. A

cross the w
ater they gazed

 at each other,
reaffirm

ing the d
etails of each other they’d

 m
em

orized
 before. She

knew
 this and

 accepted
 it.

‘W
hen d

o you go to m
arket again?’

H
er heart som

ersaulted
 at the question. ‘Tom

orrow
.’

‘W
here d

oes he leave you?’
‘A

t the south end
 of the m

arket.’
‘W

hat tim
e? I’ll m

eet you.’
She sw

allow
ed

, every bit of her w
anted

 w
hatever it w

as he
offered

, yet som
e voice insid

e her head
 told

 her to w
alk aw

ay. T
he

im
age of her grand

father shaking hand
s w

ith his parishioners on
the steps of his church cam

e to m
ind

. H
e had

 m
ad

e her feel so
proud

. W
ould

 he be proud
 of her w

icked
 thoughts now

?
‘Isabelle

...’ H
is w

hisper carried
 to lie gently on her skin.

H
er shallow

 breathing hurt her chest. She shook her head
 as

though to clear it. ‘I have to go.’
‘W

ill you m
eet m

e?’ H
is eyes d

id
 not plead

, d
id

 not beg.
She turned

 aw
ay. H

er steps quickened
. She gathered

 up her
skirts and

 ran.

‘W
here 

is 
he!’ 

Isabelle 
stom

p
ed

 
arou

nd
 

the 
kitchen. 

For 
the

um
pteenth tim

e, she w
ent to the w

ind
ow

 and
 looked

 out. D
espite

the falling snow
, she still w

anted
 to go to the m

arket. H
er thoughts

shied
 aw

ay from
 the know

led
ge that H

arrington w
ould

 be there.
She need

ed
 to go to earn m

oney, that w
as the m

ost im
portant

reason. H
er em

pty purse spurred
 her on. O

n the table, her baskets
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‘T
he bastard

 stopped
 m

e in H
eptonstall and

 told
 m

e to look to
m

eself regard
ing this farm

. H
e said

 he’d
 never stop w

atching m
e

and
 that I’d

 better d
o right by you and

 the boy and
 that I w

asn’t
w

orth having a w
ife!’

‘H
e said

 that?’
Farrell sneered

. ‘Yer calling m
e a liar?’

‘N
o, of course not.’ She gulped

. ‘W
hat d

id
 you say to him

?’
‘N

ow
t. H

ow
 cou

ld
 I? W

e w
ere in the m

id
d

le of Tow
ngate w

ith
everyone w

atching!’ Farrell reached
 into one of her baskets and

took ou
t all the p

ies. From
 another basket he took a sm

all tart and
stu

ffed
 it in his m

ou
th. H

e sw
ayed

 as he p
u

lled
 off his w

et vest
and

 stead
ied

 him
self by hold

ing the table. T
hen he u

nbu
ttoned

 his
shirt and

 tu
rned

 to H
u

ghie. ‘G
et u

p
stairs and

 find
 m

e som
e

clothes, trou
sers, shirt and

 socks. P
u

t extra into a bag. Q
u

ickly
now

.’
‘You have to put them

 back.’ Isabelle bit her lip, her hand
s shook

as Farrell began picking up the stolen possessions and
 thrusting

them
 into his pockets.

‘D
on’t be d

aft.’
‘I w

on’t be a part of this!’ A
nger surfaced

 past her fear. ‘You are
a fool! If you are caught they’ll im

prison you for years.’
‘I’ll not be caught.’ Farrell d

rank m
ore tea and

 ate another tart,
regaining som

e of his strength. H
e turned

 cunning eyes to her. ‘I’m
going aw

ay. B
y the tim

e I com
e back they’ll have forgotten all about

it.’‘G
o aw

ay? W
here w

ill w
e go?’

‘Yer ain’t going anyw
here. Yer staying here. Yer’ve got to look

after the farm
, or he’ll take it back.’

H
u

ghie ran into the kitchen clu
tching clothes. Farrell took

them
 and

 changed
. ‘P

u
t those p

ies into that bag and
 a bottle of

tea.’Stu
nned

, Isabelle d
id

 as he d
irected

. She p
ou

red
 the tea from

the p
ot into an earthenw

are bottle and
 secu

red
 the cork. H

er
m

ind
 w

hirled
, thou

ghts scattered
 d

esp
ite her best attem

p
ts to

m
ake sense of Farrell’s w

ord
s. She cou

ld
n’t fathom

 his intentions,
cou

ld
n’t 

com
p

rehend
 

w
hat 

all 
this 

w
ou

ld
 

m
ean 

to 
her 

and
H

u
ghie.

O
n the back of the scullery d

oor, old
 coats hung on hooks. Farrell

sorted
 through them

 until he found
 a large, black shapeless one and
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‘N
o

...’
She put the cup to his lips again. ‘D

rink this now
. You need

 to get
w

arm
.’

H
e slow

ly eased
 him

self up onto one elbow
. ‘G

ot to hid
e.’ H

e
w

heezed
 and

 then coughed
. H

is split lip began to bleed
 freely

again.
‘H

id
e?’ She frow

ned
. ‘W

hy?’
‘T

hey’ll find
 m

e here!’ H
e tried

 to get up, but she pushed
 him

back d
ow

n.
‘W

ho?’
‘H

ad
 to run

...’
H

ughie knelt d
ow

n besid
e them

. ‘H
as he lost his m

ind
?’

‘H
eaven know

s, silly m
an. It’d

 be hard
ly surprising if he has,

being out in this w
eather all night.’ She m

ad
e Farrell d

rink again.
‘Take his boots off, H

ughie.’
‘N

o!’ Farrell reared
 up. ‘I m

ust hid
e.’ H

e gripped
 Isabelle’s arm

s
until they hurt. H

is eyes w
ere w

id
e and

 frightened
. ‘I can’t hid

e
here. T

hey’ll find
 m

e.’
In a panic, Isabelle glanced

 up at the d
oor as though the rid

ers
from

 hell w
ould

 burst through it any m
om

ent. She flung aw
ay his

hand
s, alarm

ed
. ‘W

hat have you d
one?’ H

er voice sound
ed

 high to
her ears.

‘T
hey nearly cau

ght m
e. H

ad
 to ru

n.’ Farrell p
anted

, throw
ing

off the blanket, stru
ggling to sit u

p
. ‘T

hey saw
 m

e face. I m
u

st
go!’Isabelle stood

 and
 hugged

 herself, fighting rising terror. ‘Tell m
e,’

she w
hispered

.
‘I’ve been hid

ing in the w
ood

s all night.’ Farrell pulled
 him

self
up using the table as a support. B

eard
 grow

th shad
ow

ed
 his jaw

,
but colour had

 returned
 to his cheeks. H

e peered
 out the w

ind
ow

 at
the blizzard

 raging outsid
e. ‘I w

as at B
racken H

all.’
Isabelle gasped

. H
er hand

 flew
 to her throat. ‘N

o, not there.’
Farrell’s face d

arkened
 in anger. ‘H

e d
eserves it!’ Shaking, he

p
ou

red
 a cu

p
 of tea and

 d
rank it qu

ickly. O
u

t of his trou
ser p

ock-
ets he rem

oved
 trinkets and

 jew
ellery. T

hey scattered
 across the

table 
and

 
lay 

there, 
glittering 

in 
the 

cand
lelight 

besid
e 

her
baskets.

‘G
ood

 L
ord

.’ Isabelle thought she w
ould

 faint. ‘You are m
ad

 to
d

o this!’
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‘W
hat w

ill w
e d

o, B
elle?’ H

ughie’s eyes w
ere w

id
e in his w

hite
face.

She stum
bled

 to her chair by the firesid
e. H

er breakfast threat-
ened

 to surge back up the w
ay it w

ent d
ow

n and
 sw

eat broke out
on her upper lip.

‘B
elle?’

Sucking in an unstead
y breath, she had

 an overw
helm

ing d
esire

to cry, som
ething she refused

 to d
o. H

er m
ind

 spun like a m
erry-go-

round
 at a sum

m
er fair. ‘I d

on’t know
 w

hat to d
o.’

‘W
hat if H

arrington calls the constable? W
hat if they d

on’t
believe us? T

hey m
ight arrest us!’ H

ughie’s voice rose high w
ith

hysteria. ‘T
hey m

ight think w
e helped

 him
. T

hat w
e know

 w
here to

find
 him

!’
She stood

 and
 d

ragged
 him

 into her arm
s. ‘It’ll be all right, I

prom
ise. H

arrington w
ill believe m

e. H
e w

ill.’ Tears filled
 her eyes

as Farrell’s revelation cam
e back to haunt her. H

arrington’s w
ife’s

bedroom
. H

er breathing becam
e rapid

 as an unknow
n pain sliced

her heart. H
is w

ife.

T
hey cam

e tw
o d

ays later. Snow
d

rifts, five feet high in places, had
kept M

ead
ow

 Farm
 isolated

. In Isabelle’s w
hite w

orld
 she w

ent
about her chores w

ithout thought or care. T
he anim

als w
ere fed

.
T

he w
ood

 brought in. Paths cleared
. Sim

ple m
eals cooked

.
A

s she fetched
 w

ater, the d
istinct sound

s of leather creaking and
brid

le bits jingling alerted
 her to their presence. H

arrington led
 the

w
ay on his m

agnificent bay horse. T
hree others, w

rapped
 up w

ell
against 

the 
cold

, 
filed

 
into 

the 
yard

 
behind

 
him

. 
H

arrington
d

ism
ounted

 and
 ind

icated
 to the others to rem

ain w
here they w

ere.
H

e trod
 carefully on the icy path lead

ing from
 the house to the

shed
s, but never took his gaze off Isabelle’s face. She set the bucket

on the ground
 and

 w
aited

 for him
 to speak because her throat had

closed
 tighter w

ith every step he took.
H

e stopped
 a few

 feet from
 her. H

is eyes gave nothing aw
ay.

‘H
ow

 d
o you fare?’

She d
id

n’t expect that question. A
n ache spread

 out from
 her

heart to touch each and
 every nerve in her bod

y. She sighed
 d

eeply
in acceptance that this m

an affected
 her profound

ly. H
er breath rose

betw
een them

 like a m
ist. ‘I-I am

 w
ell.’

‘H
e isn’t here, is he?’
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shrugged
 it on, pulling the collar high. H

e cam
e back into the

kitchen and
 grabbed

 the bag. ‘R
ight. I’m

 off. Yer’ve not seen m
e

tod
ay, rem

em
ber, and

 yer’ve no id
ea w

here I’ve gone. U
nd

erstand
?’

Isabelle blinked
, d

igesting his w
ord

s. ‘B
ut—

’
Farrell paused

, his hand
 on the d

oor hand
le. ‘W

hen they com
e,

tell them
 I’ve gone aw

ay for w
ork, and

 yer d
on’t know

 w
hen I’ll be

back.’
‘W

hen w
ill you return?’

H
e tw

itched
 one should

er. ‘A
year, m

ore m
ebbe, w

hatever it
takes. I’ll not sw

ing from
 a rope for him

. N
o chance.’

‘If you just give it all back. Please!’ Isabelle scram
bled

 for tim
e,

for patience, for anything to prevent this d
isaster from

 happening.
‘L

ook, it’s a blizzard
 out there. Stay here and

 w
e’ll think of w

hat to
d

o. T
hey w

on’t com
e for you in a blizzard

.’
‘T

hat’s right, they w
on’t. It’ll give m

e the perfect chance to
scarper and

 get a head
 start.’

She rushed
 to him

 and
 gripped

 his arm
 in d

esperation. ‘You can’t
leave us alone here. W

e’ve no m
oney. I can’t take care of this place.

N
ot by m

yself!’
‘C

ourse yer can. Yer’ve got the boy to help yer w
ith the lam

bing.
K

eep the ew
es insid

e for a few
 d

ays and
 then w

hen the thaw
 starts

turn them
 into the house field

 for a m
onth.’ H

e opened
 the d

oor.
‘W

ait!’
H

e fished
 into his pocket and

 tugged
 out a pearl necklace. ‘I got

this from
 H

arrington’s w
ife’s bed

room
. Sell it. T

he m
oney w

ill tid
e

you over a good
 w

hile.’
H

orrified
, Isabelle recoiled

. ‘N
o!’

H
e shrugged

 and
 pushed

 it back into his pocket. ‘B
ake m

ore pies
to sell then. N

ow
, I’ve got to go w

hile I can. It’ll be hard
 enough in

this w
eather.’

‘B
ut if they saw

 you....’ She tried
 to sw

allow
 past the lum

p of
fear in her throat. ‘H

arrington w
on’t forget.’

‘W
ith a bit of luck, he’ll m

eet w
ith an accid

ent.’
Isabelle sw

ayed
, certain she w

ould
 w

ake up from
 this nightm

are
soon. ‘W

-w
here w

ill you go?’
For a m

om
ent he looked

 ind
ecisive. ‘South. L

ond
on’s big enough

to hid
e m

e.’
She closed

 her eyes. T
he click of the d

oor closing and
 the w

aft of
cold

 air that hit her face told
 her he had

 gone.
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Startled
 at the question, she stared

. ‘M
y ... m

y pies?’
‘If I m

ay?’ H
e took on an innocent expression then sm

iled
. ‘You

know
, all the d

istrict talks of your pies since M
arge W

ilm
ot m

ad
e

such a spectacle?’
H

er gaze flew
 to the sm

all portion left from
 her last batch; those

m
ad

e the m
orning Farrell arrived

 back w
ith H

arrington’s w
ife’s

jew
els. T

he thought of her pierced
 her crazed

 m
ind

. T
he stab of hurt

w
as quickly ignored

 and
 sm

othered
. She located

 her inner strength
that Farrell’s leaving had

 buried
. Straightening her should

ers, she
tilted

 her head
 and

 raised
 one eyebrow

. ‘M
aybe your w

ife w
ould

care for som
e too?’

A
t once, his m

anner changed
. H

is eyes d
arkened

. ‘Isabelle—
’

H
ughie clattered

 into the scullery, kicked
 off his boots and

turned
 for the kitchen. ‘T

he hens only laid
 one egg, B

elle, d
o you

think—
’ H

e stopped
 m

id
-sentence and

 stared
.

‘M
r H

arrington, this is m
y brother, H

ughie.’ Isabelle gestured
 for

H
ughie to com

e further into the kitchen. ‘C
om

e and
 greet M

r
H

arrington.’
H

ughie w
iped

 his hand
 on his trousers and

 shook the hand
H

arrington held
 out.

‘Your sister tells m
e Farrell has left you both to run the farm

?’
H

ughie looked
 from

 H
arrington to Isabelle and

 back again. ‘Yes,
sir.’‘It w

ill not be easy com
e spring w

hen the w
ork starts in earnest.

A
nd

 there is the lam
bing to com

e first,’ H
arrington said

.
‘W

e w
ill m

anage,’ Isabelle replied
 before H

ughie w
as able. She

raised
 her chin. ‘H

ard
 w

ork d
oesn’t bother us and

 w
e have each

other, that is all w
e need

.’
H

arrington’s eyes narrow
ed

 at her subtle m
eaning.

Isabelle spun to the boiling kettle and
 lifted

 it off the heat. ‘Please
sit d

ow
n, M

r H
arrington and

 I’ll pour the tea.’
‘I w

on’t, thank you. I m
ust return to the estate.’ H

is clipped
 tones

m
ad

e her w
ince. She could

n’t turn around
, could

n’t look at him
.

‘W
ill you call again, M

r H
arrington?’ H

ughie asked
. So like the

boy that he w
as, his fear had

 been replaced
 w

ith w
orship. Isabelle

squeezed
 her eyes tight to stop her sud

d
en tears from

 falling and
w

aited
 for his answ

er.
‘I m

ight, lad
, should

 your sister w
ish it.’

She heard
 the d

oor open and
 felt the tem

perature in the room
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‘N
o.’

H
e rem

ained
 very still. ‘W

hen d
id

 he leave?’
‘Tw

o d
ays ago.’ She had

 thought she’d
 be em

barrassed
, but

instead
 she w

as num
b. A

cold
 num

bness had
 settled

 on her the d
ay

Farrell left and
 she could

n’t shake it. E
ven her m

onthly stom
ach

cram
ps had

n’t penetrated
 the d

ead
ened

 w
eight of hopelessness she

felt.H
arrington’s eyebrow

s rose. ‘H
e left you all alone?’

‘I have m
y brother, H

ughie. W
e’ll m

anage ... unless ... unless
you m

ean to punish us
for his

m
istakes?’ She gripped

 her freezing
hand

s together.
‘W

hy w
ould

 I d
o that? A

re you to blam
e?’

‘N
o.’

A
m

uscle flickered
 along his jaw

. ‘D
o you think so little of m

e?’
‘I d

on’t know
 you,’ she w

hispered
 on a shiver.

H
arrington sw

ore softly. ‘L
et us go insid

e. You are cold
.’ H

e ind
i-

cated
 for her to go before him

 w
hile he turned

 and
 told

 his m
en to

go hom
e.

In the kitchen, Isabelle busied
 herself by stirring up the fire and

putting the kettle on to boil. H
arrington’s presence filled

 the shabby
room

 and
 the fine hairs on her nape prickled

 in response. H
er heart

thum
ped

 so bad
ly, she w

as certain he could
 hear it. H

er hand
s

shook as she placed
 the chipped

 cups and
 saucers on the table.

She jum
ped

 w
hen in one strid

e he w
as besid

e her, his hand
s

capturing hers. ‘D
o not be frightened

 of m
e.’ H

e gazed
 earnestly

into her eyes and
 the strength w

ent out of her legs.
‘I-I ..

I’m
 not.’

‘N
o?’

She shook her head
, once m

ore robbed
 of speech.

O
ne sid

e of his m
outh lifted

 in a w
ry grin. ‘N

ever be frightened
of m

e, Isabelle. You w
ill never have the need

.’
T

he w
ay he said

 her nam
e, like a soft caress, sent heat pulsing

through her veins. A
rush of em

otion m
ad

e her w
ant to either run

from
 him

 or to him
. B

ew
ild

erm
ent reigned

 in her m
ind

. Fleetingly,
Isabelle w

ond
ered

 if the sensations that coursed
 through her bod

y
w

ould
 kill her. She could

n’t breathe w
ith him

 so close. Stum
bling in

her haste, she m
oved

 aw
ay and

 broke the contact of their hand
s.

H
arrington stepped

 back. T
he tension eased

. ‘M
ay I have a piece

of one of your fam
ous pies?’
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T
he chu

rch bells chim
ed

 the hou
r of m

id
d

ay. Isabelle rose from
her stool and

 began p
acking her baskets w

ith u
nsold

 p
ies. She

looked
 arou

nd
 for H

u
ghie. She d

id
n’t w

ant to be late in clearing
aw

ay and
 leaving the m

arket. M
arge W

ilm
ot enjoyed

 any op
p

or-
tu

nity to m
enace her and

 Isabelle w
as in no m

ood
 for her exp

loits
tod

ay.
T

he clou
d

s sat low
, d

ark and
 heavy. A

freezing w
ind

 lifted
 her

hair from
 beneath the flat felt hat she w

ore and
 she sighed

 in fru
s-

tration, as there w
as no sign of H

u
ghie. She hop

ed
 he w

ou
ld

 have
the sense to go to the stable behind

 the p
u

blic hou
se w

here the
horse and

 cart w
ere stalled

. H
e’d

 not been near the m
arket all

m
orning. Tod

ay, m
ore than any other m

arket d
ay, u

neasiness had
cloaked

 her like a second
 skin. R

ep
eated

ly she felt as thou
gh som

e-
one w

as w
atching her. She p

eered
 into the crow

d
s bu

t nothing
seem

ed
 ou

t of p
lace. Yet, the sensation rem

ained
. H

er skin p
rick-

led
.Juggling the baskets and

 footstool, Isabelle hurried
ly checked

she had
n’t forgotten anything. For a m

om
ent, she w

ond
ered

 if she
had

 enough provisions at hom
e to last a few

 m
ore d

ays. T
he

pennies that jingled
 in her pocket w

ould
n’t be enough to buy the

flour and
 sugar she need

ed
 to bake the pies for the follow

ing w
eek-

end
 

trad
e 

anyw
ay, 

and
 

the 
quicker 

she 
got 

hom
e 

the 
better.

Som
ething w

asn’t right here tod
ay.

‘D
id

n’t d
o as good

 terd
ay, d

id
 yer?’ M

arge W
ilm

ot w
ith a few

 of
her follow

ers placed
 them

selves in front of her stall.
Isabelle sighed

. ‘G
o aw

ay, M
rs W

ilm
ot. I have nothing to say to

you.’

75

d
rop a little. H

ughie had
 w

alked
 out w

ith him
 and

 their scraps of
conversation carried

 on the still air. Isabelle replaced
 the kettle over

the fire and
 felt her w

ay to her chair as though she w
as an old

w
om

an. H
e is m

arried and so am
 I.
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‘D
id

 the old
 bat give you m

uch trouble?’
Isabelle pierced

 him
 w

ith a look. ‘W
hat d

o you think?’ R
eaching

the stable, she placed
 her baskets in the cart and

 then gave the
stable boy a ha’penny for m

ind
ing the horse.

O
nce ou

t on the road
, Isabelle concentrated

 on clearing the
p

eop
le and

 other transp
orts in M

arket Street. H
u

ghie sat su
llen

besid
e her. It w

as only w
hen they w

ere clim
bing u

p
 the steep

H
ep

tonstall road
 that she thou

ght to the incid
ent w

ith M
arge

W
ilm

ot. W
hat am

 I to do?
T

he w
om

an w
ou

ld
 no d

ou
bt resort to

violence shou
ld

 she keep
 attend

ing the m
arket. B

esid
es, her

trad
e had

 su
ffered

 tod
ay from

 M
arge’s lies, and

 if it continu
ed

there w
ou

ld
 be no p

oint in keep
ing her stall. She shivered

 in her
thin coat and

 p
u

lled
 u

p
 her scarf to better cover her neck and

chin.
‘W

e need
 to plan for the spring.’ She glanced

 at H
ughie then back

to the road
. ‘W

e have little m
oney, certainly not enough for the rent.

T
he stall isn’t provid

ing enough.’
H

u
ghie hu

d
d

led
 fu

rther into his coat. T
he icy w

ind
 slap

p
ed

them
 hard

 at the top
 of the hill. ‘I thou

ght if w
e cou

ld
 bu

y m
ore

sheep
...’

‘N
o, w

e have no m
oney for that.’ Isabelle blinked

 aw
ay the sting

from
 her eyes. T

he flatness of the m
oor provid

ed
 easy access for the

gale to gather speed
. ‘W

e have to put to better use w
hat the farm

offers. In A
pril w

e’ll shear the ew
es. T

he fleeces w
on’t bring in

m
uch, as the flock is sm

all, but it’ll be better than nothing. T
hen in

A
ugust w

e’ll sell the lam
bs. Is it A

ugust or Septem
ber they go to

m
arket?’ She frow

ned
. ‘I’m

 not sure.’
‘I d

on’t know
. You’ll have to ask som

eone. W
e’ve got the piglets

too. W
e can sell them

.’
‘Yes, though one or tw

o w
e’ll keep to fatten up for next w

inter.
M

aybe w
e could

 plough a field
 of w

heat.’ Isabelle bit her lip d
eep

in thought. She really d
id

n’t know
 enough about farm

ing. ‘I need
 a

husband
ry book.’

H
ughie’s eyes grew

 w
id

e. ‘T
here is one in the front room

.’ 
A

m
azed

, she tw
isted

 to look at him
. ‘In the sitting-room

?’
H

e nod
d

ed
 and

 grinned
.

‘W
hen d

id
 you go in there?’

‘A
few

 d
ays ago, w

hen it w
as raining and

 I w
as bored

.’
Isabelle straightened

 on the seat and
 concentrated

 on the p
oint
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‘N
ay, but I’ve got plenty ter say ter yer.’ M

arge heaved
 up her

enorm
ous breasts w

ith her arm
. ‘Yer m

ight as w
ell not bother

com
ing anym

ore. I’ve put the w
ord

 around
 that yer pies are rubbish

and
 they’ll m

ekk w
hoever eats them

 sick.’
Fury burnt through Isabelle’s veins. ‘H

ow
 d

are you!’
‘Yer’ve got a farm

 ter get yer m
oney, I d

on’t. M
e pies are all I

have. If yer keep tekking custom
 aw

ay from
 m

e, then I’ll not be
responsible fer m

e actions.’
‘You think people w

ill believe scum
 like you?’ She tossed

 her
head

. ‘N
o m

atter w
hat you say, I still have custom

ers.’
‘N

ot as m
any as before though, I’ll bet.’ M

arge peered
 into the

baskets she could
 see. ‘Yer’ve got som

e left, ain’t yer?’
‘T

he m
arket w

asn’t as busy tod
ay. T

he cold
 w

ind
 kept people

hom
e.’

M
arge laughed

, show
ing m

issing teeth. ‘I sold
 all m

e stuff and
I’d

 have sold
 a lot m

ore if I’d
 had

 it.’
‘I’m

 pleased
 for you.’ Isabelle inclined

 her head
. ‘N

ow
, if you’ll

excuse m
e, I m

ust find
 m

y brother.’
M

arge gripped
 her arm

 as she passed
. Isabelle w

inced
 as the fat

fingers pinched
. ‘L

et go of m
e!’

‘L
isten here, yer silly little bitch.’ M

arge leaned
 forw

ard
 to w

his-
per. ‘Yer com

e here again and
 I’ll have yer. U

nd
erstand

?’
‘Your threats d

o not frighten m
e.’

‘W
ell, 

they 
shou

ld
.’ 

M
arge’s 

p
iggy 

eyes 
narrow

ed
. 

‘Yer
husband

’s gone and
 yer’ve no one ter protect yer.’

Isabelle w
hipped

 her arm
 out of the savage grip and

 stepped
aw

ay. T
he threat d

id
n’t frighten her but M

arge’s w
ord

s cut d
eep.

She w
as a m

arried
 w

om
an w

ithout a husband
. Trapped

 in a non-
existent role as a w

ife to no one.
H

ughie ran up to her out of breath. ‘Sorry. I d
id

n’t realize the
tim

e.’
Isabelle glanced

 at M
arge before gathering her belongings and

w
alking off w

ith H
ughie. ‘W

here have you been? If you’d
 arrived

on tim
e, I w

ould
 have avoid

ed
 her altogether!’

‘Sorry, I w
as d

ow
n by the canal w

atching the boats unload
ing.’

‘You should
 have stayed

 hom
e and

 w
atched

 the ew
es. T

hat
w

ould
 have been m

ore helpful.’ She thrust the stool at him
 and

m
arched

 on. A
scatter of light rain fell and

 she heaved
 another sigh

at the thought of d
riving hom

e in such w
eather.
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books w
ith the m

ill m
anager. A

fter touring the four stories of the
build

ing and
 being cooped

 up in the fetid
 heat cast by the w

eaving
m

achines, he craved
 the clean crisp air.

C
opper knew

 the track through the w
ood

s w
ithout any further

guid
ance from

 him
, so E

than relaxed
 in the sad

d
le and

 allow
ed

 the
cool d

am
pness of the w

ood
 to ease his m

ind
 aw

ay from
 business.

Tom
orrow

 w
ould

 com
e soon enough w

hen he w
ould

 begin another
round

 of visiting his business concerns.
A

rabbit d
arted

 in the und
ergrow

th and
 G

yp, his gold
en retriever

raced
 after it, only to com

e up short w
hen a convenient hole

allow
ed

 the rabbit to escape. G
yp nosed

 around
 the hole’s entrance

until E
than w

histled
 for him

. T
he poor fellow

 had
 been kept to

lingering in the estate ground
s w

hile he w
as in L

iverpool, and
 as

soon as E
than w

alked
 to the stables G

yp had
 run besid

e him
, as

eager as he w
as to be out.

A
lthough it had

 been only w
eeks since his last rid

e, it felt like
m

onths. H
is trip to L

iverpool to check on his business interests
there took tw

o w
eeks. Tw

o w
eeks of being plagued

 by the im
age of

Isabelle. W
hat d

id
 she have that m

ad
e him

 unable to forget her? She
belonged

 to another m
an. N

o! T
he instant he thought it, he sw

iped
it from

 his m
ind

. She w
as never Farrell’s, but then, she w

ould
 never

be his either. H
e sw

ore softly. T
he m

ore he thought of Isabelle the
m

ore he becam
e frustrated

 by his life. T
he last tw

o d
ays of rain kept

him
 insid

e w
ith C

larice and
 it nearly d

rove him
 to m

ad
ness. H

is
m

other’s chest cold
 kept her in bed

, the best place for her, he knew
,

but it also m
eant he had

 to suffer his w
ife’s presence alone. H

is
patience to end

ure her failed
 him

. For too long, he had
 put the

estate above any other need
s. H

er m
oney had

 m
ad

e great changes
in the prod

uctivity of the estate. It allow
ed

 him
 to build

 terraced
houses in H

ebd
en B

rid
ge and

 other properties in Tod
m

ord
en. H

e
had

 kept his prom
ise to his d

ying father to better the fam
ily’s finan-

cial situation.
N

ow
, d

u
e to his w

ise investm
ents in cotton m

ills, glass w
orks

and
 railw

ays, they had
 m

ore m
oney than ever before, bu

t of the
sacrifice of his p

ersonal hap
p

iness. T
he fam

ily’s p
osition had

risen to new
 heights, his nam

e had
 been m

entioned
 w

ithin the
com

m
u

nity for a p
arliam

ent p
osition. Yet, none of this gave him

the satisfaction it shou
ld

. H
is w

ife’s child
like m

annerism
s and

corp
u

lence em
barrassed

 him
. She treated

 him
 like a stranger, or
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betw
een the horse’s ears. She hard

ly ever w
ent in the sitting-

room
 herself. T

he cold
 m

u
stiness of it rem

ind
ed

 her of long d
ead

form
er occu

p
ants. She believed

 nothing had
 been tou

ched
 in

there since Farrell’s p
arents had

 d
ied

. ‘A
book is the last thing I

thou
ght the Farrell’s w

ou
ld

 ow
n. I d

id
n’t exp

ect that they cou
ld

read
.’

‘M
aybe they could

n’t?’ H
ughie shrugged

.
M

uch later, long after d
arkness had

 enveloped
 the land

, Isabelle
entered

 the sitting-room
 of the house. H

old
ing the lam

p high, she
paused

 by the d
oor and

 surveyed
 the sparse room

. D
ust tickled

 her
nose. O

n the m
antelpiece above the large fireplace, portraits of

strangers stared
 at her. She thought the room

 w
ould

 frighten her,
but sud

d
enly it d

id
n’t. Instead

, she felt a strange kind
 of com

fort, a
sad

ness. T
his room

 once represented
 the sm

all w
ealth of a fam

ily. A
horsehair sofa occupied

 the area by the fireplace, besid
e it a sm

all
square table held

 an em
pty glass vase.

She turned
 and

 w
atched

 the shad
ow

 cast along the w
all. T

he d
im

light shone on an old
 painting of a girl w

ith a d
og. M

oving on,
Isabelle w

ent to the bookshelf on the far w
all. It held

 only tw
o

books, the husband
ry book H

ughie m
entioned

, and
 a sm

aller book
of poetry. N

ext to those w
ere three sm

all tin boxes. O
pening them

,
she found

 one box held
 hair, gold

en curls, the next box a sm
all

collection of silk thread
. T

he last box w
as em

pty. A
gain, the sorrow

of this room
 consum

ed
 her. It w

as as though the ghosts of years past
lingered

, w
hispering.

‘B
elle? B

elle?’
H

ughie’s calling brought her out of her reverie. ‘In here.’
H

e stood
 in the d

oorw
ay, grinning. ‘T

he first lam
b w

as just born.
C

om
e look.’

She sm
iled

 and
 follow

ed
 him

 out. C
losing the d

oor on the front
room

, she paused
. A

n inner voice spoke to her and
 straightened

 her
spine. She w

asn’t going to repeat the Farrells’ failure of the past. She
w

ould
 show

 them
 all.

E
than d

ucked
 his head

 und
er a low

 branch and
 sw

ore softly w
hen

a fluttering of d
islod

ged
 snow

 slipped
 d

ow
n his collar. H

e guid
ed

C
opper aw

ay from
 the fast flow

ing H
ebd

en W
ater and

 ed
ged

 up
the steep w

ood
ed

 incline of L
ee W

ood
. H

e’d
 spent the m

orning
d

iscussing the operations of his m
ill and

 exam
ining the account
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She frow
ned

 and
 stud

ied
 the land

scape. ‘I d
on’t w

ant to turn
them

 out too soon and
 lose the lam

bs to the w
eather. W

hat d
o you

d
o?’H

e sw
allow

ed
, trying to gather his scattered

 thoughts. H
e ran a

hand
 through his hair. ‘U

m
 ... w

ell, I have shepherd
s

...’
‘O

h. Yes, of course you w
ould

. H
ow

 silly of m
e.’ She blushed

 and
turned

 aw
ay.

Instinctively, he m
oved

 closer. ‘It’s too early yet. M
arch is unpre-

d
ictable. L

am
bs w

ould
 d

ie if w
e had

 a snow
storm

, w
hich is quite

likely still. A
pril is m

uch better. T
he thaw

 w
ill begin in earnest

then.’ H
e paused

, know
ing he spoke too fast. O

nly, he d
id

n’t w
ant

to give her the opportunity to leave.
Isabelle nod

d
ed

 and
 they fell into step together w

ith E
than lead

-
ing C

opper by the rein. She d
arted

 him
 a glance. ‘O

ut of tw
enty-

eight ew
es w

e got tw
enty-four lam

bs w
ith four sets of tw

ins. Four
ew

es d
id

n’t take w
ith the ram

.’ H
er pale eyes shone w

ith accom
-

plishm
ent and

 he clenched
 his hand

s in an effort not to reach for
her. H

e suppressed
 a sm

ile, trying to im
agine his m

other’s expres-
sion at Isabelle’s forthright com

m
ents. H

e found
 her cand

our
refreshing.

‘A
successful result ind

eed
. I suggest you cull the four barren

ew
es. T

hey are likely to be too old
 now

 for further use.’
‘R

ight. Yes, good
 id

ea.’ H
er frow

n appeared
 again. ‘W

e lost five
lam

bs in one night.’
‘It happens.’
‘I can’t afford

 to lose any m
ore.’

‘Foxes m
ay kill a few

 once the flock is turned
 out.’

‘R
eally?’ She bit her lip.

H
e nod

d
ed

. ‘Is Farrell back?’
She m

ad
e a d

isparaging sound
. ‘N

ot likely. H
e m

ight never com
e

back.’
H

e stared
 at her and

 she blushed
 again. H

is heart sang. Farrell
could

 rot in a gutter som
ew

here as far as he w
as concerned

. T
he

m
an d

id
n’t d

eserve Isabelle. H
e w

asn’t fit to w
ipe her boots.

A
bruptly, she stopped

 and
 turned

 to him
. T

hey w
ere only a foot

apart. ‘I am
 sorry he stole from

 you. Please believe m
e that neither

I nor H
ughie had

 anything to d
o w

ith w
hat he d

id
.’

‘I know
 that.’ H

e w
anted

 her so bad
ly it hurt. B

ut w
hat d

id
 she

w
ant?
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w
orse, as som

eone of no im
p

ortance. C
larice d

id
n’t w

ant a
hu

sband
 and

 a hou
sehold

, she w
anted

 the insid
e of a sw

eets jar –
existence w

here her greatest d
ecisions of the d

ay w
ere w

hat treats
she cou

ld
 eat.

R
id

ing ou
t of the w

ood
, E

than gu
id

ed
 C

op
p

er to the right and
d

ow
n L

ee W
ood

 R
oad

. H
e breathed

 d
eep

ly and
 titled

 his head
back to the su

n. M
arch. Sp

ring blossom
ed

 on the horizon. B
lood

cou
rsed

 throu
gh his veins. H

e felt alive and
 ed

gy and
 su

d
d

enly
filled

 w
ith the need

 to gallop
, to p

ou
nd

 over the frozen earth and
clear aw

ay his fru
strations. C

op
p

er slip
p

ed
 in the snow

, d
iverting

E
than’s concentration back to the p

resent. A
head

 a figu
re w

alked
.

Isabelle. H
is heart thu

d
d

ed
 and

 his groin tightened
 w

ith w
ant. H

e
rod

e closer and
 she stop

p
ed

. N
othing in her m

anner gave him
 any

hint to her reaction of him
. She w

as thinner. Tired
. A

su
rge of affec-

tion overw
helm

ed
 him

. H
e w

anted
 to cru

sh her to him
 and

 kiss her
senseless. A

bove all things, he w
anted

 to p
rotect her, cherish her.

‘G
ood

 d
ay to you, M

r H
arrington.’

H
er p

ale blu
e eyes seem

ed
 to torch his sou

l. D
id

 she have any
id

ea how
 allu

ring they w
ere? H

e gu
essed

 not. In none of their
m

eetings had
 she show

n fem
inine w

iles. D
esp

ite that or m
aybe

becau
se of it, he w

as instantly m
ore aw

are of her. ‘H
ow

 are you
faring?’

She raised
 her chin. ‘W

ell, for the m
om

ent.’
H

e d
ism

ounted
 and

 stepped
 tow

ard
s her, thus prom

pting G
yp to

leap over the snow
-covered

 grass to sniff Isabelle’s boots.
She sm

iled
 and

 patted
 his head

. ‘A
ren’t you a hand

som
e one?’

E
than gazed

 at her, d
rinking in her loveliness. ‘T

hat’s G
yp. B

e
careful, before you know

 it he’ll have you d
ow

n and
 be licking the

skin off your face.’
She chuckled

 and
 bent to tickle behind

 his ears. ‘G
ood

 boy.’
E

than’s stom
ach clenched

. H
e w

anted
 the attention she gave the

d
og. H

is m
ind

 w
ent blank as he searched

 for som
ething am

using or
intelligent to say. B

eing lost for w
ord

s w
as strange to him

, but then,
he’d

 experienced
 m

any new
 things since m

eeting this lovely crea-
ture.

Isabelle straightened
 and

 looked
 out over the m

oor. ‘W
hen is it

tim
e to turn the ew

es and
 lam

bs out?’
H

er question stunned
 him

 just as m
uch as if she’d

 asked
 him

 to
kiss her. ‘Pard

on?’
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nothing to m
e. I w

ould
n’t take it from

 you.’
‘B

ut I d
on’t und

erstand
?’ She bit her bottom

 lip. ‘A
re you turn-

ing us out?’
‘N

o!’ H
e lifted

 his hand
s, alarm

ed
 that she thought him

 capable
of d

oing that to her. H
e had

 to w
in her trust and

 reassure her.
‘Please, d

on’t w
orry about the rent or anything about the farm

. I
w

ill help you.’
‘You w

ill help m
e until Farrell returns?’ H

er voice d
ropped

 low
in shock. 

E
than closed

 his eyes in frustration. ‘Yes, until Farrell returns.’
‘You w

on’t report him
 to the police?’

H
is gaze roam

ed
 over her face, her unique pale eyes. To him

, she
w

as beautiful. ‘N
o.’

She reached
 out and

 took his hand
. ‘T

hank you.’
H

e looked
 d

ow
n at their joined

 hand
s. ‘I very bad

ly w
ant to kiss

you, Isabelle.’ She stiffened
, but d

id
n’t pull aw

ay. ‘W
ould

 you like
that too?’

‘I ... W
e ... You

...’ She sucked
 in a breath. ‘It is w

rong.’
H

e tilted
 his head

 and
 gave her a w

ry sm
ile. ‘H

ow
 can it be

w
rong to feel like this? You d

o share w
hat I feel, d

on’t you,
Isabelle?’

She lifted
 her chin as though to refuse it, but her expression soft-

ened
. ‘Yes.’

E
ver so slow

ly, he low
ered

 his head
. H

is lips brushed
 the pulse

beating at her tem
ple. E

than raised
 his head

 only inches from
 her

face. H
e gazed

 into her eyes, w
aiting for her to guid

e him
. A

m
azed

,
he w

atched
 as she peeled

 off one of her gloves and
 very slow

ly
raised

 her hand
 to touch his face. T

he sim
ple gesture m

elted
 his

bones. H
is loins tightened

 painfully. H
er long fingers, roughened

by w
ork, traced

 the shape of his m
outh. E

than thought he w
ould

d
ie of w

ant. U
nable to restrain him

self any longer, he cupped
 his

hand
s over her hips and

 gently pulled
 her against him

. H
is gaze

never left hers. H
e d

arted
 out his tongue and

 licked
 her fingers that

covered
 his m

outh. Surprised
, she faltered

. H
er chest rose and

 fell
rapid

ly.
‘D

o you
 w

ant m
e to stop

?’ Isabelle shook her head
 a fraction.

It w
as the signal he w

anted
. G

athering her closer still, he kissed
her eyes, her cheeks, her nose and

 finally fou
nd

 her lip
s. H

e
liked

 that she clu
ng to his shou

ld
ers, her fingers grip

p
ed

 into the
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‘It w
as foolish of him

.’ She glanced
 aw

ay and
 her voice low

ered
.

‘H
is hatred

 of you m
akes him

 d
o it.’

‘H
ating som

eone for your ow
n m

istakes and
 inad

equacies show
s

cow
ard

ice and
 a lack of responsibility. I d

on’t cred
it him

 w
ith any

intelligence.’
‘I’m

 so asham
ed

 I m
arried

 him
.’ She stared

 d
ow

n at her boots.
‘N

o one told
 m

e w
hat he w

as like. I see now
 that it w

as intentional
on their part.’

‘W
hose part?’

‘T
hose at Peacock’s Private W

orkhouse.’
‘H

e never hurt you?’ A
nger raced

 along his veins at the m
ere

thought of Farrell laying one finger on her.
‘It no longer m

atters. I m
ean nothing to him

. H
e regard

s m
e at

best as unpaid
 help, and

 at w
orst a stranger w

ho nags him
 about his

w
hereabouts.’ She gave a hum

ourless laugh. ‘T
he only tim

e he
show

ed
 em

otion w
as w

hen your nam
e w

as spoken.’
U

nable to help him
self, E

than closed
 the gap betw

een them
 and

w
ith one finger und

er her chin, turned
 her face back to him

. H
er

eyes w
id

ened
 and

 her breath shortened
. H

e w
as overjoyed

 that she
respond

ed
 to him

. ‘W
hat Farrell d

oes or thinks is of no concern to
m

e. L
et him

 hate m
e if that m

akes him
 feel like a m

an, because the
w

hole d
istrict know

s he isn’t one really. W
hat m

an w
ould

 leave his
w

ife to fend
 alone up here?’

‘W
hy d

id
 you take back the land

 after his father d
ied

?’ she w
his-

pered
 and

 he d
ropped

 his hand
 aw

ay.
‘I only took p

art of the land
 back, I let him

 keep
 the farm

 and
su

rrou
nd

ings acres. N
ot that he d

eserved
 it. I believed

 after his
father d

ied
 he w

ou
ld

 keep
 the farm

 going, bu
t he is no farm

er.
Farrell let the m

oor go to w
aste. H

e w
ou

ld
n’t fire it to allow

regrow
th. H

is anim
als d

ied
 for lack of care becau

se he w
as too

bu
sy su

p
p

ing ale or p
oaching. T

here are a lot m
ore reasons, believe

m
e.’‘If you had

 offered
 to help him

...’
‘H

e w
ould

n’t take m
y help or anyone’s.’ H

e looked
 at her m

outh.
‘A

nyw
ay, enough talk of him

. It is you I am
 concerned

 about.’ 
‘You

 have no need
 to concern you

rself over m
e. I w

ill p
ay you

r
rent on tim

e.’ She sw
allow

ed
 and

 he w
atched

 her slim
 throat

w
ork.
E

than groaned
. ‘You m

istake m
y intentions. T

he rent m
eans
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house field
. T

hey feasted
 on new

 spring grass for tw
o d

ays and
then the rain cam

e, forcing her to bring them
 all back insid

e. T
he

w
eather kept her confined

 to the house and
 shed

s. She w
as unable

to w
ork in the gard

en and
 begin her vegetable bed

 preparations.
B

ut she w
as able to clean every room

 in the house. She overhauled
the front room

 read
y for her and

 H
ughie to use in the sum

m
er.

Since this farm
 w

as to be her hom
e, then she m

ight as w
ell m

ake it
as com

fortable as possible. B
esid

es, she w
anted

 her touch in every
room

. T
he ghosts of the past had

 to be replaced
 w

ith the d
ream

s of
the future. She only hoped

 that she had
 a future here. She tried

 not
to think of the aw

kw
ard

 scene w
ith E

than. She knew
 so little of him

,
if he chose to be vind

ictive it could
 m

ake an alread
y d

ifficult situa-
tion m

uch w
orse.

A
s hard

 as the w
ork w

as, at least she and
 H

u
ghie had

 a roof
over their head

s and
 answ

ered
 to no one bu

t them
selves. She

cou
ld

n’t risk leaving here to find
 w

ork and
 another p

lace to live.
T

hou
sand

s of p
eop

le w
alked

 the road
s every d

ay looking for
w

ork, sleep
ing in d

itches. She cou
ld

n’t exp
ose H

u
ghie to su

ch a
life as that.

H
ughie clam

bered
 into the shed

 carrying a straw
 bale and

 placed
it near the d

oor to join three others. ‘T
hat’s the last of the d

ry stuff.
R

ain com
ing in through the roof has ruined

 the rest. T
hat end

 shed
is useless in bad

 w
eather. T

here’s m
ore holes in the roof than I can

fix. T
he w

hole lot of it need
s to be replaced

.’
‘W

ell I’ll put that on the list w
ith everything else, shall I?’ she

snapped
.

H
e becam

e d
efensive. ‘I’m

 just saying, that’s all.’
She sm

iled
 to soften her tone. ‘Yes, I know

.’
‘T

he stream
 is high, nearly reaching the top of the banks. I bet

H
ebd

en W
ater is a torrent. I m

ight go look later w
hen I check the

traps.’
‘Just as long as you d

on’t go close to the ed
ge.’ Isabelle sighed

.
‘C

an you finish up in here? I’ll go start d
inner.’

H
e took the fork from

 her. ‘W
hat are w

e having?’
‘T

he chicken I killed
 this m

orning.’
‘You killed

 a chicken again?’ H
is eyebrow

s rose. ‘I thought you
w

anted
 them

 kept for laying?’
She paused

 and
 w

rapped
 her coat tighter around

 her, read
y to

run out into the rain. ‘I d
o, this is the last one for the pot. T

hen it is
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m
aterial of his coat. H

e ran the tip
 of his tongu

e over her lip
s,

nu
d

ging them
 op

en. G
ently he p

robed
 fu

rther u
ntil she allow

ed
fu

ll access. T
heir kiss d

eep
ened

. H
is sp

irit soared
 to the sky

above them
. She w

as nectar. She w
as a H

elen of Troy. She w
as

his.T
hey broke apart reluctantly. E

than d
ragged

 air back into his
lungs, but d

id
n’t let go of her. H

is m
ind

 sang her nam
e, his bod

y
sang w

ith her touch. H
e kissed

 her nose and
 sm

iled
. ‘E

verything
changes now

.’
She blinked

. ‘It d
oes?’

‘O
f course!’ H

e laughed
 and

 w
elcom

ed
 the release. It seem

ed
 as

though he had
 never laughed

 in his life before.
She stepped

 back and
 frow

ned
. ‘I d

on’t see how
 anything has

changed
. You are m

arried
 and

 so am
 I.’

H
is sm

ile slipped
. ‘B

ut I w
ill take care of you now

.’
She took another step back w

id
ening the d

istance betw
een them

.
‘I’ll not be your kept w

om
an.’

‘I d
id

n’t m
ean that.’

‘W
hat did

you m
ean then?’

H
is 

m
ind

 
failed

 
him

. 
C

hrist 
w

hat 
w

as 
w

rong 
w

ith 
him

?
W

henever he w
as in her presence, he lost all ability to think.

‘T
hank you.’

H
e blinked

. ‘For w
hat?’

T
he light d

ied
 from

 her eyes and
 w

ashed
 aw

ay all colour. ‘For
answ

ering m
y question.’ She tw

isted
 aw

ay and
 rushed

 to clim
b the

stile over the stone w
all bord

ering the field
s. O

n the other sid
e she

gathered
 her skirts and

 ran.
E

than shook his head
 as though d

runk. C
onfusion now

 reigned
w

here lust had
 been. W

hat the hell had
 just happened

?

Isabelle tossed
 the fork load

 of straw
 into the w

heelbarrow
 and

paused
 to w

ipe her hair out of her eyes. T
he stench of urine-soaked

straw
 m

ad
e her eyes w

ater and
 her throat convulse. L

am
bs bleated

non-stop and
 their m

others gave her baleful stares. C
leaning out the

shed
s w

as a hateful task, but necessary to kept d
isease from

 claim
-

ing her stock. R
ain thund

ered
 on the roof and

 she w
ond

ered
 if it

w
ould

 ever stop. For three d
ays, it had

 torm
ented

 them
, threaten-

ing to ruin her plans of survival.
O

nce the snow
 finally thaw

ed
, she turned

 out the sheep into the
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‘N
othing about you escapes m

e.’
She held

 up her hand
 as if to w

ard
 him

 off. ‘Please d
on’t.’

‘M
ay I be invited

 in?’ H
e ind

icated
 tow

ard
s the house.

‘N
o.’ Isabelle’s legs threatened

 to give w
ay. M

em
ories of his kiss,

his touch consum
ed

 her until she could
 barely think. ‘G

o aw
ay,

please.’
‘I w

ant to be your friend
. L

et m
e look after you.’

She w
as so tem

p
ted

. For a m
om

ent she w
anted

 to lay her head
on his shou

ld
er and

 let him
 take her w

orries from
 her, bu

t at
w

hat cost? It w
ou

ld
 lead

 to fu
rther p

roblem
s and

 she d
id

n’t have
the strength to d

eal w
ith m

ore. ‘W
hat w

ou
ld

 you
r w

ife say abou
t

it?’H
e took a step closer. ‘M

y w
ife has nothing to d

o w
ith it. W

e are
m

arried
 in nam

e only. W
hat I d

o w
ith m

y tim
e is m

y business.’ H
is

hand
 cupped

 her cheek, the leather glove cold
 against her skin. ‘I

w
ill prom

ise to sim
ply be a friend

 and
 nothing m

ore, if that w
ill

convince you to agree.’
‘Just a friend

?’ H
er stom

ach fluttered
. ‘A

land
lord

 type friend
?’

H
e nod

d
ed

. ‘If that is w
hat you w

ish.’
‘It is all it can be.’ She gripped

 his hand
 and

 jerked
 it aw

ay from
her face. ‘D

on’t you und
erstand

? If the gossips find
 out about your

visits here they w
ill taint m

e as your m
istress. I w

on’t have H
ughie

m
ad

e m
iserable or m

y reputation ruined
.’

‘I prom
ise you it w

on’t happen.’
She turned

 from
 him

. ‘You can’t prom
ise any such thing,’ she

scoffed
.

‘Isabelle, look at m
e.’

Shaking her head
, she w

alked
 into the house and

 closed
 the

d
oor.

E
than sw

ore and
 spun back to his horse. H

ughie stood
 in the

shed
’s d

oorw
ay. Startled

, E
than forced

 a sm
ile to his lips. ‘G

ood
d

ay, H
ughie.’

‘A
nd

 to you, sir.’
‘H

ow
 are you m

anaging?’
H

ughie shrugged
. ‘W

e’re getting by. B
elle w

orries a lot. W
e have

no m
oney and

 not m
uch food

.’
‘D

id
 you cull the barren ew

es?’
‘N

ot yet. B
elle isn’t so sure.’

‘You are the m
an around

 here now
.’ E

than glanced
 at the house
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back to eating bread
 and

 d
ripping.’

‘B
read

 and
 d

ripping.’ H
ughie shud

d
ered

. ‘W
e’ve had

 that all
w

eek.’
‘A

nd
 w

e’ll continue to have it after the chicken has been eaten
too. I have no m

oney to buy food
. U

ntil the lam
bs can be sold

, w
e’ll

have to rely on the rabbits you trap and
 the od

d
 egg the hens lay,

but their prod
uction has slow

ed
 in the last m

onth.’
H

is eyes w
id

ened
. ‘W

e could
 starve.’

She touched
 his arm

. ‘I’ll try not to let that happen. O
nce the rain

stops, I’ll go to the m
arket w

ith som
e pies. I have enough ingred

i-
ents left to m

ake about half a d
ozen. W

ith the m
oney from

 that I w
ill

buy vegetable seed
s. W

e’ll have vegetables for the sum
m

er if noth-
ing else.’

‘W
hat about culling those four ew

es as M
r H

arrington told
 you

to d
o?’

Isabelle w
inced

 at the m
ention of his nam

e. ‘Yes, I m
ust arrange

for a butcher to com
e to the farm

. I d
id

n’t w
ant to have them

slaughtered
, as it m

ight not be their fault they d
id

n’t take w
ith the

ram
. M

aybe the ram
 d

id
n’t d

o his job?’ She looked
 out the d

oor. T
he

rain had
 stopped

 and
 the d

ripping m
oisture m

ad
e m

usic of its ow
n.

In the d
istance, blue sky show

ed
 betw

een sheets of grey cloud
.

‘D
on’t take too long in here.’ She called

 over her should
er and

, head
d

ow
n, ran for the house.

‘Isabelle!’
O

n hearing her nam
e called

, she skid
d

ed
 to a halt and

 splashed
d

irty pud
d

le w
ater across her boots and

 up her stockings. ‘D
am

n!’
E

than H
arrington rod

e further into the yard
 and

 d
ism

ounted
.

‘H
ow

 are you?’
H

er heart ham
m

ered
 as though a blacksm

ith lived
 in her chest.

She sw
allow

ed
 and

 d
rank in the sight of him

. H
is lack of hat alw

ays
surprised

 her, even m
ore so tod

ay as the rain had
 plastered

 his hair
to his scalp. ‘T

his is hard
ly the w

eather to be out rid
ing.’ N

ow
 w

hy
did I say that?

She shook her head
.

H
is gaze p

ierced
 her sou

l. ‘It is not enou
gh to keep

 m
e from

you
.’

Isabelle d
arted

 a look at the shed
, but H

ughie w
asn’t yet aw

are
of their visitor. ‘You have no right to say such things.’

‘I speak the truth.’ H
e stepped

 closer.
‘W

e are both m
arried

. H
ad

 that escaped
 your notice?’
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‘M
r H

arrington w
on’t ask for anything, B

elle. W
hat could

 he
possibly w

ant from
 us?’

Isabella had
 the d

esire to laugh but hastily squashed
 it. E

than
H

arrington w
ould

 ask and
 expect som

ething in return. She had
 no

d
oubt about that.
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then took a d
eep breath. H

e stepped
 tow

ard
s H

ughie. ‘Shall w
e go

into the shed
 and

 talk business?’

‘You d
id

 w
hat?’ Isabelle stared

 at H
ughie as if he’d

 lost his m
ind

.
‘H

ow
 could

 you go behind
 m

y back like that?’
H

ughie squirm
ed

 in his chair. ‘M
r H

arrington said
 I w

as the m
an

around
 here now

 and
 w

anted
 to d

iscuss things.’
‘You are not in charge!’ She stam

ped
 her foot in exasperation. ‘H

e
had

 no right to d
o that. H

e took ad
vantage of you because he knew

I w
ould

n’t let him
 d

o as he pleased
.’

H
ughie straightened

 his should
ers. ‘W

hy can’t I be involved
 in

w
hat happens here? I w

ork as hard
 as you.’ H

is d
efiant look

rem
ind

ed
 her that he w

as no longer a boy but quickly becom
ing a

young m
an.

‘I’m
 not d

enying how
 hard

 you w
ork, and

 I w
ill alw

ays consult
you on m

y d
ecisions regard

ing the farm
. I’m

 angry at H
arrington.’

‘H
e w

anted
 to help. W

hat’s so w
rong about that?’

Isabelle leant over the table tow
ard

s him
. ‘I d

on’t need
 his help.

W
e can m

anage on our ow
n until Farrell returns.’

H
ughie snorted

 in d
isgust. ‘H

e’ll not com
e back and

 I hope he
d

oesn’t. I’d
 m

uch rather have M
r H

arrington helping us than
Farrell, w

ho w
as useless to us anyw

ay.’
W

ater boiled
 over the pot and

 sizzled
 on the hotplate. Isabelle

gave her attention to it, but seethed
 insid

e. H
ow

 d
are E

than
H

arrington. H
ow

 d
are he!

‘I d
on’t see w

hat you
’re so angry abou

t, B
elle. M

r H
arrington’s

bu
tcher is com

ing at no cost to u
s. I thou

ght you
 w

ou
ld

 be
p

leased
.’

She stirred
 the chicken stew

, the arom
a m

ad
e her stom

ach grow
l.

She had
n’t eaten all d

ay. C
utting back on food

 to m
ake it last longer

seem
ed

 sensible in theory, yet in reality she w
as alw

ays hungry,
w

hich in turn m
ad

e her cranky and
 irritable.

‘B
elle?’

‘I d
on’t w

ant to talk about it, H
ughie.’ She sighed

 and
 then faced

him
. ‘W

e only have each other to rely on. W
e can’t afford

 to look
elsew

here for help.’
‘W

hy?’
‘B

ecause w
e haven’t anything to give back w

hen they ask for
help in return.’
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house lead
ing M

ayflow
er. ‘She’ll benefit from

 cropping this d
ow

n
to a m

anageable law
n.’ H

e let her loose on the grass am
id

st the
poultry.

Isabelle patted
 the cow

’s large rum
p. ‘If the other cow

s w
ere as

easy to lead
 as her, I’d

 like to have m
ore in here to get it d

ow
n

sooner.’
‘M

r H
arrington said

 that the rest of the herd
 should

 go to m
arket.

T
hey aren’t m

ilkers and
 are just eating grass that the lam

bs need
.’

H
e averted

 his gaze from
 Isabelle to M

ayflow
er, the m

ention of
their land

lord
 w

as a sore point betw
een them

. ‘W
ell, it d

oes m
ake

sense. W
ith the m

oney w
e can buy m

ore ew
es or fix up the shed

s,
m

aybe buy
...’

‘Yes, I w
ill think about it.’ A

t the m
ention of H

arrington, Isabelle
raked

 furiously. She clenched
 her teeth, tired

 of hearing H
ughie

praise E
than H

arrington’s every w
ord

. ‘I feel uneasy about selling
Farrell’s anim

als w
ithout his consent.’

‘It’s not as if he cares.’
She shrugged

. ‘E
ven so.’

‘R
ight, w

ell, I’d
 better get back to chopping the w

ood
.’ A

fter a
last look at her from

 und
er his lashes, he left.

Isabelle nod
d

ed
 w

ith a sigh. She w
as losing her sanity over

E
than. In the last tw

o w
eeks he had

 arrived
 nearly every d

ay on
som

e pretext or another. T
he butcher slaughtered

 the four ew
es at

no cost to her and
 w

hat m
eat she d

id
n’t w

ant, the butcher bought
from

 her, provid
ing w

elcom
e fund

s. E
than also arranged

 for the
piglets to be sold

 at m
arket, d

ropped
 off a cartload

 of vegetable
seed

lings, plus new
 hoes and

 spad
es. W

henever he arrived
, he

brought a ham
per of food

 and
 sm

all tokens of friend
ship like a

w
ood

en case filled
 w

ith need
les and

 thread
, new

spapers, books
from

 his ow
n library and

 clothes for H
ughie w

hich w
ere once his

ow
n but no longer fitted

.
A

t first, she had
 been m

ortified
 by his charity. H

er prid
e tem

pted
her to refuse his gifts, but one look at H

ughie’s d
elighted

 face
quickly d

am
pened

 her self-righteousness. H
ow

 could
 she d

eny her
d

arling brother all the things she w
ould

 have liked
 to buy for him

?
T

hings he had
 earned

 through hard
 w

ork. She could
n’t d

eny that
E

than’s help eased
 their lot consid

erably. So, biting back her urge to
tell E

than she w
ould

 rather sw
im

 in the m
id

d
en than accept his

gifts, she let H
ughie bask in his attention.
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Isabelle slashed
 at the m

am
m

oth clim
bing rose at the front of the

house. B
ehind

 her a sm
all fire sm

ould
ered

 after d
evouring her last

toss of thorny vines. She stood
 back and

 surveyed
 her m

orning’s
w

ork. She glanced
 at the pitifully few

 rem
aining geese, d

ucks and
chickens that flittered

 about the front yard
 fighting over the insects

and
 w

orm
s she had

 uncovered
 in her task of m

aking the entrance
to the house m

ore presentable. She raked
 m

ore clippings into a pile
and

 the poultry ran for the pickings she revealed
. ‘A

ren’t you the
lucky ones?’ She sm

iled
 at them

 as they squaw
ked

 and
 jabbed

 at
each other. ‘You survived

 the w
inter. So now

 you m
ust behave and

lay a d
ozen eggs a d

ay and
 in return, I’ll let you sit on som

e of them
to hatch fine chicks.’

W
eak sunshine crept from

 behind
 a cloud

 and
 brightened

 the
house’s brick w

alls, bare now
 from

 the thick covering of the clim
b-

ing rose. G
ard

ening gave her m
uch satisfaction. She had

 alw
ays

enjoyed
 helping her grand

father in his sm
all gard

en betw
een the

vicarage and
 the church. N

ow
, as she continued

 to rake the rose
trim

m
ings into the fire, she took pleasure in her achievem

ent. A
fter

tram
pling d

ow
n the long grass, narrow

 gard
en bed

s had
 em

erged
,

lining the curved
 path from

 the d
rive to the front d

oor. D
affod

ils
and

 snow
d

rops m
aterialized

 once she had
 rem

oved
 the choking

w
eed

s from
 the bed

s. She pruned
 the old

 rose bushes into som
e

sem
blance of ord

er and
 d

ug m
anure into the soil betw

een clum
ps

of w
ild

 purple violets. T
he form

er m
istress of M

ead
ow

 Farm
 m

ust
have found

 som
e tim

e to get pleasure from
 gard

ening. Isabelle
knew

 that in the sum
m

er the roses w
ould

 be a w
elcom

e d
elight

after w
inter’s bleakness.

‘H
ere she is, B

elle.’ H
ughie cam

e around
 from

 the sid
e of the
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‘She d
id

n’t know
 w

hat happened
 to you all, but she said

 that a
girl by the nam

e of G
ibson had

 been m
arried

 not so long ago to a
L

en Farrell of M
ead

ow
 Farm

. She had
 to copy the record

 in the
register. It’s a job she d

oes every so often apparently.’ H
e shrugged

and
 again searched

 the yard
. ‘I w

as buying the boy som
ething to eat

and
 got talking to a fellow

 near the Piece H
all. H

e knew
 of L

en
Farrell and

 told
 m

e w
here the farm

 w
as.’ H

e looked
 back at her. ‘So

here I am
.’

‘H
ere you are.’ Isabelle echoed

. H
er anger d

isappeared
, leaving

her w
rung out like a w

et d
ishcloth.

‘W
here are they?’

H
er face hard

ened
, resentm

ent m
ingled

 w
ith pain. ‘W

ho? Your
fam

ily? T
he w

ife and
 child

ren you aband
oned

?’
‘B

elle
...’

She gave a derisive snort. H
e placed his hands out to her as in

offering, but he had nothing to give her now
. She w

anted nothing
from

 him
. N

ot anym
ore. O

nce, a lifetim
e ago, she had been proud of

A
aron G

ibson, her tall, strong father. A
m

an w
ho w

as friends w
ith

everyone. A
m

an w
ho w

as loved by all for his easygoing charm
 and

quick w
it. H

er knight. The one w
ho dried her eyes w

hen she fell from
clim

bing a forbidden tree. The one w
hose arm

s held her tight w
hen

storm
s raged outside. Then he had gone. H

e w
alked aw

ay from
 her,

from
 them

 all. She w
oke one day to hear her m

other crying softly and
Sally w

hispering that he w
ould com

e back, he w
ould com

e back.
She stared

 at her father and
 saw

 him
 properly for the first tim

e
for w

hat he w
as. A

w
eak m

an. Som
eone pathetic, past his prim

e
and

 now
 looking for a fam

ily that d
id

n’t exist. For a second
 she felt

sorry for him
 before cold

ness num
bed

 her heart. H
e no longer had

the pow
er to hurt her. She sim

ply d
id

n’t care.
Isabelle leant the rake against the house w

all and
, gathering up

her skirts, stepped
 over the uneven grass and

 w
eed

 clum
ps. She

w
alked

 around
 the sid

e of the house and
 tow

ard
s the shed

s. A
fter

a m
om

ent’s hesitation, he joined
 her w

ith the boy silently w
alking

behind
. C

oncentrating on the boy for the first tim
e, Isabelle noted

he m
ust only be about five years old

. H
is legs and

 arm
s w

ere as thin
as sticks. A

s if sensing her appraisal the boy looked
 up. H

is pale
blue eyes locked

 w
ith hers. H

er father’s eyes. H
er eyes. Shocked

, she
stum

bled
. ‘W

ho is he?’
H

er father ruffled
 the boy’s black hair. ‘B

ertie. M
y son.’
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It annoyed
 her that her bod

y reacted
 to his presence. She craved

his sm
ile like a d

row
ning m

an need
ing air. She knew

 w
ith every

look and
 w

ord
 that he w

as sim
ply w

aiting for her to surrend
er to

their attraction. E
very fibre of her being w

anted
 to. She physically

ached
 to touch him

, but w
hat w

ould
 it achieve? O

nce she started
d

ow
n that road

 there w
ould

 be no turning back.
‘H

o there, m
issus. W

e’re looking for M
ead

ow
 Farm

.’
Isabelle looked

 up at the stranger and
 the boy that w

alked
through the gates. E

ach w
ore the haggard

 look of beggars. T
heir

clothes hung loose, w
ere torn and

 d
irty. She frow

ned
, glancing

betw
een the m

an and
 the boy. T

he m
an’s lanky fram

e and
 the w

ay
he strutted

 tow
ard

s her, as though he ow
ned

 the place w
ere

vaguely fam
iliar. H

e had
 an air of confid

ence, as though he led
 a

charm
ed

 life, w
hen in fact his appearance show

ed
 the opposite.

Som
e instinct m

ad
e her grip the rake and

 bring it against her chest
in a gesture of protectiveness against the fragile organ that w

as her
heart. H

e stopped
 a few

 yard
s aw

ay and
 stud

ied
 her w

hile slow
ly

low
ering his canvas bag to the ground

.
‘L

ooks like I found
 it then. I w

ould
 know

 you anyw
here, even

though you are now
 a w

om
an grow

n.’
Isabelle lifted

 her chin forcing herself not to show
 her trem

bling.
A

m
ixture of rage and

 longing w
arred

 w
ithin her, frightening in its

intensity. D
eep creases fanned

 from
 the corner of his eyes. H

is face
w

as the colour of old
 leather, but his pale blue eyes w

ere still as
striking as she rem

em
bered

. H
er eyes.

‘N
o w

elcom
e, m

y B
elle?’

H
e had

 been the first to shorten her nam
e. Tears sprang to her

eyes and
 she blinked

 them
 aw

ay preferring the anger that quickly
replaced

 her heart’s first leap of joy. ‘You d
eserve nothing from

 m
e.

You relinquished
 that right eight years ago.’

H
e looked

 around
 the yard

, his eyes searching. She noticed
 a

tension had
 entered

 his bod
y contrad

icting the lazy sm
ile he w

ore.
‘L

ooking for som
eone?’ She sneered

, w
anting to brand

ish the
rake over her father’s head

.
H

e snapped
 his attention back to her and

 gave her the ind
olent

sm
ile that had

 m
ad

e all the fem
ales in the household

 w
eak at the

knees. ‘I called
 in at the vicarage. Som

e w
om

an told
 m

e that your
grand

father had
 d

ied
.’

‘W
hat else d

id
 she tell you?’
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Isabelle stared
 at him

. Years of buried
 bitterness rose. H

er lip
curled

 back in hostility. ‘D
ead

. B
oth d

ead
.’

E
than rod

e up the beech-lined
 d

rive, his m
ind

 on one issue only.
Isabelle. T

he last tw
o w

eeks of visiting her, helping her, gave him
enorm

ous satisfaction. A
d

d
itionally, it confirm

ed
 his stance on the

feelings they both shared
. O

h, he knew
 she tried

 to hid
e her

em
otions, but he w

asn’t fooled
. She w

anted
 him

 just as m
uch as he

d
esired

 her. H
is gut tightened

 at the thought of hold
ing her, kissing

her, loving her. A
s love her, he d

id
. H

e m
ad

e no apologies for it.
H

e round
ed

 the corner and
 B

racken H
all loom

ed
 before him

. In
front of the sw

eep of steps lead
ing to the d

ouble d
oors, a groom

attend
ed

 to a visitor’s horse as the m
an d

ism
ounted

. O
nly one m

an
w

ore such an od
d

 hat. H
is sister sent m

any sketches of that m
an

and
 his hat. E

than clicked
 his heels into C

opper’s sid
es to quicken

his pace. T
he closer they got, the w

id
er his sm

ile becam
e. ‘H

am
ish

M
acG

regor you old
 d

og!’
T

he m
an in question spun around

 and
 grinned

. ‘E
than! You are a

sight for sore eyes.’
E

than d
ism

ounted
 in one fluid

 m
ovem

ent before throw
ing the

reins to the groom
 and

 grabbing H
am

ish’s upper arm
s. ‘T

his is
m

arvellous. R
achel’s letter told

 us you had
 left A

ustralia and
returned

 to Scotland
.’

‘Ind
eed

 I d
id

. A
rrived

 back four m
onths ago.’

‘Four m
onths ago?’ H

e pretend
ed

 to be shocked
. ‘A

nd
 this is the

first visit w
e’ve had

? M
am

a w
ill not forgive you for leaving it so

long.’
H

am
ish laughed

. ‘Sorry, old
 friend

, but business before pleasure
and

 all that.’
E

than leaned
 back to look at him

 better. ‘You look w
ell. D

espite
the hat!’

‘I am
. V

ery.’ H
am

ish took off his battered
, w

id
e-brim

m
ed

 hat and
tw

irled
 it on one finger, leaving his red

 hair askew
. ‘Your sister,

begged
 m

e to leave it behind
 w

hen I left, but I sim
ply could

 not. It’s
been on m

y head
 every d

ay for the last six years.’
‘A

ye, it looks it, too.’ E
than chuckled

. ‘H
ow

 is R
achel? L

ord
, I

m
iss her, as d

oes M
am

a.’
‘She w

as in the best of health w
hen I left.’

‘John is looking after her for m
e then?’
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Sud
d

en anger rose in her chest. ‘Your son?’
‘Yes, and

 your half-brother.’
She closed

 her eyes m
om

entarily and
 then w

alked
 on. I can’t cope

w
ith this.
T

he sound
 of splitting w

ood
 cam

e from
 the first shed

. H
er step

faltered
. She d

id
n’t w

ant H
ughie to be hurt, but she w

as pow
erless

to stop him
 from

 m
eeting their father now

. B
esid

es, she knew
 that

if she turned
 their father aw

ay w
ithout H

ughie m
eeting him

 first,
he w

ould
 never forgive her. H

ughie’s soft heart still w
orshipped

 the
m

an that left them
 for ad

ventures unknow
n.

‘H
ughie.’ H

er voice croaked
. She cleared

 her throat and
 tried

again. ‘H
ughie, love.’

‘Yes?’ H
is voice carried

 out to her from
 w

ithin the shed
.

‘C
an you com

e out here for a m
inute?’

H
e stepped

 out and
 glanced

 from
 her to the strangers. H

e d
ipped

his head
. ‘G

ood
 d

ay.’
Isabelle took H

ughie’s hand
. She m

oved
 to stand

 besid
e him

 and
together they looked

 at the m
an and

 sm
all boy. ‘H

ughie, d
o you

rem
em

ber this m
an?’

H
e scratched

 his cheek. ‘N
o, I d

on’t think so.’
‘T

his is the m
an you’ve often w

ond
ered

 about. A
aron G

ibson.’
‘G

ibson?’
She squeezed

 his hand
. ‘O

ur father.’
H

ughie jerked
 as if struck. H

is eyes grew
 w

id
e.

Isabelle gripped
 his arm

, pulling him
 closer. ‘It’s all right, d

ear-
est,’ she said

 soothingly.
T

heir father stepped
 forw

ard
. ‘You look w

ell, son. A
ll grow

n up.’
H

ughie d
ragged

 his eyes aw
ay from

 him
 to stare at the boy.

A
aron thrust the boy in front of him

. ‘T
his is your brother, B

ertie.’
‘Shall w

e go insid
e?’ Isabelle w

aved
 her hand

 in the d
irection of

the house, hating the frozen look on H
ughie’s face. H

ow
 could

 their
father d

o this to them
? R

eturning after eight years as if nothing had
happened

. H
e w

as m
eant to look after them

, that w
as his role

w
ithin a fam

ily. Yet, being the selfish m
an he w

as, he’d
 turned

 his
back on them

 so easily. W
alked

 aw
ay from

 a loving w
ife and

 ad
or-

ing child
ren. Sim

ply w
alked

 aw
ay.

A
aron cleared

 his throat. For once his nonchalant expression
slipped

 and
 his A

d
am

’s apple bobbed
. ‘W

here are your m
other and

Sally?’
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knew
 you had

 m
ad

e the w
rong d

ecision in m
arrying C

larice.’
‘I should

 have listened
 to her, but Father’s voice w

as stronger.
M

y responsibility to the estate w
as m

ore im
portant than any of m

y
need

s at the tim
e. A

fter Father’s d
eath, I focused

 only on the estate.
T

he rest of m
y life rem

ained
 d

orm
ant. T

hen I m
et Isabelle.’

H
am

ish crossed
 his legs and

 tapped
 the sid

e of his glass softly.
‘D

ivorce is so untid
y. T

here’s alw
ays gossip and

 court hearings;
w

rangling over m
oney and

 property and
 the reasons w

hy, etcetera.’
‘I have no choice. I have spent the last seven years living a half-

life. I could
 be an old

 m
an before C

larice d
ies. I w

ant child
ren. I

w
ant to be happy. N

aturally, I’d
 m

ake certain that C
larice had

everything she w
anted

.’
‘T

here is no hope for the tw
o of you?’

‘N
one at all.’ E

than shud
d

ered
. ‘I d

on’t love or d
esire her. I never

d
id

. She feels the sam
e as I d

o. Father w
anted

 our union and
 I

w
anted

 the estate to prosper w
ith C

larice’s d
ow

ry.’ H
e flopped

d
ow

n on his m
other’s w

ing-backed
 chair. ‘For seven years the

estate has been m
y life, m

y love.’
‘Is she w

orth it? T
his Isabelle?’

A
tid

e of ad
oration enveloped

 E
than like a soft, w

arm
 em

brace.
‘She is w

orth everything to m
e.’

H
am

ish raised
 his eyebrow

s. ‘I’ve never seen that expression on
your face before, d

ear friend
. She m

ust be a m
ad

onna?’ H
e grinned

.
‘She is. She’s beautiful and

 clever and
 w

arm
.’

‘W
here d

oes this w
ond

erful w
om

an resid
e?’ H

am
ish laughed

.
‘She sound

s so d
elightful I m

ight m
arry her m

yself!’
Jum

ping to his feet, E
than paced

 the room
. T

he w
alls seem

ed
 to

be closing in on him
. H

e paused
 to stare unseeing out the w

ind
ow

,
and

 then turned
. ‘She is m

arried
 to a tenant of m

ine.’
H

am
ish jolted

 in surprise and
 tw

isted
 on his seat to gape at him

.
‘A

re 
you

 
m

ad
? A

m
arried

 
w

om
an? A

w
orking-class 

m
arried

w
om

an?’
E

than lifted
 his chin, d

efiant and
 read

y to argue. ‘H
er status is of

no im
portance to m

e.’
‘G

ood
 G

od
 m

an!’ H
am

ish leaped
 to his feet. ‘You are w

illing to
sacrifice your fam

ily’s reputation and
 everything a d

ivorce entails
for such a w

om
an?’

‘You d
on’t und

erstand
—

’
‘I und

erstand
 you have lost your m

ind
!’
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H
am

ish laughed
. ‘M

y brother ad
ores his w

ife. N
ever fear about

her w
elfare in that regard

.’
E

than chuckled
. ‘I d

on’t. B
esid

es, m
y sister can take care of

herself. Perhaps I should
 concern m

yself over John?’
H

am
ish shook his head

 and
 grinned

. ‘I’ve seen John tackle a w
ild

bull and
 kill a d

ead
ly snake in one clean shot, but R

achel.... W
ell,

let us just say that he’s putty in her hand
s.’

E
than turned

 for the house. ‘C
om

e in. C
om

e in. W
e’ve m

uch to
talk about. I w

ant to learn all about A
ustralia and

 m
y sister’s new

hom
e. H

ow
 long are you staying?’

‘N
ot long. I have to be on m

y w
ay to L

iverpool and
 then L

ond
on.

I’ve m
uch to d

o in m
y tim

e back hom
e.’

T
hey entered

 the d
raw

ing room
 and

 found
 it em

pty. E
than w

ent
to the d

rinks cabinet and
 poured

 them
 both a brand

y. ‘W
hen d

o you
return to A

ustralia?’
H

am
ish sat at one end

 of a cream
 and

 green striped
 sofa.

‘H
opefully in tw

elve m
onths. It could

 be m
ore though. D

epend
s, on

M
other.’
‘H

ow
 is she?’ E

than hand
ed

 him
 his d

rink.
‘N

ot w
ell. She has m

issed
 both John and

 m
e these last few

 years
since father d

ied
. T

he estate has fallen into d
isrepair. It is too m

uch
for her. I am

 trying to persuad
e her to m

ove to C
arlisle and

 be w
ith

m
y sister Joan, but she refuses.’
E

than sw
irled

 his d
rink in his glass. ‘D

ifficult situation for you.’
‘E

nough of m
e.’ H

am
ish sipped

 his d
rink. ‘W

hat about you?
W

here is your d
elightful m

other?’
E

than looked
 through the d

oorw
ay. ‘I believe she is out calling.’

‘A
nd

 your w
ife.’

‘I neither know
 nor care.’ H

e sw
allow

ed
 the rest of his d

rink and
returned

 to the cabinet for m
ore. ‘I m

ight as w
ell tell you that soon

m
y m

arriage w
ill be no longer.’

H
am

ish spluttered
 and

 choked
 on his m

outhful of brand
y. ‘N

o
m

ore?’ he cried
 hoarsely.

‘I am
 to d

ivorce C
larice.’

‘G
ood

 L
ord

. It’s as bad
 as that?’

E
than nod

d
ed

 and
 sighed

. ‘I have fallen in love w
ith another, and

I w
ish to be w

ith her.’ H
e rubbed

 his eyes, sud
d

enly tired
. ‘It’s all

such a m
ess really. Totally unexpected

.’
‘R

achel has w
orried

 constantly ever since w
e left E

ngland
. She
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onto the table. B
ertie’s eyes follow

ed
 her every m

ove and
 she could

-
n’t help but grin at him

. ‘T
hey are too hot to cut.’ She turned

 them
upright in short m

ovem
ents. ‘You aren’t hungry again, are you?’

T
he boy shook his head

 but seem
ed

 hesitant to ad
m

it it.
She sighed

 and
 took the lid

 off the jar in the m
id

d
le of the table.

‘H
ere, have one barley sugar and

 then go and
 help H

ughie and
your father.’

B
ertie took the sw

eet and
 ran out of the kitchen. Isabelle stared

after him
 as he passed

 the w
ind

ow
 and

 ran across the yard
. Six

d
ays. H

er father and
 new

 brother had
 been at the farm

 for only six
d

ays, yet H
ughie and

 A
aron G

ibson had
 form

ed
 an im

m
ed

iate
bond

. T
his d

id
 not surprise her really, for H

ughie had
 a soft heart.

A
aron m

ight be old
er and

 his good
 looks m

ay have d
im

m
ed

 a little,
but he could

 still charm
 the bird

s from
 the trees. She threw

 another
log onto the fire and

 closed
 the oven d

oor. B
read

 w
as all she w

as to
bake tod

ay. Four pies sat on the shelf in the lard
er, unsold

 from
Saturd

ay’s 
m

arket. 
M

arge 
W

ilm
ot’s 

lies 
had

 
begun 

again 
the

m
om

ent she set up her stall table, but at least the w
om

an herself
d

id
n’t resort to physical violence this tim

e. Isabelle ignored
 her

threats and
 fist w

aving from
 the end

 of the m
arket. H

ughie and
their father kept close by and

 so the d
ay passed

 w
ithout further

incid
ent.

Isabelle sat at the table and
 rested

 her chin in her hand
. E

than
cam

e to m
ind

 and
 her heart sw

elled
. H

e arrived
 again yesterd

ay
after an absence of a w

eek. W
ith him

 he’d
 brought his friend

, M
r

M
acG

regor, w
ho w

as staying at B
racken H

all. M
acG

regor had
 stud

-
ied

 her as though she w
as the first w

om
an he’d

 ever seen. Instantly
she knew

 that E
than had

 spoken to him
 about her. She d

id
n’t know

w
hat to m

ake of the tall Scotsm
an. She sensed

 his protectiveness
tow

ard
s E

than and
 his d

isapproval of her. T
hankfully, M

acG
regor’s

scrutiny of her w
as cut short w

hen she introd
uced

 them
 both to her

father and
 B

ertie. E
than kept his shock in check, but she d

id
n’t m

iss
his m

eaningful glances. T
hey stayed

 for an hour, talking w
ith

H
ughie about the anim

als, checking the lam
bs and

 finally asked
 her

opinion about the sm
all herd

. Plans w
ere m

ad
e for the spare cow

s
to be taken to m

arket next w
eek.

She glanced
 at the sm

all, tin carriage clock on the m
antle above

the fire. Ten m
inutes to noon. A

s E
than m

ounted
 his horse on leav-

ing yesterd
ay, he had

 bent low
 to w

hisper in her ear. ‘M
eet m

e
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G
ritting his teeth, E

than glared
 at his old

est friend
. ‘H

am
ish, you

are a valued
 friend

, but you have no right to speak—
’

‘W
here is she?’ H

am
ish strod

e to the d
oor.

Startled
, E

than w
ent after him

. ‘W
hat are you d

oing?’
‘I’m

 going to call on her. I m
ust see for m

yself w
hat spell she has

put you und
er.’

E
than grabbed

 his arm
, stopping him

 in the entrance hall. ‘You’ll
d

o no such thing.’
‘I have to w

ond
er at w

hat hold
 she has over you. W

on’t she lift
her skirts until you’ve m

arried
 her, is that it?’

A
nger licked

 at E
than’s insid

es. ‘You are pushing the bound
aries

of our friend
ship.’

H
am

ish, his face pale, blue eyes plead
ing, looked

 at him
. ‘I can’t

let you m
ake this m

istake. R
achel w

ill never forgive m
e. I cannot let

you ruin your life.’
‘E

than?’ C
larice stood

 at the top of the stairs d
ishevelled

 w
ith her

hair hanging in long child
ish braid

s. She leant her bulk against the
banister and

 puffed
 as though she had

 run a m
ile w

hen she’d
 only

w
alked

 across the land
ing. O

ne hand
 held

 a jar of boiled
 sw

eets.
E

than hung his head
 and

 sw
ore. 

H
am

ish stepped
 tow

ard
s the bottom

 of the staircase. ‘G
ood

 d
ay,

C
larice. You m

ight not rem
em

ber m
e. I’m

 H
am

ish M
acG

regor.’
‘M

acG
regor?’

‘M
y brother John m

arried
 E

than’s sister and
 the three of us left

for A
ustralia six years ago.’

She w
rinkled

 her nose, obviously trying to rem
em

ber. ‘A
re you

staying w
ith us?’

‘Yes. Just for one night. E
than and

 I are going for a rid
e. Shall I

see you at d
inner?’

She stepped
 back and

 looked
 over her should

er tow
ard

s the
bed

room
s. ‘N

o, I d
on’t think so. I’m

 not feeling too w
ell at the

m
om

ent.’ For one so large she turned
 sw

iftly and
 d

isappeared
 back

along the land
ing.

H
am

ish looked
 at E

than and
 his sm

ile barely lifted
 the corners of

his m
outh. ‘It is an im

possible situation.’
E

m
otion clogged

 E
than’s throat. ‘N

o, not im
possible. Just d

iffi-
cult.’

Isabelle took the gold
en loaves out of the oven and

 d
ashed

 them
 out
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She follow
ed

 the w
ater and

 round
ed

 a slight bend
. E

than stood
throw

ing pebbles into the river, further aw
ay his horse cropped

 at
the grass by the w

ater’s ed
ge. H

e w
as unaw

are of her presence and
she took the opportunity to stud

y him
. H

e w
ore d

ark brow
n cord

trousers w
ith a lighter shad

e jacket. A
cream

 shirt show
ed

 every
tim

e the jacket gaped
 open w

hen he raised
 his arm

 to throw
.

W
arm

th spread
 from

 the pit of her stom
ach throughout her w

hole
bod

y. A
s alw

ays, the urge to reach for him
, to touch and

 caress him
consum

ed
 her like a blaze. She should

n’t have com
e. T

his w
as

m
ad

ness. H
e bent to select another pebble and

 caught sight of her.
Slow

ly, he straightened
 and

 sm
iled

. W
ithin the space of a heartbeat

he w
as in front of her.

‘You cam
e.’

She nod
d

ed
, not able to d

o anything else but gaze at him
.

H
e took her hand

 and
 led

 her into the shad
ow

 of the trees w
here

G
yp lay panting and

 w
agging his tail. H

er eyes w
id

ened
 at the

picnic before her. C
hicken, ham

, cheese, crusty bread
, pickled

 pears,
m

acaroons and
 w

hat looked
 like a jug of cid

er, all spread
 out on a

thick w
oollen blanket, beneath w

hich w
as a canvas sheet to protect

them
 from

 the cold
 ground

. E
verything w

as as it should
 be and

 it
took her breath aw

ay.
‘W

ill you join m
e?’ H

e sw
ept his hand

 over the blanket clearing
it from

 im
aginary d

ust.
She answ

ered
 his question w

ith a tend
er sm

ile and
 sat d

ow
n,

tucking her feet und
er her. G

yp sid
led

 over to her and
 nud

ged
 her

hand
 for a pat. ‘H

ow
 are you, boy?’ She tickled

 und
er his chin.

C
ontent, G

yp flopped
 d

ow
n besid

e her, resting his large head
 on his

paw
s. Isabelle turned

 her attention to E
than. ‘It all looks w

ond
er-

ful.’‘I hope you are hungry?’ H
e lay on his sid

e opposite her, stretch-
ing his long legs out tow

ard
s the river. ‘I w

anted
 it to be perfect, for

you.’
‘W

hy?’
H

e poured
 a glass of cid

er and
 passed

 it to her. ‘I w
ant to show

you how
 m

uch you m
ean to m

e.’
She sw

allow
ed

 nervously. ‘T
his changes nothing.’

H
is gaze pierced

 her heart. ‘I w
ant you to be happy. I can m

ake
you happy. If you let m

e.’
‘N

o, you cannot.’ She low
ered

 her lashes and
 peered

 at the d
rink
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below
 L

ee B
ank at the ed

ge of the w
ood

 tom
orrow

. M
id

d
ay.’ H

er
legs nearly buckled

 at his closeness. She d
id

n’t reply and
 w

atched
him

 rid
e out of the yard

 w
ith her skin alive w

ith aw
areness.

N
ow

, as she tw
isted

 the cloth in her hand
s, she w

atched
 the

m
inutes tick by on the clock. L

ee B
ank. E

than. A
lone. T

he w
ord

s
sound

ed
 in rhythm

 to the clock’s ticking. N
o. She could

n’t go. H
e

d
isturbed

 her senses, filled
 her m

ind
 and

 bod
y w

ith longing she
could

n’t control. She could
n’t be his m

istress. O
ne m

eeting couldn’t
be so harm

ful could it?
A

bruptly, she jum
ped

 up and
 ran into the scullery. She w

ashed
her hand

s and
 face, d

ried
 them

 and
 then tid

ied
 her hair. A

fter
taking off her apron, she slipped

 off her house shoes and
 put on her

boots. H
er blood

 singing in her veins, she grabbed
 her black shaw

l
and

 tossed
 it around

 her should
ers. In the next m

om
ent, she w

as
out the d

oor and
 strid

ing up the yard
.

‘B
elle? W

here are you going?’ H
ughie held

 a d
ead

 rabbit in one
hand

.
‘Just for a w

alk. I’m
 tired

 of being in the kitchen.’ She d
id

n’t
pause, for if she hesitated

 just slightly she’d
 not have the courage to

go.H
ughie sm

iled
 and

 held
 up the rabbit. ‘D

inner.’
‘L

ovely. Skin it and
 put it in the pot. I’ll see to it later.’

‘B
e careful.’

She w
aved

 and
 glid

ed
 out through the gate. E

than. H
e spurred

her on. Invisibly calling her, beckoning. She lifted
 up her skirts and

ran across the field
s to the stile. O

nce on D
raper’s L

ane she slow
ed

,
not w

anting to be out of breath w
hen she m

et him
. A

t L
ee B

ank, she
entered

 the w
ood

. T
he d

ark coolness halted
 her for a m

om
ent

before she once m
ore lifted

 her skirts and
 tripped

 lightly d
ow

n the
slope, w

ind
ing betw

een thick, fungus-covered
 trunks. She skid

d
ed

a few
 tim

es on loose d
irt as the ground

 sloped
 sharply closer to

H
ebd

en W
ater. She could

 hear it now
, bubbling and

 churning,
sw

ollen from
 the m

elting snow
 high on the m

oors.
O

ut of breath, she stum
bled

 into the sunshine again and
 w

alked
to the bank. T

he sunlight reflected
 off the w

ater like a thousand
stars. She scanned

 the area, looking for him
, but there w

as nothing
save the bird

s w
heeling from

 the w
ood

s on each sid
e of the river.

Insects chirped
 in the grass and

 a butterfly quivered
 near her skirts.

Isabelle frow
ned

 and
 stead

ied
 her breathing. W

here w
as he?
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It w
as Sund

ay. T
he surround

ing m
ills w

ere quiet and
 d

eserted
.

Isabelle’s heart fluttered
 a little at the risk they took, but it w

as over-
shad

ow
ed

 by the prospect of spend
ing tim

e w
ith E

than. She m
et

him
 

on 
H

orse 
B

rid
ge 

that 
crossed

 
C

rim
sw

orth 
D

ean 
B

eck.
T

hankfully at that tim
e, no one w

as using the old
 L

im
er’s G

ate
packhorse trail. O

n arriving, she found
 E

than m
ounted

 on C
opper

and
 G

yp now
here in sight. A

t first she thought he w
as to tell her

that som
ething kept him

 from
 their m

eeting and
 he w

ould
 have to

leave. Instead
, he slipped

 his foot out of the stirrup. ‘Put your foot
in there and

 give m
e your arm

.’ H
is loving sm

ile broad
ened

 as he
reached

 d
ow

n, grabbed
 her arm

 and
 hoisted

 her over the sad
d

le
behind

 him
.

T
he shock of rid

ing pillion, of even being on a horse, kept her
silent for a few

 m
inutes. T

hat, m
ixed

 w
ith his nearness, sent shivers

of excitem
ent through her. N

ever had
 she experienced

 som
ething

so prim
al as hugging her arm

s around
 his w

aist. H
is cord

ed
m

uscles bunched
 und

er her touch and
 she heard

 his sud
d

en intake
of breath. T

hen, before she could
 gather her scattered

 thoughts, he
w

as urging C
opper out of C

rim
sw

orth D
ean and

 up onto the
surround

ing m
oors. C

opper’s thund
ering hooves m

atched
 the thud

of her heart. E
very ounce of her being sang in glorious exhilaration.

It w
as all new

 to her; the speed
, the rid

e. She w
anted

 to shout, to
scream

, to cry at such a sim
ple joy.

Soon enough, E
than gently reined

 C
opper in until he w

alked
 and

then w
heeled

 him
 back southw

ard
s d

ow
n across Shackleton’s

M
oor and

 tow
ard

s the valley they’d
 com

e from
. T

hey round
ed

 a
stone w

all bord
ering a lane and

 E
than halted

 C
opper and

 slid
 off

his back. Isabelle put her arm
s out for E

than to help her d
ow

n and
grinned

 w
hen he sw

ung her about him
.

‘Put m
e d

ow
n, w

hat w
ould

 people think?’ She laughed
.

‘T
here is no one to see except the crow

s and
 sheep.’ H

e w
inked

and
 released

 her. ‘I w
ant to show

 you som
ething.’ Taking her hand

,
he led

 her over to a sm
all m

onum
ent on the left.

She peered
 at the tw

o ancient pillars. ‘W
hat is it, a w

aysid
e

m
arker?’
E

than knelt to look closer. ‘T
hey call it A

bel C
ross.’ H

e straight-
ened

 and
 w

alked
 around

 it. ‘See how
 on each pillar there is a sim

ple
L

atin cross?’
‘H

ow
 fascinating.’
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in her hand
. ‘It w

as silly of m
e to com

e here.’
‘B

ut you d
id

.’
‘Som

ething overcam
e m

e. I could
n’t resist it.’ She shrugged

 and
gazed

 at the w
ater. ‘W

e are w
rong to d

o this.’
‘I see nothing w

rong in loving som
eone.’

She w
hipped

 her head
 back and

 stared
 at him

. ‘You can’t love
m

e. You d
on’t know

 m
e.’

A
n ironic sm

ile lifted
 the corners of his m

outh. ‘I ad
ore you, but,‘

he opened
 his arm

s to encom
pass the picnic, ‘all this is so w

e can
learn m

ore about each other.’ H
e picked

 up a plate and
 forked

 slices
of chicken and

 ham
 on to it. ‘W

e’ll talk and
 eat. N

othing m
ore.

A
greed

?’
Isabelle sw

allow
ed

 the lum
p of em

otion blocking her throat. ‘Just
talk?’

H
e nod

d
ed

, his eyes bright w
ith subd

ued
 m

ischief. ‘A
bsolutely.’

T
he look that passed

 betw
een them

 w
as full of charged

 und
er-

stand
ing. Isabelle raised

 her chin accepting the challenge, and
 a

challenge it w
ould

 be. To be so close to him
 and

 not give in to the
tem

ptation of touching w
ould

 be torture, but she could
 d

o it if he
could

.
‘I w

ant to know
 all about you.’ H

e passed
 her plate over. ‘A

nd
 I

hope you w
ant to learn about m

e?’
‘I d

o, yes.’ She nibbled
 a piece of ham

 and
 he sucked

 in a breath
as he w

atched
 her. She lifted

 her glass tow
ard

s him
. ‘To friend

ship.’
H

e grinned
 at her salute and

 lifted
 his ow

n. ‘To us.’

Isabelle threw
 her head

 back and
 laughed

. She gripped
 E

than’s
w

aist tighter as C
opper surged

 on, eating up the ground
, thund

er-
ing over W

ad
sw

orth M
oor. Sheep d

arted
 aw

ay bleating in fright.
T

he w
ind

 teased
 her hair from

 her hat and
 her skirts billow

ed
 out

like a flag behind
 them

. She closed
 her eyes, enjoying the thrill of

the rid
e, the closeness of E

than.
T

hey had
 m

et again tw
o d

ays after the picnic and
 w

alked
through the w

ood
, just talking, learning ever m

ore about each
other. N

ot once d
id

 E
than touch her in any w

ay that w
as unchival-

rous. H
e helped

 her over tree roots or fallen branches, but other
than that he rem

ained
 a good

 three feet from
 her at all tim

es. For
over an hour they talked

, before parting w
ith a prom

ise to m
eet

tod
ay at noon.
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‘W
eehoo!’ H

e picked
 her up and

 sw
ung her around

 and
 around

.
She laughed

, cupped
 his cheeks in her hand

s and
 kissed

 him
. It

felt so right, so pure.
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‘I’m
 not certain of its age, but it is old

.’ H
e cam

e to stand
 besid

e
her. ‘T

here is a legend
 about it.’

She grinned
, relaxed

 in his com
pany in a w

ay she never thought
possible. ‘O

f course.’
‘T

hey say each panel represents a m
an’s grave. T

hey fought over
a lad

y, w
ho, after they killed

 each other, threw
 herself into the

w
aterfalls from

 L
um

b’s B
rid

ge. L
egend

 has it she still haunts the
brid

ge on m
isty nights.’

Isabelle shivered
. ‘Poor w

om
an. Ind

eed
 it w

ould
 be d

ifficult to be
responsible for such d

eaths.’
E

than took her hand
 and

 kissed
 it. H

is gaze sought and
 held

hers. ‘It is easy to im
agine the d

espair of being torn asund
er by

love.’
She sw

allow
ed

, feeling his passion and
 intensity like a physical

force. ‘E
than

...’
‘Yes, m

y love?’
‘D

on’t call m
e that.’

H
e took her other hand

 and
 held

 them
 both to his chest. ‘D

o you
feel m

y heart, Isabelle?’
She nod

d
ed

, unable to speak, unable to breathe.
‘It beats for you. O

nly you.’
She tried

 to pull her hand
s aw

ay, not need
ing the evid

ence to
know

 of his sentim
ents, but his grip tightened

. H
is eyes told

 the
story, his bod

y played
 out the actions of his soul. H

e loved
 her. H

is
every d

eed
 confirm

ed
 his w

ord
s.

Tears pricked
 her eyes. ‘W

hat are w
e to d

o?’ she w
hispered

,
afraid

 of acknow
led

ging her heart.
‘W

e trust each other. D
o you trust m

e?’
A

gain she nod
d

ed
.

E
than sm

iled
, a glorious sm

ile that m
elted

 her bones. H
is eyes

m
irrored

 the happiness that possessed
 him

. ‘I prom
ise you, here at

A
bel C

ross, und
er this blue sky, surround

ed
 by sheep, bird

s, and
heather that I w

ill alw
ays be yours in m

y heart until I am
 free to

m
ake it legal by law

 and
 G

od
.’

H
er eyes w

id
ened

 at his sincerity. ‘O
h, E

than
...’ She reached

 up
on tiptoes and

 kissed
 him

 softly on the lips. ‘I prom
ise you, here at

A
bel C

ross, und
er this blue sky, surround

ed
 by sheep, bird

s and
heather that I w

ill alw
ays be yours in m

y heart until I am
 free to

m
ake it legal by law

 and
 G

od
.’
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other in the full sense of the w
ord

. H
er skin tingled

 at the thought.
She turned

 and
 carried

 the broom
 back into the scullery and

 then
d

ucked
 her head

 into the kitchen to check the tim
e. N

early noon.
A

fter quickly w
ashing her hand

s, she tid
ied

 her hair and
 d

usted
 off

her skirts. She w
rinkled

 her nose at the w
ashed

 out colour of them
.

E
than offered

 m
any tim

es to buy her new
 clothes, but to d

o so
w

ould
 cause com

m
ents from

 H
ughie. She recoiled

 at the thought of
him

 find
ing out about her and

 E
than; the sham

e w
ould

 be too
m

uch.
‘G

oing out again?’ A
aron w

alked
 into the kitchen from

 the hall-
w

ay.
A

guilty flush crept up her cheeks. She paused
 on the kitchen

step, her hand
 on the d

oor hand
le. ‘Just for a w

alk, w
hile the

w
eather is fine.’
‘B

e careful, lass.’
She stared

 at him
. ‘I’m

 only going for a short stroll.’ H
er w

ord
s

sound
ed

 false even to her ow
n ears.

H
e low

ered
 his gaze. ‘A

ye, if you say so.’
Isabelle raised

 her chin. ‘You think otherw
ise?’

‘W
hat you d

o is none of m
y business.’ H

e shifted
 his w

eight from
foot to foot. ‘A

ll I’m
 saying is that if you play w

ith fire be prepared
to get burnt.’

She hated
 him

 for guessing her secret. K
now

ing that another
knew

 about her and
 E

than’s friend
ship som

ehow
 d

efiled
 it. ‘T

he
tim

e has long gone since you w
ere allow

ed
 to have a say in w

hat I
d

o. I am
 answ

erable to m
y husband

 only and
 since he has aban-

d
oned

 m
e, then I am

 answ
erable to m

yself.’
H

e inclined
 his head

 in acknow
led

gm
ent of her w

ord
s. ‘I just

d
on’t w

ant you to be hurt.’
‘You d

on’t w
ant m

e to be hurt?’ She m
ocked

 him
 w

ith a hum
our-

less laugh. ‘You m
ean hurt like w

hen you w
alked

 out on us? H
urt

w
hen G

rand
father d

ied
? H

urt w
hen w

e w
ere forced

 to enter a
private w

orkhouse? W
hen m

other stopped
 eating and

 d
ied

 of a
broken heart? H

urt w
hen Sally no longer cared

 enough to fight a
com

m
on cold

 and
 allow

ed
 it to w

eaken her lungs? Is that w
hat you

m
ean?’
‘B

elle—
’

‘D
on’t call m

e that!’ She yelled
. ‘You have no right!’ Pain and

d
isappointm

ent ate at her. She d
enied

 her tears an outlet and
 let
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C
H

A
PT

E
R

 N
IN

E

Isabelle, hum
m

ing tunelessly, sw
ept the path from

 the scullery d
oor

to the w
ater pum

p. A
long the path, herbs released

 their fragrance
as her skirts brushed

 against them
. Pausing, she heard

 H
ughie’s

laughter from
 insid

e one of the barns. H
e d

id
 a lot of that these

d
ays. B

ertie id
olized

 him
 and

 w
as a w

illing follow
er. T

heir father
and

 B
ertie’s arrival had

 been a blessing to H
ughie, if not to her. H

er
heart, although softened

 from
 E

than’s love, still rem
ained

 cold
 and

hard
 tow

ard
s her father. D

espite his attem
pts to fill the breach

betw
een them

 by helping around
 the farm

 and
 gestures of courtesy,

she could
n’t forgive him

 for the past. H
er cool reserve tow

ard
s him

d
id

 not extend
 to B

ertie, how
ever, for the boy w

as loveable, w
ith a

shyness that rem
ind

ed
 her of Sally. A

nd
 he had

 grow
n in these tw

o
m

onths on the farm
. B

ertie respond
ed

 quickly to any chore she
requested

 of him
 and

 on m
any occasions surprised

 her by d
oing a

task before being asked
. H

e w
as no hard

ship to love.
Isabelle believed

 her father knew
 w

hy she took frequent long
w

alks into the w
ood

, and
 this only gave her m

ore reason to be
barely civil to him

. She tried
 to m

ake sure they w
ere never alone

together, never able to talk. Yet his eyes som
etim

es told
 her things

that his m
outh never uttered

. It d
id

n’t concern her if he approved
or not, but nevertheless, she felt uncom

fortable every tim
e she

d
onned

 her shaw
l and

 slipped
 aw

ay to m
et E

than. E
than. A

n inner
glow

 of bliss w
arm

ed
 her and

 she sighed
. For short m

om
ents

d
uring the d

ay w
hile she d

id
 her m

onotonous chores, she allow
ed

her m
ind

 to concentrate on only him
; his laughter, his w

it, the w
ay

he sm
iled

 at her, the w
ay his eyes lingered

 on her face. H
is kisses

sent her to heaven, and
 she knew

 w
ith an inborn logic that it

w
ould

n’t be long before they took the next step and
 loved

 each
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last year that I’d
 not have long, a year or tw

o at m
ost.’

A
bruptly, w

hite-hot fury overcam
e her. ‘So you cam

e hom
e to

d
ie? You cam

e hom
e to burd

en us
w

ith your illness and
 then d

eath?
You w

ould
 have sad

d
led

 M
other w

ith all this after w
alking out on

her?’ She gripped
 the table to stop herself from

 scratching his eyes
out. ‘H

ave I not enough to contend
 w

ith? W
asn’t it enough that you

returned
 w

ith an illegitim
ate child

? B
ut now

 this!’
H

e stepped
 back at her ferocity. ‘I ... I—

’
‘You’re not just a cow

ard
, you’re a selfish, unthinking sw

ine! A
nd

I hate you!’ Isabelle picked
 up her skirts and

 sped
 from

 the kitchen.
She ran across the yard

, scattering geese and
 chickens, through the

back gate that opened
 into the house field

 and
 d

ashed
 tow

ard
s the

w
ood

s. A
sob broke from

 her. I hate him
.B

lind
 w

ith tears, she scram
-

bled
 over the stile to fall to her knees on the other sid

e. A
youth

w
alked

 on D
raper’s L

ane, but she ignored
 his questioning look and

,
scram

bling up, flung herself into the d
ense trees. N

ew
 leaves coated

the branches and
 m

ad
e a canopy over the w

ood
 like an um

brella,
blocking out the sun. In the d

im
 light, she skittered

 d
ow

n the
incline. W

ith the back of her hand
, she d

ashed
 aw

ay her tears. A
tree

root tripped
 her. She fell hard

, knocking the air out of her lungs. T
he

d
ank sm

ell of earth filled
 her nose. She lay outstretched

, num
b and

not w
anting to m

ove for the fear of the pain that w
ould

 certainly
break her heart. H

e cam
e hom

e to die.
‘Isabelle!’
E

than’s cry jolted
 her upright and

 in second
s she w

as in his arm
s.

K
neeling on the d

irt, he held
 her tight, searching her face and

 bod
y

for evid
ence of an accid

ent.
‘I’ve been w

aiting for you. W
hat’s happened

?’
She clung to him

, sobbing.
H

e kissed
 her head

. ‘I have you now
, m

y love. You’re safe w
ith

m
e.’‘I hate him

!’
‘W

ho?’
W

ord
lessly, she shook her head

 and
 cried

 into his should
er w

hile
he held

 and
 soothed

 her. It felt right to be here in his arm
s. H

is solid
strength m

ad
e her feel protected

, safe. E
than w

as the one person
she could

 trust, d
epend

 on. A
t last, she hiccupped

 into silence. H
er

eyes felt sore and
 puffy and

 her nose ran.
‘C

an you tell m
e w

hat upsets you so, sw
eetheart?’ H

e pulled
 out
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them
 burn w

ithin her heart like a cancer.
A

s though he w
ere an old

 m
an, A

aron stum
bled

 to the table and
sat d

ow
n. ‘If I could

 leave now
, I w

ould
.’

She turned
 aw

ay from
 him

 in d
isgust. ‘L

eaving is w
hat you’re

good
 at, isn’t it?’

‘I stayed
 w

ith you
r m

other for as long as I cou
ld

, bu
t I w

asn’t
m

ad
e to stay in one p

lace all m
y life. B

eing a hu
sband

, a father,
sm

othered
 m

e. It w
asn’t as thou

gh I d
id

n’t love you
 all; I d

id
, bu

t
I cou

ld
n’t breathe.’ H

e shook his head
, his eyes not seeing the

kitchen, bu
t locked

 som
ew

here in the p
ast. ‘T

he resp
onsibility w

as
too m

u
ch. You

r m
other never u

nd
erstood

 m
y w

ays. She m
et m

e at
a fair. I lived

 and
 w

orked
 w

ithin a travelling fair. I loved
 her at

first sight. W
e both thou

ght I cou
ld

 live in one p
lace and

 be
hap

p
y.’

‘I d
on’t w

ant to hear your pathetic excuses. W
hat kind

 of m
an

aband
ons his fam

ily?’ Isabelle steeled
 her heart against him

. She
had

 loved
 him

, ad
ored

 him
 – once. A

nd
 he had

 left w
ithout even a

good
bye. She w

ould
n’t give him

 the pow
er to w

ound
 her that w

ay
again. ‘If you w

ant to leave, you can. I w
ill take care of B

ertie. H
e

d
oesn’t d

eserve to be d
ragged

 around
 the country, alw

ays hungry,
alw

ays tired
.’

‘I can’t go.’
She shrugged

, d
esperately trying not to care.

‘I am
 a cow

ard
.’

‘Yes, you are.’
H

e cleared
 his throat. ‘I cam

e looking for m
y fam

ily because I
d

id
n’t w

ant to d
ie in a road

sid
e d

itch som
ew

here.’
Isabelle turned

 to stare out of the w
ind

ow
. ‘T

he saying goes,
“O

nly the good
 d

ie young.” I am
 sure it w

ill be m
any years before

you m
eet your M

aker.’
‘N

ot true. I am
 ill.’ H

e scraped
 back his chair and

 stood
.

She glanced
 at him

 over her should
er as he pulled

 up his shirt
and

 vest. A
large lum

p in his sid
e d

istend
ed

 his stom
ach. H

er eyes
w

id
ened

 at the ugly m
isshapen bulge. She gasped

, her hand
 flying

to her m
outh. T

he sw
elling only highlighted

 his thin lankiness
m

ore.
A

aron grim
aced

. ‘N
ot som

ething you w
ished

 to see, I’m
 sure.’

‘W
hat is it?’

‘Som
e cankerous grow

th I’m
 told

. A
d

octor in Scotland
 told

 m
e
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‘Ind
eed

, m
y pet, for at least an hour.’

She jerked
 upright. ‘L

ord
!’ W

arm
th flood

ed
 her cheeks. ‘I’m

 so
sorry.’

‘N
onsense.’ H

e laughed
 and

 gathered
 her back into his arm

s. ‘I
enjoyed

 hold
ing you, w

atching you sleep.’ H
e took her hand

 and
played

 w
ith her fingers, kissing them

, nibbling them
.

‘T
hey’ll be w

orrying about m
e.’

‘I w
ill w

alk you hom
e.’

She shook her head
, recalling the scene in the kitchen. ‘I d

on’t
really w

ant to go yet.’
‘T

hen stay here w
ith m

e.’ H
e kissed

 her w
ith such tend

erness,
she felt as if all her bones liquefied

.
Isabelle sw

allow
ed

, know
ing w

ith an inborn logic that the m
ood

had
 changed

 betw
een them

. H
eat replaced

 her grief and
 aw

oke her
to his sensual caresses. H

is breath shortened
, she felt his heart beat-

ing beneath her hand
. It pleased

 and
 frightened

 her that he could
w

ant her so m
uch. ‘E

than
...’

H
e nibbled

 her neck. ‘H
m

m
, m

y love?’
‘Farrell and

 I have never shared
 a bed

.’
E

than raised
 his head

 to stare at her. ‘N
ever?’ H

is eyes w
id

ened
.

‘N
o, never. O

ur m
arriage hasn’t been consum

m
ated

. A
t first I d

id
w

ant it, only so he w
ould

n’t look for an excuse to throw
 us out, but

now
 I’m

 glad
 w

e d
id

n’t.’
H

e closed
 his eyes briefly before a slow

 grin escaped
. ‘T

hat’s the
best new

s I could
 have hoped

 for.’ H
e kissed

 her quick and
 hard

and
 then laughed

. A
m

azem
ent glow

ed
 in his brand

y eyes. ‘T
his is

m
agnificent new

s! H
ave you any id

ea how
 I’ve tortured

 m
yself

thinking he has touched
 you?’

She shook her head
, surprised

 by his response.
Sud

d
enly, his expression grew

 serious, his eyes narrow
ed

 w
ith

longing. ‘T
his m

eans you are truly m
ine, Isabelle. D

o you und
er-

stand
?’ H

e kissed
 her lips, her eyes. H

is voice d
ropped

, thickened
.

‘A
ll m

ine, for ever.’
‘Yes.’
‘You m

ean everything to m
e.’

‘I d
o?’ She blinked

 in happy surprise. ‘Truly?’
‘O

f course!’ H
e pulled

 back to frow
n at her. ‘You d

on’t believe
m

e?’
She glanced

 aw
ay w

ith a shrug. ‘It w
ould

n’t be the first tim
e a
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his hand
kerchief and

 w
iped

 her eyes, then passed
 it over for her to

hold
.

‘M
y father.’ She blew

 her nose. ‘H
e cam

e to find
 us because he is

d
ying.’

‘O
h, m

y sw
eet.’ H

e kissed
 her softly and

 held
 her close.

Snuggled
 into his chest, Isabelle sighed

 and
 closed

 her eyes.
B

eing held
, com

forted
, allow

ing another to hear her w
orries and

w
ipe aw

ay her tears w
as parad

ise. A
haven she had

n’t know
n

existed
.

E
than kissed

 the top of her head
. ‘Is there anything I can d

o for
you? I can pay the d

octor’s fee or—
’

‘N
o. T

hank you.’ She cupped
 his cheek in her hand

. L
oving him

so m
uch w

as a physical pain she could
n’t heal. H

e low
ered

 his head
and

 she w
elcom

ed
 his kiss. A

fter a m
om

ent they pulled
 apart and

she rested
 her head

 on his chest. ‘I d
on’t know

 how
 long he has. It

m
ay be m

onths, a year even.’ She shud
d

ered
, rem

em
bering the

sight of her father’s stom
ach.

E
than ran his fingertips d

ow
n her cheek. ‘I’m

 here to help you
through this tim

e, m
y d

arling. I’m
 alw

ays here for you.’
‘I know

.’
H

e tightened
 his hold

 on her as he tw
isted

 them
 around

 together,
so that he leant against a nearby tree. ‘L

ie quiet. R
est.’ H

e kissed
 her

ear. ‘You gave m
e such a fright. I can’t tell you w

hat I thought w
hen

I saw
 you running and

 crying like that.’
N

od
d

ing, she closed
 her eyes. ‘I’m

 sorry. It becam
e all too m

uch.
I d

on’t w
ant to w

atch him
 d

ie. I d
etest him

 for d
oing this to m

e and
H

ughie.’
‘I und

erstand
. It’s not going to be easy.’

‘N
o.’

H
e sighed

 and
 stroked

 her arm
, as she lay curled

 up against him
.

‘Sleep for a w
hile, sw

eetheart.’
Sud

d
enly, tired

ness cloaked
 her like a heavy blanket. She w

ould
-

n’t sleep, not really, but it w
as nice to close her eyes and

 relax in his
arm

s. 
O

verhead
 

the 
bird

s 
tw

ittered
, 

skipping 
from

 
branch 

to
branch. Further d

ow
n, the soft trickle and

 hum
 of H

ebd
en W

ater
w

afted
 on the light breeze.

Isabelle opened
 her eyes slow

ly, d
isorientated

.
‘H

ad
 a good

 nap?’ E
than grinned

 d
ow

n at her.
‘I fell asleep?’
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thighs und
er her skirt to gently w

riggle d
ow

n her d
raw

ers. H
is

voice 
becam

e 
husky. 

‘D
o 

you 
know

 
how

 
I’ve 

d
ream

t 
of 

this
m

om
ent?’

Isabelle bit her lip as his fingers found
 her. H

er breathing
stopped

 as for the first tim
e the m

ost intim
ate part w

as touched
 by

another.
‘You’re read

y for m
e, m

y sw
eet.’

‘I am
?’ She sw

allow
ed

. H
is fingers, soft and

 gentle, w
orked

 to
m

ake shivers of d
elight spread

 throughout her bod
y. H

er hand
hovered

 over his, w
anting to pull him

 aw
ay, yet to also keep it

there. ‘O
h E

than. I’m
 not sure

...’
‘I w

ill stop.’
‘N

o!’
H

e kissed
 her, flicking his tongue gently against hers. ‘Touch m

e,
Isabelle. Feel w

hat you d
o to m

e.’ H
e guid

ed
 her hand

 to the bulge
in his trousers. ‘Free m

e, m
y love.’

H
esitantly, she unbuttoned

 his trousers and
 helped

 him
 pull

them
 d

ow
n to his knees. H

er eyes w
id

ened
 at the sight of his

arousal.
E

than lifted
 her chin so that she looked

 into his eyes. ‘K
iss m

e,
Isabelle.’ Taking a d

eep breath, she ran her fingers through his hair
before raining light kisses over his face. H

e pulled
 her close, laying

her head
 on his arm

. ‘I love you.’
‘A

nd
 I you.’ Isabelle grinned

, her skin tingling und
er his sensu-

ous touch. ‘I w
ant this to last for ever. Just you and

 m
e in our w

ood
.’

She gazed
 up at the tree canopy. D

appled
 sunlight filtered

 through
like hund

red
s of fingers. To be exposed

 in the open w
as such a

w
icked

 d
elight that she giggled

.
E

than raised
 his head

 from
 sucking on her nipple. ‘W

hat’s so
funny?’

‘W
e are so im

m
oral. I never thought I w

ould
 say that about

m
yself. Yet, I d

on’t feel bad
 about it. I guess I am

 d
oubly d

am
ned

.’
‘T

hen w
e are both d

am
ned

 together. Perhaps this d
evil fellow

isn’t so bad
 after all?’

Isabelle spluttered
. H

er laughter rose and
 echoed

 through the
w

ood
. E

than hugged
 her tight and

 rolled
 onto his back so that she

lay on top of him
. H

e released
 her hair from

 its pins and
 it cascad

ed
d

ow
n, covering their faces like a veil. H

er laughter d
ied

 as his eyes
d

arkened
 w

ith yearning.
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m
an in your position took a m

istress.’ Inw
ard

ly she cringed
 at that

aw
ful w

ord
.

H
e took her chin and

 turned
 her back to him

. ‘N
o, not you. N

ever
a m

istress. I prom
ise you.’

‘B
ut that is w

hat I am
. N

ow
. It’s silly to d

eny it.’
‘You w

ill be m
y w

ife. You have m
y w

ord
, m

y bond
, m

y heart.’ H
e

tucked
 a tend

ril of hair behind
 her ear. ‘You d

o believe m
e, d

on’t
you?’

Isabelle squirm
ed

 closer. ‘Yes, but it w
on’t be easy. N

othing ever
is. If I’ve learnt one thing over the last six m

onths then it is that.’
‘A

greed
. H

ow
ever, I love you and

 I w
ill never let you go.’

She threw
 her arm

s around
 his neck and

 pressed
 herself against

him
. H

er bod
y w

as on fire for his touch. A
n urgency, a w

anting of
com

pleteness possessed
 her. She kissed

 him
 w

ith a passion that
surprised

 her. She need
ed

 him
 in a w

ay she d
id

n’t entirely und
er-

stand
. H

er bod
y cried

 out to be fulfilled
 and

 her soul ached
 for

w
arm

 refuge from
 the harshness of her life. E

than offered
 the

answ
ers to her need

s. M
oreover, she knew

 she gave him
 the love he

craved
 and

 could
 only find

 w
ith her. T

he pow
er w

as head
y. She

w
elcom

ed
 his kisses, soft at first, then becom

ing m
ore d

em
and

ing
as his fervour grew

 like a consum
ing fire. She tore off his jacket,

unbuttoned
 his w

aistcoat and
 helped

 him
 to shrug it off.

‘G
lory be, Isabelle, I m

ust have you,’ he w
hispered

, hot against
her m

outh.
‘W

e w
ill have each other, yes?’

H
e chuckled

. ‘In every w
ay, m

y d
arling, in every w

ay.’
She tilted

 her head
 back as he kissed

 her neck, w
hile his hand

s
w

orked
 at the buttons of her blouse. H

is shirt soon follow
ed

 the
w

ay of his jacket and
 w

aistcoat. Isabelle ran her hand
s over his

chest. D
elighting in his m

asculine shape, she clenched
 her fingers in

the light sprinkle of chest hairs and
 bent to kiss him

 there. E
than

sucked
 in a breath. H

e quickly used
 his jacket as a blanket and

 laid
her d

ow
n. R

eclining besid
e her, he assisted

 her in und
ressing. Soon

her corset and
 chem

ise lay in a heap besid
e them

. E
than w

ent to
rem

ove her skirt but she stopped
 him

.
‘N

o, d
arling. L

eave it on.’
‘B

ut—
’

‘If som
eone should

 com
e, I can quickly cover m

yself.’
H

e nod
d

ed
 and

 then grinning, he slipped
 his hand

s up her
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C
H

A
PT

E
R

 T
E

N

W
histling, E

than jogged
 d

ow
n the staircase, fit to burst w

ith happi-
ness. T

he thick w
alls of the house kept out the hot A

ugust sunshine,
but the d

ay’s brightness penetrated
 through the w

ind
ow

s, beckon-
ing him

. A
s alw

ays Isabelle cam
e to m

ind
 and

 his stom
ach knotted

w
ith anticipation. Soon, she w

ould
 be in his arm

s, kissing him
 w

ith
a passion that em

pow
ered

 him
. H

e had
 an insane urge to sing.

E
lizabeth stepped

 out from
 the d

raw
ing room

, glanced
 up and

sm
iled

. ‘W
hy d

arling, I d
on’t think I’ve ever seen you so happy.’

‘It has been a brilliant sum
m

er, M
am

a.’
She laughed

. ‘Ind
eed

 it has, though I have hard
ly seen you these

last few
 m

onths.’
E

than grinned
 and

 jum
ped

 from
 the third

 last tread
. In one fluid

m
ovem

ent, he sw
ept his m

other into his arm
s and

 w
altzed

 her
around

 the hall.
She squealed

 like a young girl. ‘W
hat are you d

oing, you silly
boy!’

‘I’m
 d

ancing w
ith a beautiful w

om
an,’ E

than d
eclared

, spinning
her faster.

‘Stop it at once.’ E
lizabeth giggled

. ‘W
hat has com

e over you?’
‘L

ove!’
E

lizabeth halted
, her sm

ile slipped
 a little. ‘L

ove?’ She stepped
back and

 patted
 her hair into place. ‘H

ave you bought a new
horse?’

H
e laughed

. ‘N
o, not a horse, M

am
a. A

w
om

an.’
A

ll colour left his m
other’s face. ‘A

w
om

an? W
hat can you possi-

bly m
ean?’

H
e closed

 his eyes and
 shook his head

, inw
ard

ly groaning. H
e

straightened
 his jacket. ‘It w

as stupid
 of m

e to m
ention it just yet.’

115

‘L
et m

e love you, Isabelle, for the rest of m
y life.’

She kissed
 him

 gently, reverently. ‘I w
ill, m

y heart.’
H

e rolled
 back over, pinning her beneath him

. H
is kisses d

eep-
ened

, urging her on to a new
 level of aw

areness. A
rching up to him

,
she d

ug her nails into his back. ‘L
ove m

e, E
than.’

‘A
lw

ays,’ he m
urm

ured
. U

sing his knee, he gently opened
 her

legs. Taking his w
eight on his hand

s, he paused
 a fraction before

carefully entering her.
Isabelle bit her lip as he filled

 her and
 she m

oved
 slightly to

ad
just to him

. C
losing her eyes, she let out a pent-up breath. It felt

like her heart had
 stopped

 beating. E
very ounce of her w

as centred
on this one m

om
ent. E

than kissed
 her, w

hispered
 som

ething she
d

id
n’t hear. H

e w
ithd

rew
 a little and

 then slow
ly slid

 back into her,
as he d

id
 so he lifted

 her hips up to m
eet him

 and
 she w

as shot w
ith

a sensation so startling her eyes flew
 open.

H
e sm

iled
 and

 kissed
 her again. ‘Take the rid

e w
ith m

e, sw
eet-

heart.’
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noticed
 how

 her hand
s shook.

H
e d

id
n’t w

ant this argum
ent w

ith her. U
psetting his m

other
w

as the last thing he sought. ‘Try and
 und

erstand
, M

am
a. I’m

 tired
of living m

y life w
ithout a w

om
an besid

e m
e w

ho I love. I’ve finally
d

iscovered
 w

hat I’ve been m
issing.’ H

e sat besid
e her and

 took her
hand

s in his. ‘I w
ant child

ren. I w
ant to be loved

 and
, sad

ly, C
larice

cannot fill those need
s.’

‘B
ut d

ivorce? D
o you w

ish to have scand
al attached

 to our good
nam

e?’
‘It’s a sacrifice I am

 w
illing to suffer.’

‘W
ill this Isabelle suffer it too?’

A
w

ry sm
ile escaped

 him
. ‘She has no choice either, since she

m
ust d

ivorce her husband
 to be w

ith m
e.’

E
lizabeth launched

 to her feet once m
ore, staring at him

 as
though he had

 turned
 m

ad
. ‘She is m

arried
 too?’

H
e nod

d
ed

 and
 ran his fingers through his hair. T

his w
asn’t

going w
ell. ‘M

am
a—

’
A

knock interrupted
 them

 and
 the footm

an stuck his head
around

 the d
oorjam

b.
‘W

e d
o not w

ish to be d
isturbed

!’ E
lizabeth snapped

.
‘I’m

 sorry, m
ad

am
, but your seam

stress has been w
aiting in the

parlour for som
e tim

e. Shall I send
 her aw

ay?’
‘N

o.’ E
than took ad

vantage of the escape. ‘M
y m

other w
ill be

w
ith her shortly.’ H

e turned
 and

 kissed
 his m

other’s soft cheek and
left the room

.
E

lizabeth tapped
 her foot and

 nibbled
 her fingernail. She looked

at the w
aiting footm

an. ‘Tell M
rs G

ood
m

an that I shall be ten
m

inutes m
ore. Send

 in a tray of tea and
 cakes for her.’ She sw

ept
from

 
the 

d
raw

ing 
room

 
and

 
u

p
 

the 
staircase. A

slow
 

anger
sim

m
ered

 in her chest. She burst into C
larice’s bed

room
, startling

the w
om

an w
here she lay on her bed

 still in her nightw
ear. ‘I m

ust
talk w

ith you, C
larice.’

H
er d

aughter-in-law
 blinked

 like a m
ind

less ninny, a chocolate
seashell half w

ay to her m
outh. C

larice had
 occupied

 the room
 from

the very first d
ay of m

arriage, surprising them
 all by asking to have

a room
 to herself. E

than had
 read

ily agreed
. E

lizabeth glanced
around

 the bed
room

. A
n assortm

ent of sw
eets and

 chocolate boxes
littered

 the bed
. C

lothes hung haphazard
ly, m

agazines stacked
 in

piles by the bed
, books lay w

here they had
 fallen. D

istaste curled
 in
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E
lizabeth w

alked
 back into the d

raw
ing room

, w
aited

 for him
 to

join her and
 then closed

 the d
oor. ‘E

xplain yourself.’
E

than pushed
 his hand

s into his trouser pockets and
 shrugged

.
‘It’s rather sim

ple really. I have fallen in love w
ith a w

ond
erful

w
om

an w
ho loves m

e in return.’
‘You are m

arried
.’ H

er tone turned
 to ice. ‘O

r had
 that escaped

your m
ind

?’
H

e snorted
. ‘It is forever on m

y m
ind

, as it stops m
e from

 being
w

ith Isabelle.’
‘Isabelle.’ E

lizabeth sat on the ed
ge of the sofa, her back straight,

her face im
passive. ‘D

o I know
 her?’

‘N
o.’

‘I ... I suppose it is natural for a m
an to have a ... m

istress w
hen

his ow
n w

ife—
’

‘Isabelle w
ill be m

y w
ife!’

E
lizabeth blinked

. ‘W
ife? W

hat nonsense. H
ow

 is that possible?’
‘I am

 soon to leave for York w
here I shall be petitioning for a

d
ivorce and

 if I get no satisfaction there, I’ll go on to L
ond

on.’
H

is m
other shot to her feet. ‘D

ivorce?’
E

than turned
 aw

ay and
 w

alked
 to the em

pty fireplace. A
d

elicate
and

 colourful C
hinese screen stood

 upon the hearth. ‘I cannot
rem

ain m
arried

 to C
larice any longer. I w

ish her no harm
 but d

o not
love her. I never d

id
. I’m

 sorry.’
‘B

ut you m
arried

 her!’
H

e spun to face her. ‘Yes, for Father, for the estate, for the m
oney,

but never for m
e.’ H

is heart pound
ed

 as m
em

ories of that tim
e

resurfaced
. ‘I never w

anted
 her for m

e. It w
as a d

uty. M
y d

uty as a
son and

 heir. Father w
as d

ying, he m
ad

e m
e prom

ise to m
arry her

so that w
e could

 have her properties and
 strengthen our land

 hold
-

ings. You know
 w

e need
ed

 her w
ealth and

 she need
ed

 a hom
e since

her m
other w

anted
 rid

 of her so she could
 rem

arry and
 m

ove aw
ay.’

‘C
larice has d

one nothing to give you reason to d
ivorce her.’

‘I have ground
s, or if not, I’ll get her to d

ivorce m
e. She has

ground
s now

.’ H
e ran his fingers through his hair. ‘She is not a true

w
ife to m

e, never really w
as. C

larice w
anted

 a com
fortable hom

e
and

 to be free from
 her m

other’s tyranny. She d
oesn’t w

ant to be a
w

ife, a m
other or m

istress of this house. You know
 that as w

ell as I
d

o. W
e’ve both know

n it for years.’
‘T

hat d
oesn’t m

ake it right.’ E
lizabeth sat back d

ow
n and

 E
than
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rem
ind

ed
 her that she had

 d
eclined

 E
than’s offer to hire a m

aid
 to

help w
ith the chores. She sm

iled
 as his face sw

am
 into focus, her

sw
irling m

ovem
ents d

w
ind

ling until she knelt back on her heels,
the cleaning forgotten. H

er bod
y respond

ed
 to m

em
ories of his

touch, his kisses, his loving that sent her reaching for the stars and
beyond

. W
hat a sum

m
er it had

 been. L
azy d

ays together, snatched
afternoons, and

 secret m
eetings in the w

ood
 had

 occupied
 her

every thought for m
onths. T

he w
eather had

 rem
ained

 fine for
w

eeks, show
ering them

 w
ith a gold

en haze of brilliance as they lay
beneath tree canopies, loving one another. T

hey w
ove a m

agical
aura around

 each other. E
than brought out such fire in her that at

tim
es she w

as frightened
 by its intensity. H

ow
 had

 she lived
 w

ith-
out him

 in her life until now
? In his presence, she laughed

, talked
,

learnt and
 loved

 so m
uch. Surround

ed
 by his w

orship, she felt
im

m
ortal. H

e w
as her first thought in the m

orning and
 the last one

at night. She ached
 for his touch and

 listened
 for his voice. A

ll w
as

good
 in her w

orld
 w

hile ever he loved
 her.

‘B
elle, w

e’re off now
.’

Isabelle jum
ped

 at H
ughie’s voice. H

e stood
 in the d

oorw
ay,

know
ing that to tread

 on her clean floor w
ould

 earn him
 a clout

around
 the ear. She rose from

 her position, throw
ing the cloth back

into the bucket. ‘A
re Father and

 B
ertie going w

ith you?’
‘Yes. W

ill you be all right alone?’
‘O

f course.’ She picked
 her w

ay over the floor, trying to find
 the

d
ry patches. From

 the table she took a list and
 a sm

all pouch of
m

oney given to her from
 E

than. ‘N
ow

 rem
em

ber, I need
 everything

on this list. T
he clothes I ord

ered
 are from

 M
rs B

ottom
ley in B

rid
ge

G
ate. I’ve alread

y paid
 her, so just collect the package.’

‘W
hat clothes are they?’

‘Tw
o new

 d
resses for m

e and
 a flannel shirt each for you, B

ertie
and

 Father.’ Isabelle d
ouble-checked

 the list. ‘Your new
 boots need

to be picked
 up from

 M
r Jackson in M

arket Street. You need
 to pay

him
 the last instalm

ent of tw
o shillings.’

H
ughie looked

 over her should
er at the list. ‘D

id
 you w

rite w
ool

on your list? I need
 to knit som

e socks for w
inter.’

‘Yes I have. A
nd

 Father w
ants to knit a vest for B

ertie.’
H

ughie leant against the d
oorjam

b. ‘It’s good
 to have a little bit

of m
oney, isn’t it?’

Isabelle glared
 at him

. ‘N
ow

 listen, M
r H

arrington is sim
ply
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her stom
ach and

 fed
 her frustration.

‘D
o you allow

 the m
aid

s to clean in here?’
C

larice stared
 and

 popped
 the w

hole chocolate into her m
outh.

‘G
ood

 gracious m
e!’ E

lizabeth paced
 the room

 before stopping at
the end

 of the bed
. ‘N

ow
 listen to m

e carefully, C
larice. D

o you like
your life here?’

C
larice paled

. She clutched
 a sw

eet box to her am
ple chest. H

er
d

ouble chin w
obbled

 as she nod
d

ed
.

E
lizabeth looked

 d
ow

n at the girl–w
om

an and
 suppressed

 a
shud

d
er. C

larice’s d
ark hair shone in a greasy unw

ashed
 w

ay. O
ver

the sum
m

er she had
 kept nearly entirely to her room

 and
 E

lizabeth
felt guilty for enjoying the freed

om
 of not having her in sight for

d
ays on end

, but that absence only now
 increased

 her aw
areness of

C
larice’s size. She seem

ed
 to have d

oubled
 her enorm

ous w
eight.

‘Som
ething has happened

 and
 together w

e m
ust prevent it d

isrupt-
ing our lives further. E

than w
ants to d

ivorce you.’
C

larice’s eyes w
id

ened
 but she rem

ained
 m

ute.
‘N

ow
, he w

ill have ground
s to d

o this because you refuse to be a
proper w

ife to him
. D

o you und
erstand

?’
‘Yes.’
‘D

o you w
ish to be a w

ife in every sense to him
?’

‘N
o.’

E
lizabeth sighed

. ‘C
om

e, com
e, C

larice. L
ook around

 you, look at
how

 w
ell you live. You have every com

fort. D
o you w

ant to lose
that? If you sim

ply cut d
ow

n your w
eight and

 becam
e m

ore
involved

 in E
than’s life, gave him

 a child
 or tw

o, then you could
continue to live here w

ith your sw
eets.’

C
larice straightened

 slow
ly, spilling boiled

 sw
eets onto the bed

.
‘I ... I cannot talk to E

than.’
‘You m

ust! D
o you w

ant to be living som
ew

here else w
ith no

com
forts? A

s a d
ivorced

 w
om

an your life w
ill be over, you’ll have

nothing and
 no one.’ E

lizabeth took a d
eep breath to calm

 d
ow

n.
‘W

e m
ust w

ork together to see this d
oesn’t happen. Yes?’

‘V
ery w

ell.’
‘G

ood
.’ E

lizabeth relaxed
. ‘A

ll I w
ant is his happiness and

 bring-
ing d

ivorce into this house w
ill not grant him

 that.’

Isabelle squeezed
 the cloth over the bucket and

 shook the w
ater

from
 it before scrubbing the floor once m

ore. H
er sore knees
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by-d
ay. She could

 see no possible w
ay as to how

 they w
ould

 be
together, but it d

id
n’t stop her from

 d
ream

ing about it, hoping for
it. W

ho knew
 w

hen Farrell w
ould

 re-appear? E
ven then, could

 she
d

ivorce him
? She had

 no notion about end
ing a m

arriage.
Isabelle sighed

 d
eeply and

 found
 that she had

 w
alked

 to the
ed

ge of the field
 w

ithout realizing. She clim
bed

 over the stile. O
n

the other sid
e, the w

ood
 looked

 cold
 and

 unw
elcom

ing tod
ay w

ith-
out the sun and

 E
than to w

arm
 her. D

epressing thoughts of living
the rest of her life as she d

id
 now

 haunted
 her. She w

as an aban-
d

oned
 w

ife and
 a m

istress. N
ever d

id
 she think her fate w

ould
 be

this. D
espite that E

than w
ould

n’t be there to greet her, she slipped
into the w

ood
. It w

as so fam
iliar to her now

 that it seem
ed

 an exten-
sion of her ow

n land
.

‘W
hat a lovely d

ay for a w
alk.’

Isabelle nearly jum
ped

 out of her skin at the bod
iless voice. She

spun w
ild

ly, searching the d
appled

 shad
e for w

hoever spoke.
‘W

ho’s there?’
‘Your past.’
Tw

irling, seeking, Isabelle’s heart thud
d

ed
. H

er hand
 touched

 a
tree trunk, its rough surface a solid

 base to ground
 her. She took a

stead
ying breath and

 leant back against the tree. A
ngry at being

m
ad

e to look a fool, she squashed
 her fear and

 found
 her courage.

‘A
ren’t you brave enough to show

 your face then?’
From

 
behind

 
a 

large 
tree, 

som
e 

tw
enty 

feet 
aw

ay, 
N

eville
Peacock slid

 out.
She gasped

. A
shiver of d

read
 ran d

ow
n her spine.

‘Isabelle G
ibson.’ A

sly grin further d
istorted

 N
eville’s ugliness.

‘W
hy are you here?’

H
e sm

irked
 and

 w
alked

 slow
ly in an arc through the trees, one

second
 visible, the next hid

d
en as though playing a gam

e of hid
e-

and
-seek gam

e. ‘H
ave you m

issed
 m

e?’
H

er terror fed
 the fury blazing in her chest. ‘M

issed
 your gam

es?
M

issed
 your vile ad

vances?’ She laughed
, but quickly stopped

w
hen his face tw

isted
 in rage.

‘You enjoy your squire’s ad
vances though, d

on’t you? I hear your
laughter. I w

atch you play w
ith him

. E
ven w

hen you are both talk-
ing seriously, I still see w

hat you feel for him
.’

Isabelle closed
 her eyes for a m

om
ent and

 d
ied

 a quiet d
eath.

N
eville leant against a tree and

 crossed
 his feet, portraying a m

an

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

121

loaning it to m
e until—

’
‘I know

, you told
 m

e.’ H
e raised

 his hand
s to w

ard
 off her verbal

attack. ‘I d
id

n’t m
ean anything by it.’

‘T
hen d

on’t m
ention it.’

H
ughie frow

ned
. ‘W

hy?’
‘B

ecause it’s ... unseem
ly.’ She gave him

 the list and
 shooed

 him
out the d

oor. ‘D
on’t forget to buy m

ore tw
ine for the jars. I w

ant to
start pickling and

 preserving this w
eek.’ She stood

 on the back
d

oorstep and
 w

aved
 to B

ertie, w
ho sat up in the cart besid

e their
father. ‘K

eep safe and
 return before d

ark.’
She w

atched
 as her father steered

 the old
 horse around

 the yard
and

 they trund
led

 d
ow

n the sid
e of the house and

 out of sight.
R

eturning to the kitchen, she grim
aced

 at the bucket and
 shrugged

.
‘W

ell, it’s clean enough for one d
ay.’ She em

ptied
 the bucket out

onto the herbs grow
ing by the d

oor. L
ooking up at the sky, she bit

her lip. G
rey cloud

s loom
ed

 and
 the cool breeze w

arned
 that

sum
m

er had
 nearly run its course. From

 the scullery d
oor, she

grabbed
 her shaw

l and
 w

hipped
 it around

 her should
ers. She’d

spent the m
orning insid

e cleaning and
 need

ed
 the fresh air. T

here
w

as to be no m
eeting in the w

ood
s tod

ay, as E
than inform

ed
 her of

his trip to H
alifax for business.

G
eese and

 chickens, scattered
 around

 the yard
, took no notice of

her as she w
alked

 tow
ard

s the shed
s. T

he breeze brought her the
squeals of the new

 piglets d
elivered

 last w
eek. H

ughie w
as as

proud
 of them

 as if he’d
 fathered

 them
 him

self. W
hereas, B

ertie
enjoyed

 M
ayflow

er’s presence better, w
hich w

as surprising consid
-

ering his sm
allness against her large size. W

hen he m
ilked

 her,
w

hich he d
id

 w
ith ease, he w

ore a d
ream

y expression and
 he

alw
ays m

anaged
 to get m

ore from
 her than anyone else.

Isabelle lifted
 the gate latch and

 w
and

ered
 through into the field

.
Tw

o pod
d

y calves, bought from
 the sale of the old

 heifers, joined
M

ayflow
er. H

opefully, the calves w
ould

 be good
 m

ilkers in the
future.

T
he future.

She tried
 to shy aw

ay from
 the thought, as she d

id
 w

henever her
m

ind
 strayed

 beyond
 the present. W

hat w
ould

 the future bring her?
H

er husband
? E

than’s d
ivorce? H

er d
ivorce? H

ow
 long w

ould
 it be

before they w
ere both free? T

hroughout the last few
 m

onths, she
had

 ignored
 the possibilities of w

hat w
as to happen and

 lived
 d

ay-
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ful. I—
’ Lord, w

hat am
 I saying?

‘I w
ould

n’t be. I’d
 like to see you sw

ell w
ith m

y child
.’

She took a step back, breathing fast.
H

e paused
 in his gouging. ‘L

ook.’ H
e ind

icated
 his artw

ork on
the trunk.

She leant as far as she could
 to see w

ithout actually m
oving

closer to him
. H

er eyes w
id

ened
. IG

 +
 N

P
w

as crud
ely etched

.
‘See, B

elle? W
hile ever this tree stand

s, w
e are record

ed
 as being

here, alive, together.’
‘It proves nothing.’
A

flush crept up his neck. ‘G
o hom

e.’
‘P-pard

on?’
H

e tucked
 his knife aw

ay into his trouser pocket and
 d

usted
 his

hand
s together. ‘I said

, go hom
e.’

‘You’re allow
ing m

e to go?’ A
high note of hysteria cam

e into her
voice.

H
is sm

ile w
as slow

 in com
ing, but full of w

icked
ness. ‘For now

,
yes. I have enjoyed

 our tim
e together. I am

 in no hurry at the
m

om
ent, to take our ... friend

ship to the next stage.’
Isabelle’s feet seem

ed
 rooted

 into the soil, unable to m
ove.

‘U
nless you w

ish to invite m
e for som

e tea and
 a slice of your

d
elicious pie?’

She backed
 aw

ay from
 him

, w
atching him

. H
er foot caught on a

tree root and
 she stum

bled
 in her haste to put d

istance betw
een

them
.

‘G
ood

 bye, B
elle, until w

e m
eet again.’

Stifling a cry, she turned
 and

 ran. L
ifting her skirts high, she

scram
bled

 up the w
ood

ed
 slope. H

er spine tingled
, believing he

pursued
 her, his hand

s outreaching, his face turning into the slob-
bering vicious face of a rabid

 w
olf. B

reaking out of the w
ood

, she
crossed

 the lane and
 nearly fell over the stile. O

nce on the open
field

s she increased
 her speed

. B
lood

 pound
ed

 in her ears m
aking

her d
eaf to his footsteps. Fear urged

 her on, but the instinct to look
behind

 her w
as too strong. Tearfully, she glanced

 over her should
er.

N
othing. T

he w
ood

 reced
ed

. A
ll that m

oved
 w

as the grass she
d

isturbed
 w

ith her racing. Slow
ing, gasping for air, she staggered

tow
ard

s the gate lead
ing into the house field

. H
er fingers w

ere
clum

sy as she unlatched
 the gate and

 sw
ung it open. W

hen she
turned

 to fasten it, she jum
ped

. In the d
istance he stood

 atop of the
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at ease. H
e plucked

 a leaf and
 carefully tore it into strips. ‘W

hat a
life you lead

, d
ear B

elle. A
w

ife to no one and
 a m

istress to a m
an

you can’t have. You used
 to be so virginal, so pure. I rem

em
ber how

your lip used
 to curl in revulsion w

henever you looked
 m

y w
ay. It

still d
oes. Yet now

, you are so free w
ith your favours, you d

on’t
even hid

e the d
eed

.’
H

er breathing stopped
. ‘W

hat d
o you w

ant?’
‘A

little of w
hat he has sam

pled
.’

‘N
ever!’

‘You have no say in it.’ T
he last shred

 of leaf d
ropped

 to the forest
floor. N

eville crossed
 his arm

s and
 pierced

 her w
ith his evil stare.

‘So, your long lost father has returned
 then? B

ringing w
ith him

 a
bastard

?’
H

er eyes w
id

ened
. ‘H

ow
 d

o you know
 about them

?’
‘I know

 everything about you, B
elle. I know

 how
 m

any pies you
sold

 at your last m
arket. T

hey are good
 too, actually. I know

 you’re
hated

 by som
e of the stall w

om
en. I know

 you’ve been aband
oned

by your husband
, stupid

 sw
ine that he is. You w

ould
 have been

better off m
arrying m

e.’ H
e paused

, w
aiting for her response, but

w
hen none w

as forthcom
ing, he continued

 listing off his fingers
w

hat he knew
. ‘Your father and

 his bastard
 have returned

. Your
w

ashing d
ay is M

ond
ay. You beat the rugs on Tuesd

ays. O
n

W
ed

nesd
ays you w

ork in the gard
en, and

 the changes you’ve m
ad

e
are very good

 by the w
ay.’ H

e grinned
. ‘You spend

 every Sund
ay

after church, in the w
ood

 w
ith H

arrington and
 the od

d
 tim

es you
can slip out and

 m
eet him

.’
‘Stop!’ 

She 
covered

 
her 

ears 
w

ith 
her 

hand
s. 

H
er 

stom
ach

churned
. H

e knew
 so m

uch, too m
uch. A

fine sw
eat broke out on

her forehead
, d

espite the coolness of the w
ood

. ‘H
ow

 long have you
been w

atching m
e?’

H
e tw

itched
 one should

er. ‘L
ong enough.’

Isabelle shud
d

ered
, rem

em
bering the incid

ent in the m
arket

w
hen she thought she w

as being w
atched

. ‘W
hat d

o you plan to d
o

now
?’

‘I haven’t d
ecid

ed
 just yet.’ From

 his pocket he pulled
 out a sm

all
sharp knife and

 scored
 into the bark. ‘It eats aw

ay insid
e of m

e,
seeing you and

 him
 together. W

atching his hand
s touch you, having

him
 fill you. D

o you carry his child
 yet?’

She w
him

pered
 d

eep in her throat. ‘N
o. W

e ... w
e try to be care-
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Isabelle stirred
 the bubbling blackberry jam

. T
he d

elicious arom
a of

sw
eetened

 fruit filled
 the kitchen. In the oven, three pear and

 apple
pies cooked

, w
hile on the sid

eboard
, five m

ore pies cooled
. A

lread
y

packed
 in the lard

er w
ere four d

ozen jam
 tarts and

 tw
o currant

loaves. Tom
orrow

, for the first tim
e in m

onths, she w
as to sit at her

stall again. E
than’s hand

outs had
 kept her from

 trad
ing at the

m
arket, but he w

as in York now
 on business and

 her m
oney w

as
running short.

A
t the table, her father sat quietly, peeling and

 seed
ing lem

ons
for her to use in the lem

on butter she w
as m

aking next. T
he situa-

tion w
ith her father had

n’t altered
. T

he ice w
all she had

 erected
betw

een them
 stood

 firm
, and

 since he show
ed

 little of the illness
that plagued

 him
 at the m

om
ent, she had

 no inclination to soften
her stance tow

ard
s him

. H
e treated

 her w
ith polite respect and

 she
him

 w
ith frosty tolerance. T

he boys accepted
 this as an unspoken

truce betw
een them

.
O

u
tsid

e, 
the 

late 
Sep

tem
ber 

su
nshine 

assisted
 

in 
keep

ing
A

utum
n at bay. T

he nights had
 grow

n a little cooler, but the d
ays

rem
ained

 pleasant for the last of the harvesting. L
ooking through

the w
ind

ow
, Isabelle sm

iled
. H

ughie and
 B

ertie carried
 a full sack

each. N
oisily, they tum

bled
 into the kitchen, bringing w

ith them
 the

scent of grass and
 squashed

 fruit.
‘T

hat’s the last of the plum
s, B

elle.’ H
ughie panted

, placing the
sack against the table leg. ‘Flossy and

 her piglets are enjoying the
w

ind
falls. T

hough the new
 nanny goat isn’t too happy at sharing

the orchard
 w

ith them
.’

‘D
id

 you restack the stones on the w
est field

 w
all?’ Isabelle took

the jam
 off the heat and

 started
 lad

ling it into jars. ‘I d
on’t w

ant the

125

stile, w
atching. Isabelle sucked

 m
uch need

ed
 air into her lungs.

Find
ing the strength and

 courage she d
id

n’t know
 she ow

ned
, she

grad
ually turned

 aw
ay and

 m
ad

e herself w
alk, not run, tow

ard
s the

yard
 and

 the farm
 build

ings.
H

um
iliation, com

bined
 w

ith terror, opened
 the d

oor to her rage.
W

hite-hot fury fed
 on her fear. A

gain he had
 scared

 her w
itless.

M
em

ories of the w
eeks lead

ing up to her w
ed

d
ing cam

e back to her
vivid

ly. If he had
 left her alone, she w

ould
n’t have seen the need

 to
rush into m

arriage w
ith Farrell. She could

 have taken her tim
e to

ad
vertise and

 m
aybe selected

 from
 a few

 other m
en

...
O

nce insid
e the yard

, Isabelle checked
 that the others had

n’t
returned

. T
he quietness told

 her she w
as still alone. She hurried

into the house and
 locked

 the kitchen d
oor before shooting the bolt

hom
e on the scullery d

oor. E
xhausted

, she laid
 her head

 against the
d

oor’s cool tim
ber. In silence she allow

ed
 the tears to fall.
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grate and
 a fancy w

orked
 screen in a m

ahogany stand
. A

gain flow
-

ers d
ecorated

 every surface. B
ooks, given by E

than, sat in row
s on

shelves fitted
 to the far w

all. O
n the new

 green sofa lay her rust-
coloured

 scarf, another present from
 E

than. H
e’d

 given it to her on
the d

ay he returned
 from

 L
ond

on.
She sighed

 now
, thinking of that d

ay. H
is d

ivorce hearing had
been given the d

ate of 21 A
pril of next year. E

than’s em
otions

sw
ung betw

een satisfaction at receiving a d
ate and

 the frustration
of having to w

ait. H
er soothing com

m
ents m

ollified
 him

 som
e, and

he 
left 

her 
w

ith 
a 

prom
ise 

to 
m

eet 
after 

church 
on 

Sund
ay.

T
hankfully, her m

onthly curse had
 prevented

 him
 from

 becom
ing

too am
orous in the w

ood
 and

 she, forever keeping an eye out for
the presence of N

eville Peacock, cut their m
eeting short. B

riefly, she
thought to tell E

than about her surprise visit from
 N

eville, but
knew

 only trouble w
ould

 result from
 sharing her secret. E

than
w

ould
 hunt N

eville d
ow

n and
 there w

ould
 be blood

shed
.

Tossing 
her 

head
 

and
 

d
ism

issing 
her 

d
istu

rbing 
thou

ghts,
Isabelle left the sitting room

 and
 unbolted

 the front d
oor. O

nce out
in the sunshine, her spirits lifted

. T
he gard

en greeted
 her like an old

friend
. T

he little w
hite briar rose still flow

ered
 by the gate, as d

id
the clim

bing rose along the house w
all. B

ed
s of chrysanthem

um
s

grew
 w

ell, read
y for their burst of show

 in N
ovem

ber. A
m

agnifi-
cent old

 m
agnolia grew

 in the far corner and
 Isabelle loved

 to bury
her nose in its cream

 flow
ers. N

ow
 cleared

 of choking w
eed

s, the
fuchsias’ beautiful bells hung d

elicately and
 alw

ays raised
 a sm

ile
in her. M

ichaelm
as d

aisies, so large and
 abund

ant w
ith glorious

colour, spilled
 out of their bed

s and
 crow

d
ed

 the path. A
fter the

d
rabness of the w

orkhouse, she revelled
 in the colourful glory.

Turning aw
ay from

 the gard
en, Isabelle head

ed
 d

ow
n the rarely-

visited
 right sid

e of the house. A
ll that grew

 here w
ere bushes of

gooseberry and
 the large eld

erberry tree. She had
 noticed

 the fruit
on it from

 the upstairs bed
room

 w
ind

ow
. T

he tree’s top branches
reached

 below
 the sill. A

m
onth ago, she had

 leaned
 out and

touched
 the flow

ers and
 then d

etected
 the d

arkening berries.
Placing her basket on the ground

 in the shad
e cast by the house, she

picked
 up her snips and

 pulled
 the first branch to her. She hum

m
ed

a little as she w
orked

.
Since the episod

e in the w
ood

 w
ith N

eville she had
 not ventured

further than the orchard
 behind

 the shed
s, except for Sund

ays w
hen
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nanny getting out again. She’ll be close to d
elivering her kid

 soon.’
H

ughie poured
 out tw

o glasses of w
atered

-d
ow

n cid
er and

hand
ed

 one to B
ertie. ‘W

e fixed
 it.’

‘A
nd

 d
id

 you w
ater those tw

o new
 apple trees I planted

?’
‘Yes, B

ertie d
id

 that w
hile I fixed

 the w
all.’

Isabelle opened
 the first sack and

 took out a purple plum
. She

sm
elt its ripeness and

 grinned
 at B

ertie. ‘H
ow

 m
any d

id
 you eat,

little brother?’
H

e tucked
 his chin on his chest and

 held
 up tw

o fingers.
‘O

nly tw
o?’ Isabelle laughed

.
Slow

ly, he unfold
ed

 tw
o m

ore fingers.
‘Yes, I thought so. W

ell, if your stom
ach gripes you, d

on’t com
e

crying to m
e.’ She w

inked
 and

 took out m
ore plum

s. In a large bow
l

filled
 w

ith w
ater, she w

ashed
 them

.
A

aron reached
 over for them

. ‘H
ere give them

 to m
e, B

elle. I’ll
get them

 read
y for the pot.’

She nod
d

ed
 her thanks and

 becam
e annoyed

 w
hen a blush

w
arm

ed
 her cheeks. W

hy d
id

 he alw
ays m

ake her feel guilty about
the cool w

ay she d
ealt w

ith him
? She had

 nothing to be guilty
about. It w

as he w
ho should

 be burd
ened

 w
ith his conscience.

Isabelle checked
 the jars of cooling jam

 and
 then grabbed

 her
oven tow

el, took the pies from
 oven and

 set them
 on the table. ‘I’ll

go out and
 collect the last of the eld

erberry, now
 these pies are d

one.
W

e m
ight be able to m

ake a bottle or tw
o of w

ine. I asked
 M

rs
Jackson, the cobbler’s w

ife, for the recipe. If I m
ake it now

, w
e’ll

have it to d
rink in February.’ She picked

 up her basket and
 snips,

but paused
 near the d

resser to sniff at the vase of roses. Flow
ers

from
 the front gard

en filled
 the house. In each room

, she left a
bouquet that stood

 in anything that held
 w

ater – jugs, tins, jars, and
chipped

 glasses. A
t the d

oorw
ay, she turned

 back to H
ughie. ‘You

and
 B

ertie can go pick the peas for d
inner. A

lso, I need
 som

e m
int

for the potatoes and
 sticks of rhubarb. I’ll stew

 the rhubarb and
som

e apples for afters.’
L

eaving the kitchen, she w
alked

 d
ow

n the passagew
ay to the

sitting-room
. T

his room
 she had

 transform
ed

 over the sum
m

er. In
here, she had

 polished
 the furniture w

ith beesw
ax until it shone, the

rugs had
 been beaten, the curtains w

ashed
, the floor scrubbed

.
E

than’s presents ad
d

ed
 to the com

fort. A
land

scape to go on the
w

all. A
tapestry fram

e and
 silks. T

he fireplace had
 a shiny new
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of a cream
 parasol, the w

om
an stared

 about before resting her gaze
on Isabelle. ‘I am

 E
lizabeth H

arrington.’
‘H

ow
 ... H

ow
 d

o you d
o, M

rs H
arrington?’ Isabelle locked

 her
knees to keep from

 crum
bling to the ground

. T
he enorm

ity of the
situation hit her like a lightning bolt. E

than’s m
other!

‘You know
 w

ho I am
?’

‘Yes, I d
o.’

‘I w
ould

 w
ish to speak w

ith you in private, if I m
ay?’

Isabelle sucked
 in a quick breath and

 stepped
 back. ‘O

f course.
Shall w

e go insid
e?’

E
lizabeth H

arrington’s gaze d
arted

 to the house and
 she hesi-

tated
 a fraction before nod

d
ing.

L
ead

ing the w
ay along the path, Isabelle sent a silent prayer of

thanks that the sitting room
 looked

 at its best. Insid
e, she glanced

up the hallw
ay. A

aron stood
 in the kitchen w

atching her. Sensing
her d

istress, he gently closed
 the passage d

oor. She sent up another
prayer and

 show
ed

 E
than’s m

other into the sitting room
. ‘Please be

seated
.’

E
lizabeth took note of the room

 and
 a little colour cam

e into her
cheeks. She perched

 herself on the ed
ge of the sofa. ‘A

.
. pleasant

room
.’

‘T
hank you.’ Isabelle bit her lip and

 closed
 the d

oor. In horror she
noticed

 the purple fruit stains on her fingers and
 abruptly stuffed

her hand
s into the fold

s of her grey skirt. ‘W
ould

 you care for som
e

tea, M
rs H

arrington?’
‘T

hat is kind
 of you, but no.’ E

lizabeth gripped
 the parasol

hand
le m

ore tightly. ‘T
his is not a social call, M

rs Farrell.’
For som

e reason this sad
d

ened
 Isabelle. She bent her head

 and
sighed

. W
hat possessed

 her to think it w
ould

 be anything d
ifferent?

She and
 E

than flouted
 every social rule. O

f course his m
other and

every 
other 

d
ecent 

citizen 
of 

the 
area 

w
ould

 
be 

uncharitable
tow

ard
s them

 once they knew
. Silence stretched

 and
 Isabelle d

id
n’t

know
 how

 to break it.
E

lizabeth lifted
 her chin. ‘I am

 aw
are of the relationship you

share w
ith m

y son, M
rs Farrell. M

y visit here tod
ay has been

planned
 for som

e tim
e. Yet, I had

 hoped
 m

y son w
ould

 com
e to his

senses and
 d

isregard
 you to save m

e from
 this em

barrassm
ent.’

Isabelle bow
ed

 her head
 and

 searched
 for som

ething to say.
E

lizabeth stood
 and

 w
alked

 to the w
ind

ow
. ‘M

y son is w
eak
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she w
ent to church in H

eptonstall and
 m

et E
than in the w

ood
 later

in the afternoon. 
In the last three w

eeks since N
eville’s visit, she had

 kept a
constant vigil on the w

ood
 w

henever she w
as outsid

e, w
ond

ering
if he w

atched
 from

 w
ithin its d

arkness. She looked
 for signs of his

presence nearer the farm
, but nothing revealed

 his existence. A
s the

d
ays w

ent by and
 she saw

 nothing of him
, she began to relax. H

e
lived

 in H
alifax. It w

ould
 be im

possible for him
 to be w

atching the
farm

 every m
om

ent of every d
ay. It seem

ed
 rid

iculous that he
should

 continue to stalk her. N
ever w

ould
 she w

and
er alone in the

w
ood

s again. Surely he w
ould

 know
 this now

? W
hat hope d

id
 he

have of find
ing her alone w

hen she lived
 w

ith three others?
A

nger filled
 her at N

eville’s d
eviousness. H

er plans for putting
him

 in his place grew
 large and

 rew
ard

ing. O
nly, in the quiet

m
om

ents as she w
orked

 or d
ozed

, his long sallow
 face w

ould
 leer

at her and
 her heart w

ould
 beat as fast as it d

id
 w

hen she ran from
him

.
T

he sound
 of carriage w

heels and
 hooves on the d

usty road
before the house, alerted

 her to the present. Som
etim

es, E
than

called
 in on his w

ay hom
e from

 H
alifax and

 her stom
ach tw

isted
 in

expectation of seeing him
. A

s the trund
ling sound

 slow
ed

, Isabelle
d

ropped
 her snips and

 w
alked

 back to the corner of the house. It
w

as him
! T

he H
arrington coat of arm

s d
isplayed

 in gold
 stood

 out
w

ell against the black paint of the carriage. G
athering her skirts

w
ith one hand

, she tid
ied

 her hair w
ith the other and

 ran across the
gard

en.
She sm

iled
 at the d

river as he clim
bed

 d
ow

n and
 opened

 the
carriage d

oor. H
e w

as a pleasant fellow
 w

hom
 she alw

ays gave a
d

rink to w
henever he brought E

than to the farm
. ‘G

ood
 d

ay, B
row

n.
It is a beautiful d

ay, is it not?’
B

row
n’s eyes w

id
ened

 and
 he hurried

ly d
ucked

 his head
, touch-

ing his fingers to his hat’s brim
 in acknow

led
gm

ent. Isabelle
faltered

, her sm
ile slipped

 at his refusal to greet her. Sw
iftly, her

attention w
as d

iverted
 to the tall w

om
an d

escend
ing the carriage

step. T
he m

agnificence of her pale copper d
ress, her strand

s of
pearls and

 the serene oval face Isabelle glim
psed

 from
 beneath a

short veil blurred
 her senses. H

er heart fluttered
 w

ild
ly in her chest

like a caged
 bird

. T
he blood

 d
rained

 from
 her face.

Stand
ing straight and

 d
ignified

, hold
ing on to the ivory hand

le
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d
aze, her m

ind
 constantly replaying the m

eeting w
ith E

than’s
m

other. She knew
 E

than’s fam
ily w

ould
 not be pleased

 w
ith his

d
ecision to d

ivorce C
larice, but she had

n’t expected
 the guilt she

w
ould

 feel over her part in it.
W

ithout w
arning som

ething hit Isabelle on the sid
e of her head

.
Stunned

, she touched
 the spot as d

arts of pain m
ad

e stars d
azzle

before her eyes. L
ooking up, she just m

anaged
 to d

uck another
object, but not before she m

ad
e out M

arge W
ilm

ot, laughing in the
crow

d
.

M
arge’s fist held

 another piece of fruit and
 she flung it w

ith
increased

 effort. ‘W
e d

on’t w
ant the likes of you here, M

rs Farrell!
Trollop. W

ait til yer husband
’s hom

e, then w
e’ll see w

hat happens
to yer then. H

e’ll not be happy know
ing that his w

ife has strayed
.’

‘W
hore!’ another voice shouted

.
‘H

arrington’s floozy!’
T

he gathering crow
d

 paused
 in their shopping to stare at the

spectacle. M
urm

urs of d
isapproval grew

. W
om

en closed
 ranks to

nod
 and

 sniff cond
em

nation at her. Isabelle felt all the blood
 d

rain
from

 her face. T
hey know

!
H

er thoughts scattered
 as an apple

skim
m

ed
 her should

er. She stood
 in frozen shock. A

split m
ould

y
orange hit her skirts, spraying juice over the m

aterial.
From

 out of the crow
d

, a lanky m
an pushed

 his w
ay clear.

N
eville Peacock. H

e grinned
 like the d

evil and
 slow

ly approached
her stall. Isabelle’s eyes w

id
ened

 in apprehension. C
old

 sw
eat trick-

led
 d

ow
n her back. H

er m
outh w

ent d
ry as he leisurely picked

 up
one of her lem

on curd
 tarts and

 casually d
ropped

 it on the ground
at his feet. H

is eyes never left hers.
N

eville turned
 to the gathering. ‘W

e m
ust not sully ourselves by

sam
pling the food

 this harlot sells. She is not fit to be am
ong d

ecent
people. She brings sham

e to the respectable w
om

en of this tow
n by

flaunting herself before you. B
razen!’

She croaked
 a strangled

 cry as his hand
 reached

 for a pie and
w

ithin second
s it joined

 the tart on d
irty cobbles. M

arge W
ilm

ot’s
laugh rang out clear and

 loud
 over the stunned

 stillness. 
M

urm
urs grew

 again, but Isabelle w
as trapped

 in a w
orld

 of
silent agony. She could

n’t d
rag her gaze from

 N
eville’s as w

ith a
sm

all shrug, he sw
ept his arm

 w
id

e across the table and
 sent the

entire stock to the ground
. A

rock w
as throw

n from
 the crow

d
 at

either N
eville or her, she d

id
n’t know

, but it hit her on the cheek and
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w
here you are concerned

. I confess I have never seen him
 behave

this w
ay before, and

 therefore I conclud
ed

 that I m
ust speak w

ith
you instead

.’
R

aising 
her 

eyes, 
Isabelle 

stared
 

at 
the 

old
er 

w
om

an.
Instinctively, she knew

 w
hat she w

anted
 and

 pain lanced
 her heart.

‘You w
ant m

e to give him
 up.’

‘N
aturally! You are both m

arried
!’

Isabelle w
elcom

ed
 the other w

om
an’s heated

 em
otion as it

stirred
 w

ithin her a d
orm

ant frustration that the m
an she loved

 she
could

n’t have. Irritation at this w
om

an’s high-hand
ed

 m
anner

m
ad

e 
her 

tone 
sharp. 

‘You 
d

o 
not 

have 
to 

rem
ind

 
m

e, 
M

rs
H

arrington, that I am
 m

arried
. It is a fact I live w

ith every m
om

ent
of every d

ay.’
‘B

ut you choose to ignore it!’
‘I d

id
n’t w

ake up one m
orning and

 d
ecid

e to fall in love w
ith

another m
an!’ Isabelle stared

 at her, d
efiant. ‘D

o you think that I
w

anted
 to love your son? T

hat it is easy living m
y life loving E

than
as I d

o and
 know

ing there is no hope for us?’
E

lizabeth stiffened
 at the m

ention of his nam
e. ‘You should

 have
been stronger and

 d
enied

 your feelings.’
She shrugged

, the anger leaving her at the truth of the statem
ent.

‘Perhaps.’ She stared
 blind

ly at the em
pty fire grate. ‘You m

ay not
believe m

e w
hen I say I tried

, but I d
id

, truly.’ H
er voice d

ropped
 to

a w
hisper. ‘O

nly the force of him
 w

as too d
ifficult to resist. I could

-
n’t ignore the care he had

 for m
e. H

is gentleness, his concern aw
ak-

ened
 a need

 in m
e I d

id
n’t know

 existed
. H

e w
rapped

 his love
around

 m
e like a w

arm
 blanket. T

hen I realized
 that this w

as all
new

 to him
 too. E

than need
s m

y affection just as m
uch as I need

his.’ She turned
 to stare at E

lizabeth. ‘I suppose I am
 w

eak too for I
cannot d

efend
 m

yself against his love. It’s too pow
erful.’

E
lizabeth’s throat w

orked
. ‘It is w

rong. T
his concerns m

ore than
just you and

 m
y son. H

e w
ants to d

ivorce his w
ife! D

on’t you see
w

hat is happening here? A
ll that w

e know
, all that m

akes us w
ho

w
e are is at stake. H

e threatens everything this fam
ily stand

s for. A
ll

because of you.’ Furious tears glistened
 in her brow

n eyes. ‘I cannot
let him

 d
o this.’

T
he cries of the stallhold

ers fad
ed

 into nothing. Isabelle sat on her
stool in a sm

all w
orld

 of her ow
n. She served

 her custom
ers in a

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

130



reins onto the horse’s rum
p, urging it to go faster, d

espite the
im

ped
ing traffic. H

er skin tingled
, aw

are she w
as being talked

about, d
iscussed

.
She sagged

 w
ith relief as they clim

bed
 up H

eptonstall road
 aw

ay
from

 the hub of H
ebd

en B
rid

ge, aw
ay from

 the m
arket, aw

ay from
M

arge W
ilm

ot’s leering crud
eness and

 aw
ay from

 N
eville Peacock.

B
ut then, she w

ould
 never be free from

 him
. H

e m
ad

e it his busi-
ness to stalk her like m

en stalked
 gam

e. H
e hunted

 her as though
she w

as a d
eer and

 he need
ed

 m
eat for his table.

A
t the top of the hill, a stiff, cold

 w
ind

 slapped
 her face. T

he
threatening rain, w

hich had
 held

 off until now
, fell. It w

as too m
uch.

O
ne too m

any burd
ens she had

 to bear. Tears ran hot d
ow

n her
chilled

 cheeks. She tugged
 her coat closer and

 her hand
 sm

eared
 the

m
ess on her skirts. T

he sickening stench of old
 fruit filled

 her nose.
She gagged

. A
bruptly, she slam

m
ed

 her foot on the brake and
jerked

 on the reins, halting the horse. W
ithout thought, she scram

-
bled

 off the seat and
 into the d

itch by the road
sid

e. She fell to her
knees, heaving and

 sobbing at the sam
e tim

e. R
ain lashed

, stinging
her face, tram

pling on her d
ignity.

‘B
elle!’

In her m
isery she looked

 up, not caring if the d
evil him

self stood
by her sid

e. In fact it w
as. N

eville Peacock.
‘B

elle, are you hurt?’
She stared

 at him
 and

 had
 the insane urge to laugh. H

is expres-
sion w

as one of caring, his hand
s reached

 out in helpless offer.
‘H

ere, let m
e help you.’ H

e stepped
 closer and

 placed
 his hand

 at
her elbow

.
T

hat she let him
 touch her, help her, cam

e as no surprise. A
fter

tod
ay, nothing could

 harm
 her. She w

as d
ead

 to all feeling and
sense of w

orth. H
er filthy w

et skirts hind
ered

 her w
alk, but her

fingers w
ere too cold

 to hitch them
 up. B

eyond
 the cart, his horse

stood
, its head

 hung low
 in m

isery at being out in this aw
ful

w
eather.
‘I’ll tie m

y horse to the cart and
 d

rive you hom
e.’

She paused
 and

 stared
 at him

. ‘H
ave you lost all reason? D

o you
honestly think I can abid

e you near m
e?’

H
e stepped

 back, but a flush crept up his pasty face. ‘I d
id

n’t
m

ean to d
o any of it. I d

on’t know
 w

hat cam
e over m

e. I d
id

n’t start
the fruit throw

ing. Please believe m
e.’
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she stum
bled

 back, reeling in pain.
‘H

ere now
, that’s enough!’ T

he old
 m

an in the stall next to her
threw

 his arm
s up to shoo them

 off. ‘L
ass, for yer ow

n sake, get
d

ow
n!’

H
ard

ly able to think for herself, Isabelle crouched
 low

, using the
table as a barrier. A

s if from
 a d

istance, she heard
 the old

 m
an yell

and
 M

arge’s insults w
ere now

 aim
ed

 at him
 for spoiling her fun. A

final overripe fruit splattered
 at her feet and

 at last the hubbub
quietened

. T
he pungent sm

ell of d
ecaying fruit m

ad
e her gag.

‘It’s safe now
, lass. T

hey’re gone.’ T
he old

 m
an peered

 over the
table. ‘A

re yer hurt?’
She shook her head

. She felt nothing. Som
ew

here in the far recess
of her m

ind
, a throbbing ache assaulted

 her, but she ignored
 it.

N
othing had

 the pow
er to hurt her like the pulsating hatred

 she had
just faced

.
H

e cam
e around

 behind
 the stall and

 gently helped
 her up.

‘Yer’d
 best be getting hom

e, lass. T
here’s now

t yer can d
o here

now
.’

N
od

d
ing, she glanced

 at the d
w

ind
ling crow

d
. Som

e looked
 on

w
ith pity, others w

ith scorn and
 a few

 grinned
, having enjoyed

 the
show

. 
H

um
iliation 

finally 
claw

ed
 

its 
w

ay 
through 

her 
shock.

Sm
othering a w

him
per, she jerked

 into m
otion. A

fter ripping the
sheet from

 the trestle, she stuffed
 it and

 the sm
aller baskets into her

largest basket. H
er arm

s full, she turned
 to escape and

 then saw
 the

sym
pathy in the old

 m
an’s w

atery eyes. She sw
allow

ed
, not w

ant-
ing to appear ungrateful for his help but d

esperate to flee this scene
of her sham

e. She inclined
 her head

. ‘T
hank you.’

‘A
ye, lass.’ H

e gave her a half-sm
ile and

 she brushed
 past him

and
 aw

ay to the stables. T
his m

orning she had
 refused

 H
ughie and

her father’s offer to accom
pany her to the m

arket, w
anting to be

alone w
ith her thoughts. H

ow
 foolish had

 she been to forget the old
hag w

ho took pleasure in torm
enting her at every turn, and

 to
forget N

eville.
A

t the stables she stum
bled

 to the cart and
 d

um
ped

 the baskets
in the back. N

ot giving the stable lad
 a chance to help her, she

unhooked
 the nosebag from

 the horse, led
 it out into the lane and

clim
bed

 up onto the seat. E
ach passerby that glanced

 her w
ay

sud
d

enly d
rew

 her focus. E
yes stared

, m
ouths laughed

, fingers
pointed

, babies cried
. W

hispers grew
 into shouts. She slapped

 the
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W
hereas before she felt w

arm
 now

 shivers of cold
 shook her.

H
ughie’s touch chilled

 her. H
er head

 seem
ed

 too heavy for her neck
to support and

 every part of her bod
y ached

.
‘T

here now
, you rest.’ H

ughie stood
 and

 tucked
 the blankets

around
 securely. H

e ad
d

ed
 another pillow

 for her head
 and

 the
cold

ness of it m
ad

e her shake anew
. H

e sm
iled

. ‘W
ant to sleep som

e
m

ore?’
Too exhausted

 to agree or d
eny, she closed

 her eyes and
 gave in

to the w
elcom

ing blackness.

Isabelle opened
 her eyes to see the sun stream

 into the bed
room

.
M

orning. T
his room

 only got the m
orning sun. Lying still, she

w
atched

 the d
ust m

otes floating in the rays. T
he w

alls w
ere so bare,

so d
rab in colour. M

ould
 in one corner looked

 like fine lace. Yellow
.

T
hat w

ould
 brighten the room

. She could
 paint the w

alls yellow
and

 give the ceiling a fresh coat of w
hitew

ash. E
than once told

 her
... E

than! She jerked
 upright only to jum

p w
hen her father leant

over and
 pushed

 her back d
ow

n.
‘T

here’s nothing to w
orry about, B

elle. R
est easy.’

She turned
 to look at him

. H
e appeared

 as ill as she felt. E
yes

sunken, skin grey, hair even greyer. H
e shifted

 und
er her unblink-

ing stare.
‘You have som

e colour back in your cheeks, lass. W
e w

ere
w

orried
 about you.’ H

e reached
 over and

 poured
 w

ater from
 an

earthenw
are jug into a glass. ‘T

he boys have been w
orking their

fingers to the bone.’ H
e brought the glass to her lips and

 she sipped
it. ‘T

hey’ve d
one all the jobs around

 the farm
. K

ept the house clean.’
‘H

ow
 long have I been ill? I d

on’t rem
em

ber
...’

‘You’ve been abed
 for tw

o d
ays—

’
‘Tw

o d
ays?’ She scow

led
. T

he incid
ent at the m

arket flashed
before her eyes and

 a w
ash of m

ortification flow
ed

 over her. She
could

 never show
 her face there again. ‘I ... I’ll be back on m

y feet
tod

ay.’
‘You gave us such a fright, arriving slum

ped
 on the seat in the

pouring rain w
ith blood

 trickling d
ow

n your face. I d
on’t know

how
 you m

ad
e it hom

e, but then you alw
ays w

ere a brave one.’ H
e

leant back in the chair. ‘T
he ground

 near shook w
ith thund

er and
lightening. T

he storm
 d

id
n’t abate until near m

id
night.’

‘I d
on’t rem

em
ber a storm

, only rain.’
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She d
id

n’t care w
hether he spoke the truth or not. ‘You d

id
n’t

throw
 the fruit, but you planted

 the seed
, yes? A

nd
 then you

d
estroyed

 m
y stock, ad

d
ed

 to m
y hum

iliation, killed
 any respect I

held
.’

H
is A

d
am

’s apple bobbed
 as he sw

allow
ed

. ‘I got carried
 aw

ay.
M

arge and
 I w

ere d
rinking, she m

ad
e—

’
‘D

on’t, N
eville! D

on’t m
ake all this out to be her fault. You

enjoyed
 every m

om
ent of it. W

ell, let there be an end
 to it, yes? N

o
m

ore follow
ing m

e, harassing m
e. It’s over.’

H
e w

iped
 aw

ay the rain running d
ow

n his face. A
nger blazed

 in
his eyes and

 he grabbed
 her should

ers, squeezing them
 like a vice.

‘It w
ill never be over. N

ot until you are m
ine!’

Isabelle sighed
, tired

 and
 d

ispirited
 and

 not at all frightened
. ‘I’ll

never be yours, N
eville. E

ven if you threw
 m

e d
ow

n in the m
ud

right here and
 now

 and
 had

 m
e, it still w

ould
n’t m

ake m
e yours.’

A
stonished

, his grip slackened
 and

 she hoisted
 herself up onto

the cart’s seat.
N

eville grabbed
 her trailing skirts. ‘You w

ill
be m

ine, Isabelle
G

ibson! I’ll not let Farrell or H
arrington stand

 in m
y w

ay! D
o you

hear?’
W

ithout looking at him
, she slapped

 the reins and
 trund

led
 aw

ay
as the rain pound

ed
 her and

 his threats grew
 w

ild
er.

W
hispers and

 m
utterings d

ragged
 at her senses. Try as she m

ight
she could

n’t open her eyes, but then, she d
id

n’t really w
ant to. She

w
as so w

arm
, so tired

... A
loud

 bang jerked
 her into aw

areness.
‘B

ertie, you little oaf!’ H
ughie’s outraged

 w
hisper boom

ed
 in her

head
 like a d

rum
.

‘I d
id

n’t m
ean to.’ B

ertie’s unhappy m
um

ble forced
 her to open

her eyes.
‘B

elle?’ H
ughie’s anxious face hovered

 over hers. A
lock of his

hair fell over his forehead
. ‘C

an you hear m
e? A

re you better?’
Isabelle frow

ned
. B

etter? W
hat had

 happened
? W

hat w
ere they

d
oing besid

e her bed
? She w

ent to speak but her m
outh w

as d
ry,

her throat parched
. She m

um
bled

 som
ething unintelligible.

‘B
ertie, get B

elle som
e w

ater, quickly now
.’ H

ughie sat on the
ed

ge of the bed
 and

 placed
 his arm

 und
er her should

ers. ‘H
ere, sis,

d
rink som

e w
ater.’

She sipped
 and

 allow
ed

 the cool w
ater to slid

e d
ow

n her throat.
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E
than checked

 C
opper’s girth strap. It w

as a ritual he perform
ed

every tim
e before he m

ounted
. H

is m
ind

 w
asn’t focused

 on the
strap, but rather lim

ited
 to w

orrying over Isabelle. H
e w

ould
 see

her tod
ay, no m

atter w
hat her blasted

 father said
. H

e’d
 not be put

off a further tim
e. E

very d
ay for a w

eek he had
 called

, only to be
told

 each tim
e she w

as still abed
 and

 m
ostly sleeping. W

hat’s m
ore,

Isabelle’s brothers happened
 to be hovering near the house on each

of his calls and
 so he’d

 behaved
 as w

as expected
, w

hen he w
anted

nothing m
ore than to push the old

er m
an asid

e and
 storm

 upstairs
to see her for him

self. W
hat d

id
 propriety m

atter to him
 w

hen his
beautiful girl lay ill? In anxious frustration, he m

ounted
 and

 turned
to the groom

 load
ing the last basket onto the cart.

‘Is every thing read
y to go, D

yers?’
D

yers gave one last look at the cart. ‘A
ll set, sir.’

A
t that m

om
ent, the butler opened

 the front d
oors and

 his
m

other w
alked

 out onto the top step. ‘E
than?’

H
e sw

ore softly und
er his breath. ‘Yes, M

am
a?’

‘W
hat is all this?’ H

er hand
 w

avered
 tow

ard
s the full cart.

‘G
ifts for a sick tenant. N

ow
, if you’ll excuse m

e I m
ust be on m

y
w

ay.’
H

er eyes narrow
ed

, but then she lifted
 her head

 to peer d
ow

n the
d

rive. ‘Som
eone com

es.’
E

than sw
ore again, loud

er, on hearing the crunching sound
 of

carriage w
heels on the d

rive. P
lease be a friend of m

other’s!
T

he carriage slow
ed

 and
 D

yers hurried
 to open the d

oor. H
am

ish
M

acG
regor d

escend
ed

 the step and
 grinned

. ‘G
ood

 d
ay!’

‘H
am

ish!’ E
lizabeth cam

e sw
iftly d

ow
n the last tw

o steps and
hugged

 him
 as though she had

n’t seen him
 for years instead

 of only

137

‘W
ell, no. You w

ere num
b w

ith cold
 and

 w
et through. H

ughie
and

 I carried
 you in and

 put you to bed
.’

She glanced
 at her nightgow

n and
 blushed

.
H

e raised
 his eyebrow

s at her. ‘I could
n’t leave you in your w

et
clothes now

 could
 I?’

‘I guess not.’
‘Still, you’re on the road

 to recovery now
, aren’t you?’ N

ot w
ait-

ing for an answ
er, he slapped

 his thigh and
 then stood

. ‘I’ll have
H

ughie bring you up a cup of tea. T
he boys w

ill be glad
 to have you

aw
ake.’
Isabelle nod

d
ed

. ‘T
hank you.’ She turned

 her face aw
ay. T

hrough
the w

ind
ow

, the pale blue sky show
ed

 prom
ise of a fine d

ay.
B

y the d
oor, A

aron hesitated
. ‘H

e cam
e on Sund

ay afternoon.’
H

er heart started
 up a rapid

 tattoo against her chest. E
than. She’d

m
issed

 their m
eeting in the w

ood
 on Sund

ay. O
h, how

 she ached
for him

. L
onged

 for him
 to hold

 her and
 tell her everything w

ould
be all right.

A
aron cleared

 his throat. ‘N
o d

oubt he w
ond

ered
 w

here you’d
got to. I told

 him
 you w

ere ill. H
e w

anted
 to com

e up and
 see you,

but I suggested
 that w

ould
n’t be w

ise. H
ughie w

ould
 think it od

d
that our land

lord
 visited

 your bed
room

.’
She closed

 her eyes, trying d
esperately to block out her father’s

d
isapproving voice. H

e had
 no right to jud

ge her like the people in
the m

arket, had
 no right to m

ake her feel guilty. Yet, she cringed
insid

e know
ing that once, long ago, she had

 sought his good
 opin-

ion, had
 been his favourite child

.
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narrow
ed

. 
‘I’ve 

heard
 

abou
t 

the 
incid

ent 
in 

the 
m

arket 
last

Saturd
ay. It w

ould
 be no surprise if there w

asn’t a soul in all of
H

eptonstall and
 H

ebd
en B

rid
ge w

ho hasn’t!’
E

than paled
. ‘W

hat incid
ent? W

hat are you talking about?’
‘Your m

istress w
as pelted

 w
ith rotten fruit and

 chased
 out of the

m
arket. T

hey shouted
, “H

arrington’s w
hore”.’ Sud

d
enly E

lizabeth’s
fury d

ied
 and

 her chin w
obbled

. Tears glistened
. ‘I’m

 so asham
ed

 of
you.’ She fled

 into the house.
E

than sat m
otionless, feeling like he’d

 just been punched
 in the

stom
ach. H

is d
arling Isabelle pelted

? It could
n’t be real. H

er father
w

ould
 have m

entioned
 it, surely, unless perhaps he’d

 been d
eliber-

ately hid
ing it from

 him
.

H
am

ish sighed
. ‘E

than. G
o in and

 com
fort your m

other.’
‘I ... I cannot. I m

ust see Isabelle.’ H
e w

iped
 his hand

 over his
eyes. ‘C

hrist, I cannot believe it.’
‘T

hen let m
e go.’

‘You?’
‘Yes. I’ll rid

e over, the cart can follow
, and

 I’ll tell her you’ll see
her tom

orrow
. It’s for the best.’

‘Is it?’ E
than scoffed

. ‘I’m
 not a boy to ask for M

am
a’s perm

is-
sion.’

‘N
o, you’re not, but you are all she has here.’ H

am
ish looked

 him
straight in the eyes. ‘She d

oesn’t und
erstand

 the feelings you have
for this w

om
an. She’s frightened

 of losing you.’
H

e glow
ered

 at his friend
, know

ing he w
as losing the argum

ent.
‘She m

ust have said
 m

uch in her letter.’
‘Yes, she d

id
. You’ve becom

e d
istant to her and

 she’s afraid
. You

need
 to repair your relationship w

ith her. For the m
om

ent that is
m

ost im
portant.’

A
s though an old

 m
an, E

than slow
ly slid

 from
 the sad

d
le. H

e
looked

 at the house and
 then at H

am
ish. ‘Tell Isabelle I love her and

w
ill see her soon. Tom

orrow
.’

H
am

ish nod
d

ed
 and

 sw
iftly m

ounted
 C

opper. H
e ind

icated
 to

the d
river of the cart and

 then spurred
 C

opper into a trot.

Isabelle sat in a chair in the front gard
en and

 blew
 her nose. T

he
tired

ness had
 left, but not the cough or running nose. H

ughie had
tucked

 a rug around
 her knees and

 B
ertie had

 brought her knitting,
but it lay untouched

 on her lap. T
he boys, satisfied

 she’d
 com

e to no
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a few
 m

onths. ‘T
his is a lovely surprise.’

E
than sagged

 in the sad
d

le, know
ing his visit to Isabelle w

ould
have to w

ait a few
 m

ore m
inutes. H

e forced
 a sm

ile as H
am

ish and
his m

other d
rew

 closer. ‘G
ood

 to see you, m
y friend

.’
‘A

nd
 you.’ H

am
ish shook E

than’s hand
 and

 then glanced
 at the

cart. ‘W
hat’s all this?’

‘For a sick tenant.’ E
than straightened

 d
efensively.

‘R
eally?’ A

w
ry sm

ile lifted
 H

am
ish’s lips.

E
than gathered

 in the reins. ‘I’ll not be long and
 w

hen I get back
you can tell m

e all about L
ond

on.’
A

gasp cam
e from

 E
lizabeth. ‘C

om
e now

, E
than. H

am
ish is far

m
ore im

portant than a tenant. Send
 D

yers to d
eliver it and

 your
good

 w
ishes.’

‘I think not, M
am

a.’ H
is fingers tightened

 on the reins.
E

lizabeth flushed
 and

 she turned
 to H

am
ish. ‘See, I told

 you it
w

as a bad
 business. H

e’s going to her!’
‘M

am
a!’

H
am

ish looked
 up at E

than. ‘So that nonsense is still taking
place?’

E
than tried

 to keep his anger in check but his head
 throbbed

 w
ith

tension. ‘It has nothing w
hatsoever to d

o w
ith either of you!’

E
lizabeth stepped

 forw
ard

, grabbing his trousers. ‘You’ve been
m

ad
e a fool of and

 it has to stop.’ She tw
isted

 back to H
am

ish. ‘Tell
him

, H
am

ish, tell him
 that this w

ill all end
 in trouble!’

C
opper pranced

 sid
ew

ays at the raised
 voices. E

than stead
ied

him
, w

ithout taking his eyes off his m
other. ‘D

id
 you w

rite to
H

am
ish and

 ask him
 to com

e here? D
id

 you ask him
 to talk sense

into m
e?’

She stepped
 back, yet still d

efiant. ‘W
hat if I d

id
? Som

ebod
y has

to m
ake you see logic. L

ord
 know

s I’ve tried
.’

‘You had
 no right!’ E

than glared
 at his m

other as C
opper trotted

sid
ew

ays, snorting d
ispleasure.

H
am

ish quickly stepped
 in betw

een them
. ‘Stop this, please.’ H

e
glanced

 back at the groom
 and

 the cart’s d
river before gripping

C
opper’s brid

le. ‘E
than, your m

other has every right to be w
orried

.’
‘B

e quiet, H
am

ish,’ he spat. ‘You know
 nothing of it!’

‘B
ut I

d
o.’ E

lizabeth fold
ed

 her arm
s across her chest. ‘I w

on’t
have m

y good
 nam

e d
ragged

 through the m
ud

 because you can’t
act 

like 
any 

d
ecent 

m
an 

and
 

hid
e 

you
r 

m
istress.’ 

H
er 

eyes
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no groom
, she w

as certain. T
hen it cam

e to her. E
than’s friend

,
M

acG
regor or som

ething.
A

few
 feet from

 her, he took off his hat and
 bow

ed
, d

isplaying a
thick crop of d

ark red
 hair w

ith gold
 highlights. ‘G

ood
 d

ay, M
rs

Farrell.’
She blinked

. H
is Scottish accent threw

 her into d
isarray. ‘G

ood
... G

ood
 d

ay, M
r?’

‘H
am

ish M
acG

regor. You m
ay not rem

em
ber m

e.’ H
e d

id
n’t

sm
ile and

 his gaze sw
ept over her, assessing her every feature.

Isabelle stiffened
. ‘Is there som

ething I can help you w
ith, M

r
M

acG
regor?’

‘M
y good

 friend
, E

than H
arrington, cares to know

 if you are
w

ell?’ H
e w

aved
 his arm

 back tow
ard

s the cart. ‘I com
e bearing his

gifts ... to ease your recovery.’
She stared

 at him
 as though he’d

 grow
n a tail. ‘E

than sent you?’
A

pain lanced
 her heart. E

than w
asn’t com

ing.
‘Ind

eed
. H

e send
s his apologies for not calling in person but

pressing business d
etains him

.’
‘O

h.’ D
um

bfound
ed

, she d
id

n’t know
 w

hat else to say. She felt
cheated

 and
 som

ehow
 robbed

 of d
ignity. T

his m
an’s cond

escend
ing

stare and
 upright stance conveyed

 exactly w
hat he thought of her

and
 it filled

 her w
ith a burning anger, an anger that had

 built, albeit
unknow

ingly, since the m
arket confrontation.

‘Shall I have the cart unload
ed

 at the back of the house?’
M

acG
regor’s tone w

as akin to d
isd

ainful m
ocking.

H
er face grew

 hot w
ith em

barrassm
ent. H

e knew
! W

as there not a
soul w

ho didn’t by now
?

H
is w

hole m
anner revealed

 his aw
areness of

w
hat she m

eant to E
than and

 he hated
 her for it.

She jum
ped

 to her feet, letting the knitting and
 blanket fall to the

grass. ‘N
o, thank you. Please inform

 M
r H

arrington that I appreci-
ate his tokens of assistance, but I am

 not in need
.’

M
acG

regor’s piercing blue eyes w
id

ened
. ‘You are refusing it?

A
ll of it?’
‘D

oes that surprise you, M
r M

acG
regor?’ She sneered

. ‘You think
I am

 w
ithout m

orals or stand
ard

s?’
‘I ... I d

o not know
 you, M

rs Farrell, to m
ake such jud

gem
ent.’

‘O
h, com

e now
!’ She laughed

 harshly. ‘You had
 d

ecid
ed

 on m
y

character before you arrived
.’

H
e had

 the grace to flush nearly as scarlet as his hair. ‘T
hat is
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harm
, had

 left to d
o their chores w

hile their father cooked
 the

m
id

d
ay m

eal.
She gazed

 at the gard
en, her gard

en, now
 slow

ing d
ow

n in
read

iness for w
inter. T

he sun, still w
arm

, allow
ed

 the roses to
continue to bloom

, albeit sparingly. O
ne of her few

 pleasures w
as

tend
ing to the gard

en. It sad
d

ened
 her that shortly the frosts w

ould
com

e, follow
ed

 by the w
inter snow

 and
 her gard

en w
ould

 be no
m

ore until next spring. Sighing, she nestled
 m

ore com
fortably in

the chair. W
ith accustom

ed
 ease, her thoughts turned

 to E
than.

W
ould

 he visit her tod
ay? She und

erstood
 he’d

 called
 every d

ay,
but her father refused

 to let the boys see their land
lord

 visit her
bed

room
. A

aron’s last stand
 at respectability annoyed

 her. D
espite

his d
ubious past, he w

as shocked
 by her behaviour. T

he hypocrite.
W

ell, she’d
 show

 him
. She w

as im
proving every hour. H

ence her
insistence that she sit outsid

e in the fresh air. She tilted
 her face to

the sun, enjoying its w
arm

th on her skin. Soon, she w
ould

 be
com

pletely recovered
, and

 nothing w
ould

 stop her, com
e Sund

ay,
to w

alk to the w
ood

s and
 her father knew

 it. Sund
ay and

 E
than. She

sm
iled

 at the thought. T
hen she frow

ned
. Sund

ay w
ould

 be the first
d

ay of O
ctober. Isabelle sighed

. She had
 m

arried
 in O

ctober last
year. ‘A

w
ife of one year,’ she w

hispered
. ‘A

nd
 w

hat a year it’s
been.’

A
sound

 on the lane d
iverted

 her attention. She saw
 a lone rid

er
and

 behind
 it a cart. H

er stom
ach flipped

. Straining to see over the
gard

en w
all, she ached

 for E
than to com

e. H
ow

ever, even at this
d

istance she knew
 it w

asn’t him
. H

e d
id

n’t sit in the sad
d

le in that
w

ay. Yet, she w
as sure the horse w

as C
opper. In am

azem
ent she

w
atched

 them
 turn in through the gatew

ay. V
isitors? She im

m
ed

i-
ately put her hand

 to her hair and
 ad

justed
 the w

hite lace collar of
her navy w

ool d
ress.

T
he rid

er d
ism

ounted
 and

 she noticed
 his d

ark brow
n trousers

hugged
 his thighs before tapering into long leather boots. H

e w
ore

his d
un-coloured

 jacket loosely over a cream
 shirt. H

is w
id

e-
brim

m
ed

 hat looked
 od

d
, but vaguely fam

iliar. H
e looked

 like no
Yorkshire m

an. H
e m

uttered
 som

ething to the cart d
river and

 then
w

alked
 along the path to her.

Isabelle racked
 her brains to think if she knew

 the tall m
an. W

hy
d

id
 he rid

e C
opper? D

id
 groom

s w
ear such outland

ish hats? H
e

w
alked

 w
ith a com

fortable strid
e, confid

ent in w
ho he w

as. H
e w

as
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T
herefore, the p

ow
er is all you

rs. H
e’s you

rs to d
o w

ith as you
p

lease.’
‘A

nd
 you believe I w

ill m
isuse m

y so-called
 pow

er.’
‘M

any w
om

en d
o.’

‘I am
 not as other w

om
en.’

H
e nod

d
ed

. ‘I am
 learning to und

erstand
 that.’ H

e looked
 aw

ay
into the d

istance. ‘T
his is not easy on either sid

e. I realize this.’ H
is

eyes softened
. ‘I w

ish you and
 E

than had
 m

et years ago and
 saved

everyone this m
isery.’

She stu
d

ied
 him

 for a m
om

ent. H
e w

as a tall, p
ow

erfu
lly bu

ilt
m

an. C
reases sp

read
 from

 the corners of his eyes and
 she had

 the
inkling that he sm

iled
 a lot. Searching her m

em
ory, she recalled

E
than sp

eaking of this Scot, w
ho’d

 sailed
 to A

u
stralia and

 fash-
ioned

 a life in the frontier. Su
d

d
enly, she w

ished
 they w

ere
friend

s. It w
ou

ld
 be p

leasant to ju
st sit and

 talk w
ith this m

an and
learn abou

t his and
 E

than’s friend
ship

. Sad
ness filled

 her. ‘I’m
sorry that you

 and
 I d

id
n’t m

eet u
nd

er better circu
m

stances, M
r

M
acG

regor.’
H

e stared
 at her for a long m

om
ent. ‘So am

 I.’ A
self-d

eprecating
chuckle escaped

 him
. ‘I thought E

than w
as m

ad
 to love you.’

‘A
nd

 now
?’

‘A
nd

 now
...’ H

is face becam
e unread

able, closed
 from

 expres-
sion and

 em
otion. ‘A

nd
 now

 I think he is equally blessed
 and

cursed
.’

H
am

ish gave his hat to the butler, and
 ran his fingers through his

hair, steeling him
self to m

eet E
than. W

hat w
ould

 he say? H
is

d
ispute w

ith E
than over giving Isabelle up rang hollow

 in his head
,

tasted
 nasty on his tongue. Isabelle Farrell had

 m
anaged

, w
ithout

even trying or being aw
are of it, to find

 an unguard
ed

 place in his
heart. A

ll it had
 taken w

as one look from
 those pale blue eyes of

hers and
 he had

 struggled
 to breathe ever since. H

e rem
em

bered
their first m

eeting m
onths ago, and

 if he w
as honest he w

ould
 agree

that 
he’d

 
felt 

a 
stirring 

of 
attraction 

then, 
and

 
im

m
ed

iately
squashed

 it. T
here w

ere rules in friend
ship and

 one of them
 w

as to
not ogle your best friend

’s w
om

an.
Tod

ay he had
 expected

 to feel attraction, but he certainly had
n’t

been prepared
 for the hit in the gut that he’d

 experienced
 the

m
om

ent he saw
 her sitting alone in the gard

en. N
o w

ond
er E

than
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true. I d
o know

 about your relationship w
ith E

than.’
‘A

t least you are honest.’ She coughed
 and

 slum
ped

 back into the
chair, her strength gone. T

he intense beautiful love she and
 E

than
shared

 w
as now

 soiled
 by everyone’s know

led
ge of it. H

ow
 had

 it
happened

? H
ow

 had
 the purity of their feelings been d

estroyed
,

sullied
?

U
nease shad

ow
ed

 his features. ‘M
rs Farrell—

’
‘M

y nam
e is Isabelle.’ She looked

 aw
ay. ‘I have no m

arriage, m
y

title is a falsehood
.’

U
nbelievably, he squatted

 d
ow

n on his haunches besid
e her

knee. ‘I m
ean you no d

isrespect com
ing here tod

ay.’
She stared

 into his sharp blue eyes; eyes that m
issed

 nothing.
‘N

o?’
H

e shook his head
. ‘N

o. M
y one thought w

as for E
than and

 his
fam

ily. To protect them
.’

‘From
 m

e?’ She snorted
. ‘H

ow
 can I possibly harm

 them
? I w

ant
naught from

 them
, except E

than’s love.’
‘You have that, but are you content to be just his m

istress? To bear
his illegitim

ate child
ren? To be scorned

 in public?’
‘O

f course not!’ She rose and
 w

alked
 a few

 feet aw
ay from

 him
.

H
er hand

s shook for she had
 alread

y sam
pled

 public scorn and
knew

 that she could
 stom

ach no m
ore of it. ‘B

ut ... but as soon as
w

e both are granted
 d

ivorces then w
e’ll be free. E

than says w
e can

go to A
ustralia to his sister.’

M
acG

regor slow
ly straightened

. ‘A
nd

 w
hat if one of you isn’t

given a d
ivorce?’

‘W
e’ll fight it until w

e d
o.’ Isabelle raised

 her chin. ‘R
est assured

,
M

r M
acG

regor, I am
 not som

e alley slut that you can toss a bag of
coins to and

 hope I’ll d
isappear.’

‘H
ow

 m
any bags w

ill it take?’
T

he urge to slap his face w
as barely contained

. She raised
 her

eyebrow
s. ‘M

y, m
y, you are skilled

 at these types of arrangem
ents

aren’t you? D
o you buy all your w

om
en?’

T
he blue of his eyes honed

 to ice.
Isabelle sighed

, d
rained

 by the thrust and
 jab argum

ent. ‘Just
because I have very little d

oesn’t m
ean I w

ant—
’

‘A
h, bu

t you
 d

o have som
ething.’ H

e fold
ed

 his arm
s and

looked
 d

ow
n at his boots, before p

inning her w
ith a glare. ‘You

have E
than’s love and

 he’s never given that to anyone before.
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he’d
 alw

ays had
 and

 H
am

ish knew
 he w

ould
 give in. B

esid
es, he’d

not m
eet w

ith Isabelle again. H
e w

ould
 pretend

 she d
id

n’t exist. It
w

as highly unlikely she’d
 be calling in for tea.
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lived
 and

 breathed
 the w

om
an, she w

as som
ething exceptional,

unique. H
am

ish shook his head
 at his ow

n stupid
ity. H

e’d
 hand

led
the situation poorly and

, no d
oubt, left w

ith her hating him
.

Som
ehow

, her d
islike caused

 him
 m

ore d
istress than the fact he

lusted
 after his friend

’s w
om

an. Lord, w
hat have I done?

T
he d

raw
ing-room

 d
oor w

as w
renched

 open and
 E

than stood
there, tension lining his face. ‘W

ell? D
id

 you see her? H
ow

 w
as she?

W
hy are you stand

ing out here in the hall?’
Sucking in a d

eep breath and
 squaring his should

ers, H
am

ish
strod

e past E
than and

 into the room
, head

ing straight for the d
rinks

cabinet.
E

than follow
ed

 him
. ‘I’ve been w

atching out for you. I noticed
the cart cam

e back still full. W
hy d

id
n’t Isabelle accept them

? D
id

her father not let you see her? T
he bastard

! I’ll—
’

‘I saw
 her.’ H

am
ish threw

 back the w
hisky and

 put the glass
d

ow
n. 

T
his 

w
as 

a 
nightm

are 
he 

w
anted

 
to 

shake 
off. 

W
hat

possessed
 him

 to get involved
? T

he im
age of Isabelle’s furious face

flashed
 before him

. H
e groaned

 and
 turned

 to E
than, w

ho looked
 at

him
 expectantly. ‘She is w

ell.’
‘T

hank G
od

. I w
as so w

orried
.’ E

than sagged
. ‘B

ut w
hy

...’
‘I have changed

 m
y plans. I’ll not be staying a few

 w
eeks here,

but shall return to E
d

inburgh tonight.’
‘O

h?’ E
than frow

ned
. ‘H

am
ish, if it is because of M

am
a’s lapse in

m
anners and

 her w
riting to you, I d

o apologize. T
he last thing I

w
anted

 w
as for you to be caught up in this business. She should

never have w
ritten to you.’

‘It is none of that.’ H
e felt the heat rise in his cheeks. ‘I have other

m
atters to attend

 before m
y return to A

ustralia.’
Strid

ing to the d
rinks cabinet, E

than slapped
 his arm

 in good
hum

our. ‘O
f course you have, m

y friend
, but I’d

 really like your
presence here for a d

ay or tw
o until M

am
a and

 I can look at each
other w

ithout either of us losing our tem
pers.’

‘I’m
 not certain

...’ H
am

ish faltered
. U

ntil m
eeting Isabelle, he’d

been looking forw
ard

 to spend
ing a couple of w

eeks or m
ore at

B
racken H

all. To go shooting, play billiard
s in the evenings, go

d
rinking in tow

n. H
e and

 E
than enjoyed

 each other’s com
pany,

behaved
 like brothers and

 he w
anted

 to take som
e m

ore m
em

ories
back to A

ustralia.
‘Say you’ll stay, old

 friend
.’ E

than sm
iled

 w
ith that boyish charm
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She sighed
 and

 silently berated
 herself for her artless snipe.

W
hen w

ould
 she ever stop cem

enting the w
alls betw

een them
?

E
ach tim

e her father tried
 to knock a brick d

ow
n she w

as quick to
replace it.

‘M
e and

 the boys can w
ear w

rinkled
 shirts about the farm

,’ he
m

urm
ured

. ‘N
o one can see them

 und
erneath our vests and

 coats.’
‘C

om
e sit and

 have a gam
e, B

elle.’ H
ughie coaxed

, grinning.
‘T

hose clothes w
on’t m

ind
.’

‘You m
ind

 your m
anners, m

y—
’ Isabelle broke off as her father

grad
ually tilted

 sid
ew

ays and
 fell to the floor. ‘Father!’

In a heartbeat all three w
ere fussing over him

. H
ughie lifted

 him
up and

 crad
led

 his head
. ‘D

a! D
a!’

‘H
elp m

e get him
 into the sitting-room

, H
ughie.’ Isabelle lifted

his legs by the ankles w
hile H

ughie strained
 und

er the w
eight of

A
aron’s top half. Shuffling, they carried

 him
 in the front room

 and
laid

 him
 on the sofa. Isabelle threw

 a shaw
l over her father’s chest.

‘M
ake up a fire, B

ertie, quickly now
!’ A

s B
ertie ran from

 the room
,

she turned
 to H

ughie, w
ho w

as chaffing A
aron’s hand

s betw
een his

ow
n. ‘You m

ust go fetch the d
octor, H

ughie.’
H

e straightened
 im

m
ed

iately. ‘Yes, I’m
 on m

y w
ay!’ H

e collid
ed

in the d
oorw

ay w
ith B

ertie, w
ho carried

 an arm
load

 of kind
ling.

Isabelle placed
 the fire screen to one sid

e. ‘H
ere, B

ertie, give
those to m

e and
 fetch pillow

s and
 blankets.’ She set about m

aking
the fire. Fum

bling and
 cursing, she m

anaged
 a sm

all blaze and
 w

as
about to rush out for m

ore kind
ling w

hen her father m
oaned

 from
the sofa. H

urrying to his sid
e, she picked

 up one of his hand
s and

patted
 it. ‘It’s all right. You’re all right.’

A
aron’s eyes flickered

 open and
 focused

 on her. ‘B
-B

elle?’
‘Yes, I’m

 here. R
ight here.’

H
e closed

 his eyes and
 his tongue poked

 out to w
et his lips. H

is
grip on her hand

 w
as feeble at best. B

ertie, hid
d

en beneath a tum
ble

of pillow
s and

 blankets, burst into the room
.

‘L
ord

, B
ertie, d

id
 you strip every bed

?’ Isabelle snapped
, taking

them
 from

 him
. ‘Tis a w

ond
er you d

id
n’t fall d

ow
n the stairs!’

‘Is D
a aw

ake?’
‘N

ot com
pletely.’ She squeezed

 his should
er as he stood

 staring
at their father. ‘L

isten, d
o you think you could

 m
ake up a tray of tea

w
ithout burning yourself?’
H

e straightened
 up and

 raised
 his chin. ‘A

ye, course I can.’
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Isabelle tested
 the heat of the iron and

 w
iped

 her hair from
 her eyes.

H
er back ached

 from
 stand

ing for the last hour. Pressing the iron
over her father’s shirt, she w

inkled
 her nose in d

istaste as cold
w

ind
s blew

 outsid
e causing the kitchen fire to sm

oke. A
cool

d
raught from

 und
er the hallw

ay d
oor circled

 around
 her ankles.

T
he m

iserable w
eather had

 w
reacked

 havoc for the last three d
ays.

G
ales shattered

 roof tiles, blew
 d

ow
n trees and

 sim
ply becam

e a
nuisance. A

ny attem
pt at outsid

e w
ork end

ed
 in frustration and

aband
onm

ent.
She glanced

 at her father and
 the boys as they sat around

 the
table playing card

s. A
fter d

ays of being cooped
 up insid

e she had
run out of jobs for them

 to d
o. Still, she could

n’t com
plain. T

hey
had

 accom
plished

 m
uch. T

he bed
room

s received
 a coat of w

hite-
w

ash, the loose banister on the stairs w
as fixed

, all the need
lew

ork
w

as attend
ed

 to and
 new

 knitted
 garm

ents begun.
H

er father d
ropped

 his card
s on the floor and

 B
ertie, laughing,

bent d
ow

n and
 scooped

 them
 up for him

. Isabelle frow
ned

, noting
the blueness of her father’s tight lips. In the last w

eek she had
noticed

 his pallor gain a yellow
y tinge. H

is appetite had
 fallen, too.

A
trickle of fear crept up her spine at the thought of him

 becom
ing

really ill. U
ntil now

, he’d
 show

n no signs of the sickness that
plagued

 him
 on the insid

e, but then her ow
n recent illness had

 kept
her from

 w
atching over them

.
A

aron slow
ly looked

 up at her, as though the m
ovem

ent had
 cost

him
 a great d

eal, his eyes w
ary as alw

ays of her rebuff. ‘D
on’t be

overd
oing it, lass. You’ve only been on your feet a few

 d
ays.’

‘Yes, I know
 and

 just look at this pile w
aiting for m

e.’
H

e glanced
 d

ow
n at the table.146



She nervously glanced
 around

 the room
, as a blush crept up her

face. E
than stared

 in am
azem

ent. H
is w

ife had
 never been in his

room
 before. H

e sw
allow

ed
 and

 hoped
 to G

od
 she d

id
n’t w

ant to
share his bed

.
‘Is ... is there som

ething you w
anted

, C
larice?’

She nod
d

ed
, clearly agitated

 that she had
 ventured

 into his
d

om
ain. H

er fingers tw
isted

 the m
aterial of her nightgow

n and
 she

could
n’t quite m

eet his eyes. ‘I ... I need
 to talk to you.’

‘A
nd

 it cannot w
ait until m

orning?’
She shook her head

.
Frow

ning, E
than sat a little straighter and

 w
ond

ered
 if he should

escort 
her 

d
ow

nstairs, 
bu

t 
abru

p
tly 

she 
ru

shed
 

forw
ard

 
and

gripped
 the tim

ber foot rail of his bed
.

‘You w
ant to d

ivorce m
e?’

H
e groaned

. ‘C
larice, please d

on’t.’
‘Your m

other tells m
e I m

ust not allow
 it to happen.’

U
nd

er his breath, E
than sw

ore violently. ‘I und
erstand

—
’

‘I know
 w

e aren’t as ... m
ost couples are.’ She paused

 to pull at
her hair that hung loose about her round

ed
 should

ers. ‘O
nly, I

never w
anted

 a husband
.’

‘I know
.’

H
er chin trem

bled
. ‘If you d

ivorce m
e, w

here w
ill I live?’

Pity filled
 him

 for this child
like w

om
an. ‘Please d

o not w
orry

yourself, C
larice. I w

ill alw
ays provid

e for you.’
‘You w

ill?’
‘N

aturally.’ H
e forced

 a sm
ile. ‘You w

ill have a house of your
ow

n to d
o w

ith as you please, plus servants and
 an incom

e.’
‘C

ould
 ... could

 I have a house in L
ond

on?’
‘L

ond
on?’ H

is eyes w
id

ened
. ‘W

hy L
ond

on?’
‘B

ecause there are m
any shops there that w

ill d
eliver and

 ... and
w

ond
erful libraries. I w

ould
n’t w

ant to go about tow
n m

uch at all
and

 in L
ond

on everything can com
e to m

e.’
H

e w
as com

pletely astonished
. She had

 obviously been thinking
this through. H

e nod
d

ed
. ‘I see. W

ell, I should
n’t think that w

ould
be a problem

, you having a house in L
ond

on.’
She seem

ed
 to sag and

 gave him
 a tenuous sm

ile. ‘T
hank you,

E
than. You are a good

 m
an.’

‘N
o, I am

 not.’
‘Yes, you are. I am

 not the w
ife w

orthy of B
racken H

all. I ... I
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‘G
ood

, d
o that for m

e then, w
ill you?’

W
hen he had

 once m
ore left the room

 she turned
 back to ad

d
 the

last bit of kind
ling to the fire and

 then crouched
 d

ow
n besid

e her
father.

A
s if sensing her there, A

aron opened
 his eyes. ‘N

ot ... too ...
good

.’
‘N

o, you’re not at the m
inute.’ She placed

 a pillow
 gently und

er
his head

 and
 then covered

 him
 w

ith the thickest blanket they had
.

‘B
ut you soon w

ill be again.’
‘You know

 the truth.’
B

ustling about fold
ing blankets, she nod

d
ed

. ‘Yes, I d
o.’

‘D
on’t w

aste good
 m

oney ... on d
octor

...’
‘I’ll w

aste m
y m

oney in any w
ay I see fit.’ She gave the fire a seri-

ous poke w
ith the fire iron.

‘B
elle.’

‘Yes?’
‘C

an you help m
e ... up to bed

?’
‘I d

on’t think that is such a good
 id

ea.’ She stud
ied

 him
 and

although his face w
as grey, there seem

ed
 m

ore life in his eyes now
than before. ‘L

et us w
ait until the d

octor has been, yes?’
H

e nod
d

ed
 and

 closed
 his eyes, obviously too w

orn-out to argue
further.

Sighing, Isabelle knelt on the hearth and
 stared

 into the blaze. If
this w

as the start of her father’s end
 then she’d

 better prepare
herself to nurse him

. A
nd

 to see less of E
than.

E
than plum

ped
 up his pillow

s and
 settled

 back against them
. H

e
checked

 over the end
 of his bed

 to m
ake certain that the fireguard

w
as secure and

 took a sip of w
hisky from

 the sm
all glass on his

bed
sid

e table. L
astly, he reached

 for his book, W
.M

. T
hackeray’s T

he
V

irginians.H
e w

asn’t one for fiction all the tim
e, and

 liked
 to inject

his read
ing habits w

ith w
orks on husband

ry and
, since R

achel’s
d

eparture, books on E
ngland

’s colonies. M
ost nights he d

id
 his

read
ing in the stud

y or d
raw

ing room
, but since the incid

ent w
ith

his m
other and

 the coolness betw
een them

, he had
 taken to his

room
 of an evening and

 found
 a hid

d
en pleasure in read

ing in bed
.

A
d

iscreet knock interrupted
 him

. H
e looked

 tow
ard

s the d
oor.

‘C
om

e in.’
C

larice sid
led

 into the room
 and

 closed
 the d

oor w
ith a soft click.
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H
e gathered

 her back into his arm
s. ‘I’ve m

issed
 you m

ore than
I can bear,’ he w

hispered
 and

 nuzzled
 her neck.

She ran her fingers through his hair to crad
le his head

 and
 bring

his lips back to hers. ‘O
h, m

y love.’
H

e raised
 his head

. ‘A
re you w

ell, m
y sw

eet? I’ve been so
w

orried
.’

‘I am
 w

ell now
, yes.’ She kissed

 him
.

‘H
am

ish said
 you—

’
Isabelle stilled

. ‘H
am

ish? W
hat d

id
 he say?’

H
e kissed

 her eyelid
s. ‘H

e said
 you had

 recovered
. I’ve been so

w
orried

. Your father w
ould

n’t let m
e see you.’

‘N
o.’ She hung her head

 back and
 he seared

 a fire-hot trail of
kisses d

ow
n her throat.

‘I love you so m
uch, d

arling girl.’
She gently pulled

 at his bottom
 lip w

ith her teeth and
 then traced

its outline w
ith her tongue. ‘A

nd
 I you, m

y love.’
‘It’s unbearable being w

ithout you, I cannot go on.’
‘W

e m
ust at least for a little w

hile longer.’
E

than groaned
 d

eep in his chest. ‘I need
 you, Isabelle. You m

ake
m

e w
hole.’

‘I know
, m

y heart, I know
.’

H
e backed

 her into the scullery and
 closed

 the d
oor. Pressing her

against the cold
 stone w

all, his hot m
outh sucked

 her nipple
through her thin cotton nightd

ress. T
he feeling w

as so sensual,
Isabelle m

oaned
, w

rithing against him
. H

er hand
s fluttered

 around
his crotch, trying to find

 his trouser fastenings, but his assault on
her bod

y sent her m
ind

 spinning aw
ay from

 any coherent action.
H

is hand
s cupped

 her breasts. U
rgency cam

e into his m
ove-

m
ents. Panting slightly, he bunched

 her nightgow
n up around

 her
hips. She w

as naked
 und

erneath and
 his fingers slid

 over her belly
and

 d
ow

n, seeking her m
oist w

arm
th. H

e explored
 her inner core

w
ith his fingers, softly, slow

ly, build
ing w

ithin her a raging torrent
of sensations.

‘E
than

...’ She arched
 against him

, d
esperate for com

pleteness.
‘C

hrist, I m
ust have you, Isabelle.’ H

is groan w
as guttural.

In an instant he had
 freed

 him
self from

 his trousers and
 she

opened
 her legs for him

, w
anting him

 m
ore than air at that

m
om

ent. T
he cold

 stone scratching into her back w
as forgotten as

he thrust into her, filling her, expand
ing her. She grasped

 his hair,
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know
 this w

ill upset your M
am

a, but ... but I never really w
anted

to be here. I’d
 rather be d

ivorced
 and

 in L
ond

on than here and
m

arried
.’ She hurried

 from
 his room

 and
 closed

 the d
oor.

E
than slum

ped
 back against his pillow

s. It w
as the m

ost he’d
heard

 her speak in all the tim
e they w

ere m
arried

. W
iping a hand

over his eyes, sham
e w

ashed
 over him

. She had
 called

 him
 a good

m
an. It w

as laughable really. H
e w

as d
ivorcing her and

 she called
him

 a good
 m

an. H
e cringed

 at the situation he found
 him

self in.
Yet, d

espite his unfavourable position, he could
 no longer change it

even if he w
anted

 to. A
life w

ithout Isabelle w
as no life at all. H

is
groin tightened

 at the thought of her. H
e need

ed
 to hold

 her, kiss
and

 caress her, to fill her bod
y w

ith his. Sm
othering a m

oan of w
ant,

he threw
 back the blankets and

 jum
ped

 out of bed
. It had

 been so
long since he’d

 been able to see her that his m
ind

 w
as alive w

ith her
im

age and
 his bod

y w
as on fire w

ith yearning.
O

n im
pulse, he d

ressed
, and

 then, carrying his boots, he sw
iftly

d
escend

ed
 the staircase and

 head
ed

 along the corrid
or to the back

entrance of the house.

A
tinkering noise w

oke Isabelle from
 her fitful slum

ber. She lay
quiet, listening for sound

s from
 her father’s bed

room
. H

er room
w

as fully d
ark and

 she guessed
 the tim

e to be around
 three o’clock.

T
he cockerel alw

ays started
 crow

ing around
 four, before d

aw
n had

even broken.
T

he noise cam
e again; a ping against the w

ind
ow

. Frow
ning, she

left the bed
 and

 m
oved

 the thread
bare curtain asid

e. She leapt back
as som

ething hit the w
ind

ow
 right before her face. H

eart thum
ping,

she stepped
 closer and

 looked
 d

ow
n. A

d
ark shape, a figure, m

oved
below

, it straightened
 and

 raised
 its arm

 again. A
rain of pebbles

tapped
 against the w

ind
ow

pane. Slid
ing the w

ind
ow

 up, Isabelle
leaned

 out, her stom
ach clenching w

ith excitem
ent.

‘E
than?’

‘L
et m

e in.’
B

iting her lip to stop a grin from
 spread

ing, she closed
 the

w
ind

ow
 and

 ran from
 the room

. D
ow

nstairs, she hastily lit the
cand

le on the kitchen table and
 then unbolted

 the back d
oor. B

efore
she could

 speak E
than had

 her in his arm
s and

 w
as kissing her thor-

oughly.
She pulled

 back. ‘W
hat are you d

oing here at this hour?’
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her throat for she knew
 that such a m

ove w
as beyond

 them
. T

hey
had

 fam
ilies, responsibilities. R

unning aw
ay sound

ed
 so sim

ple,
but w

as, in all honesty im
possible.

Isabelle w
earily pushed

 her hair aw
ay from

 her face and
 leant her

hip against the end
 of her father’s bed

. C
hanging his sheets on her

ow
n w

as an exhausting task, but the boys had
 gone to the m

arket
and

 w
ould

n’t be back until later. She looked
 at the m

an, now
 clean

and
 shaven again, w

asting aw
ay before her. H

is sunken eyes w
ere

closed
, his skin yellow

. She had
 hard

ened
 her heart to him

 so long
ago that it w

as proving d
ifficult for her to show

 or even know
 her

true feelings concerning him
.

O
ctober had

 d
isappeared

 into a haze of long sleepless nights
easing her father’s hurting and

 grey d
ays of nursing him

 through
each hour. Som

e d
ays he rallied

, and
 could

 hold
 a conversation,

chuckle at the boys and
 their tales, but generally he lay looking out

the sm
all w

ind
ow

 at the sky or d
ozing betw

een bouts of pain. H
is

gaze w
ould

 follow
 her around

 the room
 as she tid

ied
 or attend

ed
the fire. She cared

 for him
 because it w

as her d
uty to d

o so, and
 she

left it at that. T
here w

as no tim
e in her d

ays to sit and
 analyse their

relationship. T
hey rarely spoke to each other, but at od

d
 tim

es he
w

ould
 catch hold

 of her hand
 and

 squeeze it, letting her know
 her

attentions d
id

 not go unnoticed
 by him

. Yet, she still could
 not, d

eep
in her heart, forgive him

 for w
alking out on them

.
Isabelle bent and

 gathered
 the d

irty w
ashing. Piles of it w

aited
for her in the scullery and

 a d
eep sigh broke from

 her before she
could

 stop it.
‘B

elle?’ A
aron opened

 his eyes.
‘I’m

 here. D
o you need

 som
ething? T

he bed
pan?’

‘N
o.’

‘G
o to sleep. U

nless you w
ant a d

rink?’
‘N

o.’ H
is eyelashes fluttered

. ‘I ... H
ope m

y tim
e com

es soon, to
spare you from

 all this.’
‘D

on’t talk such rot.’ She bustled
 about, hold

ing the w
ashing

tighter, her gaze flicking around
 the room

 m
aking sure nothing w

as
out of place. ‘G

o to sleep now
 and

 let m
e get on w

ith it.’
A

aron’s hand
 tw

itched
 on the bed

cover. ‘You w
ill let the boys

help you m
ore?’

‘Yes. K
eeping them

 busy gets them
 out from

 und
er m

y feet.’
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curving herself into him
, accepting and

 yet w
anting m

ore of him
insid

e her. H
is tongue caressed

 hers as he strained
, pulling her onto

him
 as though he could

n’t get enough. H
er bod

y lifted
, her m

ind
separated

 from
 reality. C

loser and
 closer she surged

. T
hen, w

hen
she thought she could

n’t stand
 it another m

om
ent, he thrust hard

er,
d

eeper and
 her w

hole being explod
ed

 into a thousand
 lights. She

becam
e d

im
ly aw

are that he had
 tensed

 and
 shud

d
ered

 to fulfil-
m

ent, too. H
e m

oved
 leisurely now

, each stroke a sm
all good

bye
until next tim

e.
E

than kissed
 her eyes, still insid

e her, still caressing her breasts,
her hips. ‘M

y love?’
She 

w
riggled

 
against 

him
 

and
 

the 
lingering 

throb 
slow

ly
subsid

ed
. ‘M

m
m

?’
‘I d

id
n’t hurt you?’

‘N
o, m

y d
arling.’ She kissed

 his nose. ‘N
ever.’

‘Forgive m
e, this is not how

 I w
ould

 w
ant to treat you—

’
‘Shhh

...’ She put her fingers to his lips. ‘W
e are together, that is

all that m
atters.’

‘I should
 go

...’ H
e glanced

 out of the sm
all scullery w

ind
ow

.
G

rey light streaked
 the sky chasing aw

ay the d
ark.

Isabelle sighed
. ‘H

ow
 soon can you com

e back?’
‘I d

on’t know
, but before I go, I m

ust tell you that C
larice is not

against the d
ivorce as long as I provid

e for her, w
hich I w

ould
 natu-

rally.’
T

hey pulled
 apart as reality crept back into their w

orld
, w

hich
had

, for a short tim
e, been filled

 w
ith only the d

elights of sensual
pleasure. Isabelle sm

oothed
 d

ow
n her nightgow

n. ‘O
f course you

m
ust provid

e for her, but it’s not up to her w
hether you are granted

a d
vorce, is it?’
E

than sighed
, shaking his head

 as he ad
justed

 his clothes. ‘You
are correct. A

n unknow
n jud

ge hold
s our future in his hand

s and
 he

m
ight not yet even be aw

are of it.’
In the cold

 shad
ow

s of the scullery, Isabelle felt a chill enter her
heart as she looked

 into his eyes. ‘A
nd

 he could
 refuse you.’

‘H
e m

ay, but it w
on’t stop m

e.’ E
than clasped

 her arm
s and

 held
her close, w

hispering into her hair, ‘nothing w
ill stop us from

 being
together, d

arling. If the courts d
eny us, then w

e’ll leave the country
and

 go som
ew

here else, w
here no one know

s us.’
She nod

d
ed

 against his chest, sw
allow

ing back the tears clogging
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field
s. T

he w
ood

s stood
 on the other sid

e of the road
, the stile before

her. She d
ithered

 on the spot. W
alking in the w

ood
s w

ithout E
than

held
 no pleasure. B

esid
es, she should

 be getting back. A
s if an

unknow
n voice called

 to her, she head
ed

 back to the farm
, hurrying

a little m
ore w

ith each step. Som
ething w

asn’t right. She could
 feel

it. B
reaking into a run, she lifted

 her skirts high, focusing on the
farm

 build
ings as they grew

 closer. A
t the field

 gate, she flung it
open and

 d
id

n’t stop to close it again. H
er boots clattered

 across the
stone yard

 and
 so intent w

as she on getting into the house she
d

id
n’t see the figure w

ho loom
ed

 up besid
e her. She scream

ed
 w

hen
a hand

 grabbed
 her arm

. A
nother hand

 clam
ped

 over her m
outh,

cutting off her next scream
.

‘B
e quiet, B

elle!’ N
eville Peacock w

hispered
 in her ear. ‘I’ll not

harm
 you.’

H
er eyes w

id
ened

 in fear as he d
ragged

 her across the yard
 and

into the closest barn. T
he d

im
ness insid

e ad
d

ed
 to the suffocating

feeling overw
helm

ing her as N
eville’s hand

 covered
 both her nose

and
 m

outh. She struggled
 against his hold

, frantic to escape, to
breathe.

N
eville stum

bled
 over the uneven floor and

 they crashed
 against

the post at the end
 of the stalls. ‘H

old
 still, for G

od
’s sake!’

H
er hand

s claw
ed

 at his, her lungs fit to burst. In one violent
m

ovem
ent he flung her d

ow
n to the straw

-littered
 floor insid

e the
stall. She gasped

, gulping air, panicking like a strand
ed

 fish. A
ir

w
asn’t filling her lungs fast enough, she flound

ered
, terrifying

herself further until N
eville grabbed

 her should
ers.

‘It’s all right, B
elle. Stop! C

alm
 d

ow
n, w

ill you?’ H
e softened

 his
hold

 and
 put his arm

 around
 her should

ers. ‘B
reathe. Stead

y now
.’

Slow
ly, unstead

ily she relaxed
 enough to allow

 her lungs to w
ork

properly. She breathed
 in d

eeply, pulling at her bod
ice and

 corset,
w

anting them
 off her bod

y. E
d

ging aw
ay from

 N
eville, she hud

d
led

near the w
all, glancing at him

 uncertainly. ‘W
hat d

o you w
ant?’

N
eville sat back, his arm

s resting on his bent knees. ‘Just to see
you, to talk to you.’

‘I m
ust go insid

e. M
y father is ill, he need

s m
e.’

‘I saw
 your brothers in H

eptonstall. I thought that I could
 spend

som
e tim

e alone w
ith you.’

‘N
o, N

eville.’
‘You haven’t been back to the m

arket.’
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‘You are so like your m
other

...’
She sniffed

 d
efensively. ‘I’m

 nothing like m
other. Sally w

as
m

other’s im
age not m

e.’
‘Sally had

 your m
other’s softness, but you have her looks. Such

a beautiful w
om

an she w
as. O

nly you are stronger than she is, have
m

ore spirit.’
‘G

o to sleep now
.’ Isabelle head

ed
 for the d

oor. She d
etested

 it
w

hen he spoke of her m
other, the w

om
an he said

 he loved
, but

aband
oned

, just as he aband
oned

 his child
ren. A

nd
 here she w

as
d

iscard
ed

 all over again, this tim
e by her no-good

 husband
. It

seem
ed

 she w
as a lot like her m

other; neither of them
 could

 pick
good

 husband
s. A

t the d
oor he called

 her nam
e again and

 she
turned

. ‘Yes?’
‘D

on’t listen to H
arrington. D

on’t let him
 take you from

 here. T
he

boys need
 you, and

 you’ve m
ad

e a hom
e here for them

 both. Farrell
w

ill com
e back.’

A
t the m

ention of Farrell her heart gave a sluggish thud
. ‘I d

on’t
need

 your ad
vice, thank you, and

 I d
on’t need

 or w
ant Farrell back.’

A
aron sw

allow
ed

, his gaze not leaving her face. ‘H
arrington isn’t

your future.’
‘I d

id
n’t know

 you’d
 becom

e a fortune-teller, w
as it a trick you

learnt on your travels?’ W
ith that she left the room

, ind
ignant that

he should
 try to tell her how

 to run her life w
hen he’d

 m
ad

e so
m

any m
istakes w

ith his ow
n.

She d
um

ped
 the w

ashing in the scullery and
 grabbed

 her cloak,
the need

 to be aw
ay from

 the house, if only for a m
om

ent, w
as

strong. T
he icy N

ovem
ber w

ind
 w

hipped
 her hair from

 its bun and
slapped

 her cheeks until they stung. E
than cam

e to m
ind

 but his
last m

essage, d
elivered

 only yesterd
ay, told

 of his plans to visit
L

ond
on w

ith H
am

ish M
acG

regor and
 m

eant she’d
 not be seeing

him
 for a fortnight. A

spark of irritation surfaced
 for a second

 but
she squashed

 it. W
hat use w

as it to begrud
ge him

 his freed
om

? M
en

led
 d

ifferent lives to w
om

en. E
ven if he had

n’t gone to L
ond

on, she
still w

ould
n’t have seen him

 tod
ay or even tom

orrow
 or the next

d
ay. She w

as confined
 to the house, to the sickroom

 and
 her father.

T
he stolen hours of pleasure she and

 E
than shared

 in the sum
m

er
had

 d
ried

 up to m
ere snatches of conversation at the back d

oor
w

hen he called
 or sent the od

d
 letter.

W
ith surprise, she realized

 she had
 w

alked
 to the ed

ge of the
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sm
ashed

 her fist into his face. H
er knuckles m

et his nose and
 a

sharp pain bolted
 from

 her hand
 up her arm

.
N

eville how
led

 w
ith a m

ixture of pain and
 outrage. H

e slapped
her cheek hard

 and
 threw

 her off. ‘You bitch!’
H

er head
 snapped

 back and
 she land

ed
 on her bottom

. She had
no tim

e to think or react as N
eville hit her again. H

is right fist
caught her a glancing blow

 to the sid
e of her head

 at the sam
e tim

e
she 

sprang 
for 

the 
d

oorw
ay. 

Stars 
explod

ed
 

before 
her 

eyes.
R

eeling, she put her hand
s up to w

ard
 him

 off as he punched
 her

again. She fell back, her head
 banging against a tim

ber post. D
ry

sobbing, retching, she craw
led

 on her hand
s and

 knees, d
esperate

to get aw
ay from

 him
. She looked

 up. H
e w

as on his feet now
 and

her scream
 echoed

 around
 the barn as his boot cam

e at great speed
and

 land
ed

 w
ith a teeth chattering thud

 in her sid
e. T

he air
w

hooshed
 out of her lungs and

 she cried
 out.

‘W
hat the blood

y hell is going on!’
D

azed
, Isabelle peered

 up at the d
oorw

ay, clutching her sid
e in

agony. She could
n’t m

ake out w
ho stood

 there as the light cam
e

from
 behind

, casting the face into shad
ow

s.
‘G

et yerself aw
ay from

 m
e w

ife!’
Farrell.
T

he shock rend
ered

 her speechless, m
om

entarily shutting out
her pain. She heard

 N
eville behind

 her and
 closed

 her eyes, w
aiting

for the blow
 to com

e. Instead
, Farrell lunged

 for N
eville and

 the
tw

o m
en fell to the floor. Fists flayed

, curses and
 grunts filled

 the
d

im
 barn. Isabelle scram

bled
 to her feet, gasping at the pain in her

sid
e. Tears blurred

 her eyes and
 she felt m

ore than saw
 her w

ay to
the d

oor. T
he crunch of bone on bone jerked

 her senses back to the
fighting m

en. Farrell knelt over N
eville pum

m
elling his face. A

w
ild

, d
esperate rage brightened

 Farrell’s eyes and
 this m

ad
e her

rush to pull him
 off the other m

an.
‘Stop it! E

nough.’ She tore Farrell aw
ay and

 together they stum
-

bled
 back, panting. N

eville lay unm
oving and

 Isabelle stared
 at

him
, horrified

 that Farrell had
 killed

 him
.

‘H
e’s not d

ead
.’ H

er husband
’s ind

ifferent voice rang in her ears.
Farrell looked

 around
 and

, spotting a bucket, he picked
 it up and

w
ent outsid

e.
Shaking, Isabelle stepped

 closer to N
eville to check he breathed

,
fearful that he w

ould
 sud

d
enly spring up and

 grab her leg. Farrell
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A
stonished

, she stared
 at him

. ‘You think I w
ould

 return there
after last tim

e?’
H

e frow
ned

. ‘B
ut you have to. You need

 to earn the m
oney.’

She shook her head
 and

 rose to her knees. ‘I have other w
ays of

earning it.’
‘N

o! You’ll not w
hore yourself for

him
any longer!’ H

e lunged
 for

her and
 they fell backw

ard
s, knocking the breath from

 her again.
N

eville lay on top of her and
, grabbing her hand

s he held
 them

above her head
. H

is face w
as only inches from

 hers.
‘I d

on’t.’
H

e cut her off by enveloping her m
outh w

ith his. H
is w

et kisses
sw

arm
ed

 over her face, hair and
 neck. ‘You’re m

ine, not his.’ H
e

clenched
 her w

rists in one hand
 and

 ran the other over her eyes
d

ow
n her neck and

 over her left breast. H
is breathing grew

 hot and
rapid

.
‘N

eville, let m
e go!’ She squirm

ed
, trying to w

iggle out from
und

er her him
, but he pressed

 d
ow

n hard
er, trapping her. H

is knee
forced

 her legs apart and
 his intentions becam

e horribly clear to her
frenzied

 m
ind

. ‘N
o, N

eville. L
et m

e go.’
‘I’ve w

aited
 too long,’ he gasped

, licking her cheek, sucking the
tend

er skin beneath her ear. ‘I’ve tried
 to be patient, m

e d
arling girl,

you know
 I have.’

H
is hand

 inched
 up her skirts and

 then she felt his fingers grab-
bing the w

aistband
 of her d

raw
ers, pulling them

 d
ow

n. T
he cold

 air
on her thighs stunned

 her. She bucked
, d

oubling her efforts to free
herself. She scream

ed
 again, high and

 clear, startling him
 out of his

intensity of getting his w
ay w

ith her.
‘Q

uiet!’ H
is hand

 left her d
raw

ers and
 slam

m
ed

 onto her m
outh.

H
er teeth bit her lips and

 the m
etallic taste of blood

 coated
 her

tongue. ‘L
ay still, B

elle. I’ll not hurt you. In fact you’ll enjoy it, I
prom

ise.’
B

reathing in short spurts through her nose, she tensed
 as his

hand
 ventured

 low
er. H

e w
as fum

bling w
ith his trousers, cursing at

his hurried
, ineffectual attem

pts w
hen sud

d
enly she raised

 her knee
and

 in the sam
e m

ovem
ent thrust him

 off her. W
ithin the blink of

an eye she w
as on top of him

. T
he force of her push had

 taken him
by surprise. H

e lay flat on his back and
 his eyes w

ere w
id

e in bew
il-

d
erm

ent.
‘You filthy bastard

! H
ow

 d
are you touch m

e!’ Incensed
, she

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

156



C
H

A
PT

E
R

 FO
U

R
T

E
E

N

E
lizabeth tapped

 her foot, im
patient w

ith w
aiting. E

than and
H

am
ish w

ere d
ue hom

e tod
ay and

 she longed
 to see them

 both.
Tw

o w
eeks aw

ay w
asn’t very long, but w

ith E
than afflicted

 w
ith

that Farrell w
om

en, she w
as w

orried
 that he m

ight leave H
am

ish in
L

ond
on and

 hurry back to her sid
e. She’d

 received
 no w

ord
 from

him
 since he left, and

 only tw
o short letters from

 H
am

ish inform
ing

her that he w
as d

oing everything in his pow
er to keep E

than
am

used
 and

 entertained
. It w

asn’t enough though. E
lizabeth knew

her son, knew
 how

 strong-w
illed

 he could
 be, especially w

hen he
w

as passionate about som
ething.

She rem
em

bered
 one sum

m
er, w

hen he w
as about six, he begged

to be taught to sw
im

 in the river. She d
isallow

ed
 it of course, fear-

ful of him
 d

row
ning, but d

espite her protests, he had
 gone ahead

and
 d

one it w
ithout her know

ing. H
er husband

 had
 found

 out and
secretly helped

 E
than learn the skill even though he could

 barely
sw

im
 a stroke him

self. It w
asn’t the only tim

e E
than had

 d
one as he

w
ished

 and
 d

am
ned

 the consequences.
E

lizabeth had
 tried

 her best to keep him
 safe, to keep him

 by her
sid

e. O
h, he loved

 her, she had
 no d

oubt of that. T
hey w

ere close,
closer than she and

 R
achel, but that w

as because he w
as her son,

her first-born. Still, it hurt and
 vexed

 her that he refused
 to listen to

her ad
vice. Stubborn. H

e w
as stubborn and

 w
ilful. Too used

 to
getting his ow

n w
ay. N

o one ever resisted
 him

. H
is charm

, his sm
ile

alw
ays got him

 w
hat he w

anted
. U

ntil now
 he had

 led
 a blessed

life, if you ignored
 his m

arriage, and
 E

lizabeth w
anted

 it to stay that
w

ay. Is it so w
rong of m

e to keep things as they are?
E

lizabeth paced
 the

d
raw

ing room
, torm

ented
 by her thoughts. T

hat Farrell w
om

an w
as

no good
 for E

than, no good
 for the fam

ily. She paused
, m

om
entar-
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re-entered
 the barn and

 lifting the bucket, threw
 the icy contents of

it over N
eville’s face. Spluttering, gasping, N

eville rose on one
elbow

 and
 w

iped
 the m

oisture from
 his rapid

ly sw
elling eyes.

B
lood

 stream
ed

 from
 his nose and

 he abruptly spat out a broken
tooth.

‘G
et out and

 d
on’t com

e back.’ Farrell ad
vanced

 on him
 and

gripped
 his arm

, hauling him
 to his feet and

 propelling him
 to the

d
oor. ‘I d

on’t know
 w

ho yer are an’ I d
on’t care, but if I see yer here

again, I’ll have yer. U
nd

erstand
?’ W

ith a thrust he sent N
eville stag-

gering out into the yard
.

N
eville regained

 his balance and
 spun back to glare at Isabelle.

‘D
on’t think I’m

 finished
 w

ith you! I’ll be w
aiting.’ H

e looked
 at

Farrell. ‘A
ll I w

as d
oing w

as sam
pling a bit of w

hat she gives
H

arrington for free!’
R

age filled
 Isabelle. ‘Shut your m

outh, N
eville!’ she scream

ed
,

and
 ran for him

, read
y to tear his eyes out, but Farrell grabbed

 hold
of her w

aist. 
‘G

et off m
e farm

, yer scum
bag!’ Farrell yelled

 at N
eville.

Puffing, trem
bling, Isabelle w

atched
 N

eville skulk d
ow

n the
yard

 and
 out of the front gate. Farrell released

 her and
 she stepped

aw
ay, fighting back tears as the pain surged

 to the fore. She bit her
lip to stop a m

oan from
 escaping. Isabelle peeked

 at her husband
and

 saw
 him

 truly for the first tim
e. R

aising her head
, she stared

 at
his transform

ation. H
e looked

 old
er, haggard

. T
he excess flesh

stripped
 from

 him
 revealed

 a leaner, stronger-looking m
an. H

e’d
been physically w

orking, hard
 w

ork by the looks of it. H
is blue eyes

seem
ed

 d
uller than before. D

eep lines ran d
ow

n from
 his nose to

m
outh. H

e had
 lost his hat in the braw

l and
 grey liberally sprinkled

his hair. T
he m

onths aw
ay had

 w
reaked

 havoc on them
 both in

m
ore w

ays than one.
‘A

re you staying?’ she w
hispered

.
‘It’s m

e hom
e ain’t it?’ H

e w
alked

 past her and
 into the house.

Isabelle closed
 her eyes and

 this tim
e let the tears fall.
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E
lizabeth sw

allow
ed

 and
 turned

 thankfully tow
ard

s the d
oor as

the m
aid

 brought in the tea tray. ‘W
hy, nothing is the m

atter, d
ear.

I’m
 pleased

 to see you hom
e safe, nothing m

ore.’ H
er hand

s flut-
tered

 over the teapot. ‘I d
o so w

orry about you in L
ond

on. It’s such
a large city and

 full of d
esperate—

’
‘H

as som
ething happened

 here?’ E
than’s eyes narrow

ed
.

She picked
 up a teacup and

 saucer. It w
obbled

 in her hand
s.

‘W
hy, of course not.’
E

than took one step tow
ard

s her. ‘I d
on’t believe you.’

H
am

ish reached
 out for the teapot. ‘C

om
e along good

 fellow
,

w
e’ve had

 a long journey and
 I’m

—
’

‘T
here is som

ething I should
 know

, isn’t there, M
am

a?’ A
m

uscle
pulsed

 along his clenched
 jaw

.
‘D

earest...’ E
lizabeth felt the w

arm
th fad

e from
 her face.

‘Tell m
e.’ E

than paled
 und

er his tan. ‘Is it Isabelle?’
‘W

ell ... You see—
’

W
ithin tw

o strid
es E

than w
as stand

ing inches from
 her. ‘Tell m

e!’
‘H

e’s back.’
E

than blinked
. ‘W

ho?’
‘H

er husband
.’ B

efore E
lizabeth could

 say another w
ord

, he w
as

running from
 the room

. She heard
 him

 shout for his horse to be
sad

d
led

 and
, d

eflated
, she collapsed

 back against the sofa.
H

am
ish took her hand

 in his. ‘Perhaps this w
ill be a good

 thing.
E

than m
ust accept Farrell has rights to her. She is his w

ife, not
E

than’s.’
A

d
ull pain seized

 E
lizabeth’s heart. ‘E

than w
ill kill him

. I know
it.’

Isabelle w
iped

 the hair from
 her eyes and

 stirred
 the stew

 sim
m

er-
ing on the range. H

er sw
ollen eye m

ad
e her vision lopsid

ed
. H

er
right eye, the good

 one, view
ed

 the bubbling concoction w
ithout

m
uch enthusiasm

. B
oiled

 bacon scraps and
 a hand

ful of vegetables
w

ould
 hard

ly satisfy the boys, especially w
hen Farrell seem

ed
d

eterm
ined

 to w
ork them

 to d
eath. She w

ond
ered

 briefly if her life
could

 becom
e any w

orse. H
er father lay d

ying upstairs, her broth-
ers w

ere outsid
e w

orking in all w
eathers, thankful to be out of

Farrell’s w
ay, and

 E
than gone from

 her life as if he’d
 never existed

.
L

ord
, how

 she m
issed

 him
. N

eed
ed

 him
.

B
ehind

 her, sitting at the table, w
as her husband

. Sullen and
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ily at a loss for if E
than and

 Isabelle had
 been unw

ed
, she w

ould
have encouraged

 the m
atch. To see E

than so happy w
ould

 have
been 

a 
balm

 
to 

the 
d

isap
p

ointm
ent 

of 
Isabelle’s 

low
 

statu
s.

N
aturally that w

ould
 have been forgotten as child

ren arrived
...

‘O
h, you stupid

 w
om

an!’ E
lizabeth chastised

 herself for her
w

ayw
ard

 im
aginings. Such thoughts w

ould
n’t d

o her any good
.

‘E
than is m

arried
 to C

larice,’ she w
hispered

, know
ing that just

saying the w
ord

s w
eren’t enough. H

er d
arling son w

as unhappy
and

 it hurt her.
She turned

 to stare at the m
iniature portrait of her husband

. H
e’d

been a sensible m
an, she’d

 cared
 for him

 d
eeply, yet never had

 she
experienced

 the passion that now
 gripped

 her son. H
ad

 she m
issed

out? W
hat w

ould
 it have been like to be so d

esired
 that a m

an w
as

w
illing to give up everything for you? W

eary, E
lizabeth crossed

 to
the w

ind
ow

. She ad
m

ired
 Isabelle Farrell, she had

 courage, if not
sense. T

he low
er classes could

n’t be blam
ed

 for m
aking hasty,

unw
orthy m

arriages. T
hey knew

 no better. E
lizabeth w

orried
 w

hat
the recent gossip concerning Isabelle Farrell w

ould
 d

o to E
than

w
hen he found

 out. A
t that sam

e m
om

ent, the sound
 of a carriage

com
ing along the d

rive m
ad

e her heart race. H
e w

as hom
e.

Straightening her should
ers, E

lizabeth w
aited

 by the fireplace for
her son and

 H
am

ish to enter the d
raw

ing room
. T

here w
as a rush

of footm
en attend

ing to the luggage and
 the low

 m
urm

ur of the
butler’s voice, then the d

oor opened
 and

 E
than strod

e into the
room

. B
ehind

 him
 cam

e H
am

ish.
‘You both look so w

ell!’ E
lizabeth d

eclared
, hugging them

 in
turn. ‘W

ere the road
s very bad

? A
t least w

e d
id

n’t receive any early
snow

.’
‘T

he road
s w

ere ind
eed

 very good
.’ H

am
ish sm

iled
 and

 settled
him

self onto the sofa. ‘A
re you in good

 health, m
ad

am
?’

‘O
h yes, perfect health.’ E

lizabeth’s eyes strayed
 to E

than. ‘A
re

you hungry? Shall I have tea brought in?’ She d
id

n’t w
ait for his

answ
er before hurrying to tug the bell-pull. She noticed

 E
than and

H
am

ish frow
n at each other and

 she tried
 to calm

 d
ow

n. H
er son

w
as very astute. Taking a d

eep breath, she forced
 a sm

ile to her face.
‘So, d

o tell m
e about your trip.’

E
than stood

 behind
 the sofa and

 stared
 at her. ‘M

am
a you’re as

nervous as a chicken in a hen house w
ith a fox on the prow

l. W
hat

is the m
atter?’
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A
fter filling the glass w

ith w
ater from

 the jug on the bed
sid

e
table, Isabelle lifted

 him
 up to help him

 sip from
 it. A

aron nod
d

ed
and

 rested
 back against the pillow

s.
‘E

verything all right?’
‘Yes. I’ll bring you up som

ething to eat soon.’ She avoid
ed

 his
gaze and

 straightened
 the blankets. H

e had
 lost so m

uch w
eight in

the last few
 d

ays, she could
 easily turn him

 by herself now
, w

hich
w

as good
 since the boys w

ere never insid
e if they could

 help it. ‘D
o

you need
 the pan?’

‘N
o.’ T

he w
hites of his eyes held

 a yellow
 tinge, sim

ilar to his
d

raw
n skin. ‘If I d

o ... I’ll call H
ughie.’

‘R
ight, w

ell then
...’ She lingered

 by the bed
, not w

anting to face
Farrell in the kitchen again.

H
er father lifted

 his hand
 and

 gently touched
 hers. ‘G

et w
ord

 to
H

arrington.’
‘I cannot. H

e’s aw
ay and

 Farrell w
atches m

y every m
ove. H

e
w

on’t allow
 m

e beyond
 the yard

.’
H

e coughed
 for a m

om
ent and

 she eased
 him

 up higher on his
pillow

s. Pain show
ed

 in his eyes. H
e gripped

 her hand
 tighter, his

eyes im
ploring. ‘W

hen I’m
 ... gone, you and

 the boys m
ust get

aw
ay.’
She nod

d
ed

 and
 sighed

 at his change of heart. H
e no longer

ad
vised

 her to stay w
ith her husband

. ‘I know
.’

‘H
arrington w

ill help.’
‘Yes.’
‘I ...w

as w
rong, B

elle
...’

C
om

m
otion d

ow
nstairs had

 her stiffening. She strained
 to listen

and
 heard

 raised
 voices. ‘I m

ust go.’
L

ifting her skirts, she ran d
ow

nstairs and
 into the kitchen, skid

-
d

ing to a halt on seeing E
than stand

ing in the d
oorw

ay. ‘E
than!’

Farrell’s chair lay tipped
 over, he stood

 w
ith his hand

s clenching
by his sid

es, his face purple w
ith rage and

 hate. H
e spun around

 to
face her. ‘G

et upstairs!’
Shocked

, E
than stared

 at her, his eyes w
id

e at the sight of her
battered

 face. ‘M
y G

od
!’ H

e lunged
 for Farrell. ‘You bastard

! I’ll kill
you!’

E
than’s m

om
entum

 knocked
 Farrell against the w

all. Isabelle
gasped

, flinching at the contact. T
he plates rattled

 on the d
resser

from
 the force. T

he crunching sound
 of skin on skin, bone on bone
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betrayed
. O

n learning how
 E

than had
 helped

 her w
ith the farm

,
Farrell had

 gone m
ad

 and
 sm

ashed
 his fists into d

oors, w
alls and

anyone w
ho cam

e close. H
e’d

 kicked
 holes in the d

resser, sm
ashed

plates and
 cups and

 d
ragged

 Isabelle around
 the room

 by her hair
until H

ughie stepped
 in betw

een them
 to take the brunt of Farrell’s

anger. H
er d

arling brother still w
ore the bruises and

 w
alked

 w
ith a

lim
p.

Farrell had
 d

one an excellent job of putting her back in her place
– as his w

ife. W
hereas before he’d

 been uninterested
 in her, show

n
no intention of touching her, or of being a real husband

 and
 w

ife
team

, since his return, he had
n’t let an opportunity go by to rem

ind
her that she w

as no longer E
than H

arrington’s w
hore. If she w

anted
a bed

 partner, then her husband
 w

as w
illing. H

er heart fluttered
now

 at the thought of Farrell’s torture, his m
ental cruelty. She d

id
her best to ignore his jibes, his insults. E

ach night, and
 som

etim
es

d
uring the d

ay he w
ould

 catch her by the hair or arm
 or skirt and

d
rag her into w

hatever corner w
as at hand

 and
 fill her bod

y w
ith

his revolting seed
. A

t first, she had
 fought, but he hit hard

er and
 she

could
n’t tend

 to her fam
ily w

hile ever nursing her injuries. W
ith

reluctance, w
ithout going totally m

ad
, she accepted

 his rough
hand

ling and
 ignored

 his presence the best she could
.

Four d
ays. T

hat’s all it had
 been, four d

ays, but it felt like he’d
been back for years. W

hatever he suffered
 w

hile on the run had
turned

 him
 into a hate-filled

 fiend
. H

e scow
led

 continually, shouted
ord

ers, w
as abusive and

 belligerent.
From

 the first d
ay she m

et him
 at the w

orkhouse, she realized
 he

w
ould

 never be som
eone she could

 share her heart’s secrets w
ith,

but she had
 hoped

 for friend
ship. A

lthough he rejected
 her friend

-
ship, he had

 been civil enough, and
 d

efinitely not the outright evil
m

onster he’d
 becom

e now
. O

ne d
ay she w

ould
 be free of him

. She
had

 to believe it.
‘C

an yer shut him
 up!’

Isabelle jum
ped

 as Farrell’s yell filled
 the kitchen. Shaking, she

blinked
, w

ond
ering w

hat he w
as talking about. T

hen she heard
 it.

H
er father calling her from

 above. She left the room
 at a run and

bound
ed

 upstairs.
‘I’m

 here now
.’ She hurried

 to his bed
sid

e and
 peered

 at him
.

‘W
hat is it?’
‘D

rink.’
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H
e leant back a little to see her better. ‘You m

ust collect your
things. I’m

 not letting you stay here another m
om

ent.’
T

he joy blotted
 out everything for a m

om
ent before d

espair
quickly filled

 its place. ‘I cannot. Father is ill, d
ying. I cannot leave

him
.’

‘H
e and

 the boys w
ill com

e too.’ E
than cupped

 her face in his
hand

s and
 kissed

 her lips. ‘I w
ill take care of you all.’

Farrell m
oaned

 and
 m

oved
 his leg. Isabelle shud

d
ered

.
‘I w

ant to kill him
 for touching you.’ H

arshness entered
 E

than’s
tone and

 his eyes narrow
ed

 to hate-filled
 slits. ‘I’ll m

ake sure he
suffers for the rest of his d

ays.’
Isabelle stepped

 back, aw
are that nothing w

ould
 ever be the

sam
e again. H

er heart pained
, spread

ing a d
ull ache throughout her

bod
y as if it knew

 w
hat w

as to com
e and

 preparing her for it.
‘Father cannot be m

oved
. T

he boys d
on’t know

 about us
...’

‘T
hey see w

hat Farrell has d
one, they w

ill und
erstand

 w
hat you

tell them
. A

s for your father, if he is to d
ie anyw

ay, d
o you think he

w
ould

 stop you from
 escaping this hellish life?’

She tw
isted

 her fingers together. ‘You d
on’t und

erstand
. To m

ove
him

 an inch causes him
 so m

uch agony. I cannot m
ake him

 end
ure

a carriage rid
e. B

esid
es, going w

ith you w
ill only m

ake m
atters

w
orse.’
‘H

ow
 so?’

‘B
ecause I’llhunt yer both d

ow
n and

 killyer.’ Farrell spoke from
the floor.

Isabelle squealed
 and

 jum
ped

 back. H
er eyes w

id
ened

 as Farrell,
w

heezing, w
obbled

 upright, using the w
all as support. She gripped

E
than’s arm

, preventing him
 from

 attacking and
 killing the other

m
an.
E

than’s lip curled
 back in a snarl. ‘You w

ill soon find
 yourself

rotting in a cell and
 be unable to d

o a thing about it.’
Farrell’s eyes narrow

ed
. ‘R

eport m
e to the authorities and

 she’ll
be d

ead
 by d

aw
n. T

he m
om

ent they arrive I’ll put a knife through
her gut.’

Isabelle bit back a w
him

per, know
ing full w

ell her husband
m

eant every w
ord

. ‘G
o hom

e, E
than. Please,’ she w

hispered
.

H
e looked

 at her as if she w
ere m

ad
. ‘I’m

 not leaving you here
w

ith him
!’

Fighting panic, she forced
 herself to talk reasonably, to silently
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filled
 the room

. G
runts and

 curses accom
panied

 the tussling and
thum

ping as each m
an tried

 to better the other.
L

ocked
 together for a m

om
ent, Farrell bit E

than’s arm
. Sw

earing,
E

than flung him
 off and

 then quickly follow
ed

 him
 to lay a right

hook on to Farrell’s jaw
.

Farrell hit the kitchen d
oor and

 bounced
 back to grab E

than by
the should

ers and
 d

rag him
 d

ow
n to the floor. W

ith a tw
ist, E

than
d

islod
ged

 Farrell’s grip and
 stum

bled
 to the table, using it to haul

him
self up. Farrell grabbed

 his leg but E
than kicked

 him
 off before

turning on him
 and

 laying a boot into the m
an’s sid

e. E
than lifted

his boot again, but Isabelle sprang tow
ard

s him
. ‘N

o! Stop!’ Isabelle
flung herself on to his back, pulling him

 aw
ay. ‘E

nough.’
Puffing, E

than used
 his sleeve to w

ipe the blood
 d

ripping from
his m

outh. ‘O
nly d

eath is good
 enough for him

.’
‘G

et out of m
e house!’ Farrell spat from

 w
here he lay spraw

led
on the floor. ‘A

nd
 get yerself aw

ay from
 m

e w
ife, yer w

hore’s son!’
E

than 
lunged

, 
fury 

tw
isting 

his 
hand

som
e 

features, 
hauled

Farrell to his knees and
 punched

 him
 repeated

ly in the face. B
lood

spurted
 and

 ran free from
 Farrell’s nose. A

gain, Isabelle reached
 for

E
than. ‘Stop. N

o m
ore.’

W
ith a look of contem

pt, E
than threw

 Farrell aw
ay from

 him
 like

a rag d
oll. Tentatively, Isabelle touched

 his torn sleeve. H
e turned

and
 his troubled

 eyes softened
 to w

arm
 toffee, he w

as puffing and
sw

eat glistened
 his brow

. ‘I’m
 sorry.’

She d
id

n’t know
 if he felt sorry for her or for w

hat he’d
 d

one to
Farrell, but she had

 no tim
e to ask as the boys entered

 the scullery
and

 stood
 in the d

oorw
ay. H

ughie took a step forw
ard

, staring at
the unconscious Farrell. ‘B

elle?’
‘It’s all right.’ She nod

d
ed

, but w
inced

 at H
ughie’s innocent gaze.

T
he enorm

ity of the w
hole situation hit hom

e. She staggered
 back

and
 leant against the table. ‘G

o upstairs, both of you.’
H

esitant to leave her, H
ughie grud

gingly ushered
 B

ertie before
him

 and
 they d

isappeared
 along the hallw

ay. Isabelle gazed
 at

E
than, tears filling her eyes.

‘O
h, m

y love.’ E
than gathered

 her into his arm
s and

 crushed
 her

into his chest. ‘I’m
 so sorry. I d

id
n’t know

 he had
 returned

. I’ve just
arrived

 hom
e tod

ay and
 m

other told
 m

e. H
ow

 long—
’

‘Just hold
 m

e.’ She squeezed
 him

 tighter, sighing into the soft
m

aterial of his grey coat. ‘I’ve m
issed

 you so.’
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calculations, relief poured
 out of her as she realized

 the child
 w

asn’t
her husband

’s. Insid
e her grew

 E
than’s baby. It w

as a com
fort to

her, know
ing that their love grew

 in her w
om

b, but it also brought
its ow

n problem
s. A

child
 changed

 things. It w
as another responsi-

bility she could
 d

o w
ithout. H

ow
 had

 they let it happen? T
hey w

ere
usually so careful... T

he stolen m
om

ents in the scullery.
Isabelle sw

ore und
er her breath a w

ord
 she’d

 often heard
 Farrell

say. T
he thought of her husband

 m
ad

e her gag again, but she fought
it. She m

ustn’t let him
 suspect. She shied

 aw
ay from

 the notion of
telling anyone, even E

than. N
o one could

 know
, not yet. For a little

w
hile longer the secret w

as hers alone as she d
ealt w

ith this new
change in her life.

‘B
elle.’

H
er 

father’s 
w

eak 
call 

filtered
 

throu
gh 

her 
thou

ghts. 
‘I’m

com
ing.’ W

ithin m
om

ents she had
 clipped

 on her front-fastening
corset over her chem

ise and
 pulled

 on her petticoats and
 grey

service d
ress. H

ow
 she looked

 w
as of little im

portance now
. H

er
hair she d

rew
 into a tight bun at the nape of her neck and

 she
slipped

 her feet into w
orn, low

-heeled
 shoes.

G
aps in the d

raw
n curtains allow

ed
 w

eak m
orning sunshine to

light the room
. From

 outsid
e cam

e the sound
s of the farm

 aw
aken-

ing to a new
 d

ay. A
nother d

ay of Isabelle trying her best to keep
Farrell aw

ay from
 torm

enting her brothers. A
nother d

ay of w
ond

er-
ing w

hether her father w
ould

 live to see the sunset.
‘D

id
 you sleep w

ell?’ She propped
 her father up w

ith m
ore

pillow
s and

 then helped
 him

 sip a spoonful of the foul-sm
elling

m
ed

icine the d
octor left yesterd

ay.
‘It no ... longer ... m

atters.’ H
e coughed

 and
 m

oaned
 in pain

from
 the action.

‘D
o you need

 the pot?’
H

e shook his head
 a fraction and

 closed
 his eyes. ‘Sore

...’
‘W

here?’
‘B

acksid
e

...’
‘I know

, Father, but it hurts you even m
ore w

hen I turn you onto
your sid

e.’
H

e sighed
. ‘So sore

...’
Isabelle turned

 as the d
oor opened

 and
 B

ertie stuck his head
 into

the room
. ‘C

om
e in, B

ertie and
 sit w

ith Father w
hile I go m

ake
breakfast.’
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beg him
 w

ith her eyes, to listen to her, believe in her. ‘I’ll be all right,
but you m

ustn’t go to the police. Farrell w
on’t touch m

e again. H
e

know
s if he d

oes you’ll kill him
.’

‘N
o—

’
‘Yes.’ She squeezed

 his hand
. ‘Trust m

e. E
verything w

ill be w
ell.’

‘Isabelle
...’

She shook her head
. ‘I m

ust take care of father and
 the boys.’

E
than strod

e to Farrell and
 lifted

 him
 by his jacket lapels. ‘Touch

her or even look at her in the w
rong w

ay and
 I’ll have you sw

ing-
ing from

 the nearest tree, und
erstand

?’
V

ictory glow
ed

 in Farrell’s blue eyes. ‘G
et out of m

e house.’
‘It’s m

y
house!’ E

than threw
 him

 aw
ay and

 w
iped

 his hand
s on

his 
trou

sers 
as 

thou
gh 

he 
had

 
tou

ched
 

som
ething 

rep
u

lsive.
‘R

em
em

ber, this is m
y house, m

y land
. You are m

y
tenant. For now

you are safe from
 a prison cell, but it w

on’t alw
ays be that w

ay.’ H
e

turned
 aw

ay and
 took Isabelle’s hand

 and
 led

 her outsid
e. In the

yard
 he pulled

 her against him
 and

 kissed
 her softly. ‘Send

 w
ord

 the
m

inute he starts—
’

She kissed
 him

 hard
, stopping his w

ord
s of traged

y and
 d

espair.
‘I w

ill. I prom
ise. O

nly, d
on’t com

e here anym
ore, m

y d
arling.’

‘B
ut—

’
‘N

o, you m
ustn’t. I beg you not to. If I need

 you, I’ll send
 H

ughie,
but otherw

ise stay aw
ay for all our sakes. I can hand

le Farrell.’ She
kissed

 the broken skin on his knuckles. ‘I love you and
 w

e w
ill be

together, but not yet. O
nce father has ... gone. W

e w
ill com

e to you.
I’ll escape him

 som
ehow

.’
H

e crushed
 her to him

 and
 kissed

 her hair. ‘Prom
ise m

e?’
‘I prom

ise.’

Isabelle opened
 her eyes and

 for the second
 tim

e that w
eek d

ashed
to heave into the w

ash-basin on the little table und
er the w

ind
ow

.
A

fter em
ptying her stom

ach, she peeped
 over her should

er at her
father w

ho slept in the bed
, grateful she had

n’t w
oken him

. She
stum

bled
 back to the sm

all pallet by the w
all and

 curled
 up into a

ball, tugging the blankets up to her chin. T
he truth hit her w

ith the
force of a ham

m
er.

W
ith child. T

he w
ord

s, the m
eaning w

ent around
 in her head

 like
a spinning top on m

arble. She had
n’t had

 her curses for a w
hile;

long before Farrell returned
 three w

eeks ago. A
fter som

e quick
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glim
m

er of hope.
H

ughie ate in silence for a w
hile before lifting his gaze to her.

‘W
hat’s to happen, B

elle?’
‘I d

on’t know
, pet.’

D
eterm

ination entered
 his eyes. ‘I’ll not stay here m

uch longer if
he d

oesn’t stop bothering m
e.’

‘B
ut—

’
‘N

othing you say w
ill sw

ay m
e from

 leaving.’
H

er stom
ach tightened

 at the id
ea of him

 leaving, roam
ing the

streets looking for w
ork, for shelter. ‘T

hings w
ill change once

father
...’

‘You think so?’ H
ughie sniffed

. ‘I d
oubt it.’ H

e low
ered

 his
spoon. ‘W

hy hasn’t M
r H

arrington had
 him

 arrested
 for stealing?

Surely he hasn’t forgotten last w
inter w

hen he stole his w
ife’s

jew
ellery?’

Isabelle stiffened
. T

he m
ere m

ention of E
than filled

 her w
ith a

d
esp

erate 
longing. 

‘M
r 

... 
M

r 
H

arrington 
hold

s 
u

s 
in 

high
regard

... I believe he w
ould

n’t like to see us ... sham
ed

 by
Farrell’s actions.’

H
ughie’s eyes narrow

ed
, and

 at that m
om

ent looked
 very m

uch
like their father. ‘You and

 he ... I m
ean w

hat Farrell accuses you of
being ... w

ith H
arrington.... Is it true?’

She closed
 her eyes and

 sagged
 against the back of the chair. H

e
asked

 the one thing she d
id

n’t w
ant him

 to. H
atred

 for Farrell rose,
blocking out all rational thought for a m

om
ent. H

is d
runken, filthy

shouts of her w
horing herself w

as often a d
aily occurrence and

m
ost tim

es she had
 tried

 to shield
 the boys from

 hearing him
, but

obviously she had
 failed

.
‘I w

ant the truth, B
elle. I’m

 not a child
 any m

ore so d
on’t treat m

e
like one.’

She looked
 at him

. It w
as true. H

e had
 grow

n into a young m
an

and
 w

orked
 like a full-grow

n one. Still, no m
atter his age or m

atu-
rity, she hated

 him
 thinking any less of her and

 being a m
istress w

as
nothing to be proud

 of. ‘V
ery w

ell, yes, I love E
than H

arrington and
he loves m

e.’
H

ughie nod
d

ed
 just once.

Isabelle ached
 insid

e for d
isappointing him

. ‘I’m
 sorry, H

ughie.’
‘So w

hy hasn’t Farrell been arrested
 then? W

ho cares about scan-
d

al as long as w
e’re free from

 him
?’
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T
he sm

all boy sid
led

 into the room
 and

 sat in the chair by the
bed

. ‘Is he better, B
elle?’

‘N
o, d

arling. R
em

em
ber w

hat I said
?’ She ruffled

 his hair, hating
to see the sad

ness in his eyes.
H

e nod
d

ed
 and

 gazed
 at the m

an w
ho hard

ly resem
bled

 the
father they both knew

.
‘I’ll call you w

hen your breakfast is read
y. H

as H
ughie gone out?’

B
ertie nod

d
ed

. ‘H
e’s m

ilking.’
She patted

 his should
er and

 left them
. D

ow
nstairs there w

as no
sign of Farrell and

 w
ith a prayer of thanks sent heavenw

ard
, she

began m
aking their breakfast of porrid

ge, fried
 ham

 and
 eggs and

a large pot of tea.
Since the fight w

ith E
than, Farrell had

 taken to d
rinking heavily

every night. M
ost tim

es he w
ent out to the public houses in

H
eptonstall and

 cam
e back in the sm

all hours of the night to stag-
ger upstairs and

 into bed
, or som

etim
es he w

ould
 fall asleep at the

kitchen table. N
ot once had

 he touched
 her, for w

hich she w
as

d
eeply thankful, but instead

 he’d
 started

 arguing w
ith H

ughie. H
e

picked
 faults w

ith everything H
ughie said

 or d
id

. So far she had
m

anaged
 to com

e betw
een them

 and
 prevent H

ughie from
 losing

his tem
per and

 trying to lash out at Farrell. Isabelle shud
d

ered
 to

think w
hat Farrell w

ould
 d

o to him
 if he d

id
. H

ow
 long she could

continue living like this she d
read

ed
 to think. A

gainst all od
d

s her
father clung to life, d

elaying her and
 the boys flight to freed

om
.

T
he bubbling porrid

ge d
rew

 her attention from
 w

here she stood
at the table cutting slices of bread

. Food
 w

as becom
ing short, as w

as
her m

oney. She lifted
 the pot from

 the range and
 sat it on the table.

A
t the sam

e tim
e H

ughie w
alked

 in from
 the scullery w

ith a bucket
of m

ilk. H
e quickly looked

 around
, she knew

, for Farrell.
‘H

e’s still asleep.’ She gave him
 a tight sm

ile and
 lad

led
 porrid

ge
into one bow

l for him
 and

 another for her.
N

od
d

ing, H
ughie placed

 the bucket on the floor and
 then pulled

out a chair. ‘O
ne of the pullets d

ied
 in the night, but the other eight

are d
oing w

ell. I think there’s three cocks and
 the rest are hens in

that last hatching.’
‘G

ood
.’ She sat d

ow
n and

 ate, surprised
 by how

 hungry she w
as.

‘T
he cocks w

ill d
o for the w

inter pot.’ It occurred
 to her sud

d
enly

that they m
ight not be here com

e next w
inter. T

heir father w
ould

n’t
last m

uch longer and
 then she’d

 be w
ith E

than. She held
 onto that
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that d
ow

n and
 get m

e som
e tea.’ H

e sm
irked

 at her outrage. ‘D
o

you honestly think I w
ould

 listen to H
arrington?’

T
he knife w

avered
 in her hand

 as she frow
ned

. ‘You aren’t to
touch m

e or E
than w

ill go to the authorities.’
Farrell scratched

 his crotch. ‘H
arrington w

ill never know
.’

Isabelle sw
ayed

. ‘W
hat d

o you m
ean?’

‘A
s of this m

om
ent, you aren’t to leave the house.’ H

e glanced
 in

B
ertie’s d

irection. ‘A
ny of you.’

T
he colour d

rained
 from

 her face. ‘D
on’t be rid

iculous. It’s not
possible. T

he anim
als—

’
‘O

nce yer father has m
et his m

aker, and
 I’ve sold

 all the livestock,
w

e’ll be leaving here.’ Farrell casually inspected
 his fingernails and

then looked
 up at her. ‘I hear A

m
erica is called

 T
he L

and
 of the

Free.’
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‘Farrell has threatened
 to harm

 m
e if E

than com
es near. I ... w

e
can’t take the risk of Farrell hurting one of us. W

hile ever father
lingers w

e are stuck here, but the m
inute the funeral has taken

place, I’ll plan for us to leave. I prom
ise.’

‘You better, because I’ll not stay after the funeral.’ H
e shifted

uneasily in his chair, his expression haunted
. ‘W

ith or w
ithout you,

I’m
 leaving. I’ve had

 enough.’
‘I know

 it’s been d
ifficult. A

w
ful. I’m

 sorry.’ She paused
, hearing

footsteps on the stairs.
H

ughie sprang to his feet. ‘I’m
 off to check the traps.’ H

e w
as out

the d
oor before she could

 utter a w
ord

.
A

s silent as a shad
ow

, B
ertie sid

led
 into the room

 and
 to her sid

e.
‘D

a’s asleep. C
an I have som

ething to eat now
?’

Isabelle let out a long breath and
 relaxed

 her tensed
 should

ers.
‘O

f course, d
earest. Sit d

ow
n.’

‘B
elle?’

‘Yes, pet?’ She passed
 a full bow

l of porrid
ge over to him

.
‘W

ill D
a d

ie tod
ay?’ H

is pale eyes seem
ed

 large in his sm
all face.

‘I d
on’t know

, sw
eetling.’

‘W
ill you send

 m
e aw

ay if he d
oes?’

She stopped
 w

iping her hand
s on her apron and

 stared
 at him

.
‘N

o. N
ever. You are m

y brother and
 w

ill live w
ith m

e alw
ays or at

least until you’re grow
n and

 m
arried

.’ She sm
iled

 at him
, hoping to

ease his w
orry. ‘D

on’t ever think I d
on’t w

ant you.’ She kissed
 the

top of his head
.

B
ertie’s chin w

obbled
. ‘H

e
said

 that soon I’ll be living in the boys’
hom

e.’
‘H

e? W
ho said

 that?’
B

ertie d
ucked

 his head
 to his chest as Farrell lum

bered
 into the

room
, scratching his stom

ach and
 scow

ling. ‘I w
ant tea.’

Isabelle’s stom
ach clenched

. ‘T
here’s plenty in the pot.’

Farrell’s hand
 lashed

 out and
 caught her a stinging blow

 to the
sid

e of her head
. Isabelle stum

bled
, m

oaning in pain. Stars d
anced

before her w
atering eyes. C

alm
ly, as if nothing untow

ard
 had

happened
, Farrell pulled

 out a chair and
 slum

ped
 into it. Infuriated

and
 totally astound

ed
 that he had

 d
ared

 hit her again, Isabelle
picked

 up the carving knife and
 w

aved
 it in front of his face. ‘D

on’t
you ever touch m

e again! D
o you hear?’

Farrell yaw
ned

 and
 d

ism
issed

 her w
ith a flick of his fingers. ‘Put
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You call m
y love for Isabelle an obsession?’

‘Yes I d
o and

 it is.’ H
am

ish ran his fingers through his hair and
,

confid
ent that E

than w
ould

 rem
ain in the room

, he d
ism

issed
 the

servant and
 w

ent to the d
rinks tray. ‘She has a husband

. You have a
w

ife. W
hat d

o you plan to d
o? R

un aw
ay together? W

hat about
your responsibilities here? W

hat about your m
other and

 C
larice?’

E
than flopped

 d
ow

n on a leather-backed
 w

ing chair that had
been his father’s favourite. ‘I w

ant her safe, H
am

ish. I can install her
in one of m

y houses som
ew

here and
 know

 that she is aw
ay from

him
 until w

e can sort out this m
ess.’

H
am

ish poured
 them

 both a brand
y and

 w
alked

 over to hand
E

than his. ‘I und
erstand

 that, of course I d
o, but you charging over

there, all hot-blood
ed

 w
ill not help her. If he saw

 you, w
ho know

s
w

hat he’d
 d

o to her? You’ve said
 yourself, he’s a m

ad
m

an.’
E

than sipped
 the d

rink and
 a little colour w

ashed
 his cheeks. ‘I

cannot bear the w
aiting. It tears at m

y guts like a knife.’
Sitting 

back 
on 

the 
sofa, 

H
am

ish 
gu

lp
ed

 
his 

d
rink 

and
sum

m
oned

 his courage. ‘W
hat if... W

hat if I w
as to pay a visit on

her?’

H
ughie sm

iled
 as Isabelle entered

 the bed
room

. H
is gaze flickered

to their father’s face. ‘Father’s sleeping.’
‘G

ood
. I’ve put yours and

 B
ertie’s d

inner on the tray and
 it’s in

your room
. G

o eat before it gets cold
.’

‘W
here’s 

B
ertie?’ 

H
u

ghie 
stood

 
and

 
stretched

 
his 

cram
p

ed
m

uscles.
‘A

lread
y eating.’ Isabelle kissed

 H
ughie’s cheek. ‘G

o now
.’

‘W
ill you be all right?’

‘O
f course. Farrell is d

ow
nstairs haggling w

ith som
e fellow

 over
the sheep price and

 after that he’ll have his d
inner. W

e should
n’t

hear from
 him

 for at least an hour or tw
o.’

O
nce H

ughie had
 left the room

, Isabelle checked
 on her father

and
 then took the chair to the w

ind
ow

. From
 her knitting basket she

took out the sm
all item

 she w
orked

 on w
henever no one w

as w
ith

her. It gave her a secret thrill to w
ork on the baby’s first garm

ent,
although she w

as quick to hid
e it in the bottom

 of her basket should
anyone d

isturb her. A
aron m

ad
e a sm

all noise, and
 she paused

 to
peer across the room

 at him
. C

onfid
ent he d

id
n’t need

 her, she took
up her need

les again and
 let her m

ind
 d

rift.
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C
H

A
PT

E
R

 FIFT
E

E
N

H
am

ish rubbed
 his finger around

 the rim
 of his glass, w

atching
E

than pace the d
raw

ing room
 floor. Fine lines etched

 the skin from
E

than’s nose to m
outh. A

colourful bruise blackened
 one eye, but

his split lip had
 healed

. H
e’d

 lost w
eight, grey peppered

 his hair
now

, and
 he w

as ed
gy the w

hole tim
e.

W
ith a sigh of resignation, H

am
ish placed

 his w
hisky on the

rosew
ood

 occasional table and
 stood

. ‘R
ight, m

y good
 fellow

, tim
e

for a gam
e of billiard

s. I have the need
 to thrash you once m

ore.’ H
e

tried
 to joke, to bring E

than out of his brood
ing m

ood
, but he m

ight
as w

ell have spoken to the potted
 orchid

s in the conservatory for all
the response he got.

E
than, frow

ning, his m
ind

 obviously elsew
here, kicked

 at a
fallen log in the fire grate. ‘I d

on’t und
erstand

 it, H
am

ish. N
o w

ord
from

 her in over a w
eek.’

‘I’m
—

’
‘I know

 she told
 m

e to stay aw
ay but I assum

ed
 she w

ould
 go to

the w
ood

 w
henever she could

. She knew
 I’d

 be there w
aiting for

her every d
ay.’ E

than banged
 his fist on the m

antelpiece. ‘I should
have told

 her to m
eet m

e there. W
hat a fool I w

as to not arrange a
tim

e each d
ay.’

‘She—
’

‘W
hat a fool I w

as to agree for her to stay there!’ E
than, his face

ravaged
 by pain, flung his glass into the back of the fire and

 turned
for the d

oor as a footm
an rushed

 into the room
 at the sound

 of
sm

ashing glass. ‘I cannot stand
 to w

ait a m
inute longer!’

H
am

ish sw
iftly strod

e to his sid
e and

 grabbed
 his upper arm

.
‘E

nough m
an! You m

ust stop this obsession.’
E

than stared
 at him

 as though he had
 tw

o head
s. ‘O

bsession?
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C
lose to m

id
night, she rose and

 lit the lam
p. H

er neck w
as stiff

and
, w

hile rubbing it, she gazed
 d

ow
n at her father. A

chill covered
her skin, for she knew

 the signs. She had
 w

itnessed
 both her

m
other’s and

 sister’s d
eaths. E

ach inhalation her father took had
 a

long pause betw
een. She began to count the second

s after each
breath, hold

ing her ow
n breath until she w

as forced
 to gulp air. She

could
n’t keep the sam

e rhythm
 he had

.
T

he tim
e stretched

. B
eyond

 the w
ind

ow
 the w

orld
 w

as silent and
black. Isabelle d

ithered
, w

ond
ering if she should

 w
aken the boys,

but their father w
as past conversation now

, past saying good
bye.

B
linking back tears, Isabelle sat on the ed

ge of the chair and
 held

 his
hand

, w
atching his face closely.

A
fter a few

 m
inutes, she realized

 he had
n’t taken a breath. H

is
chest d

id
n’t m

ove. Slow
ly, she bent over and

 placed
 her ear over his

heart. N
othing.

Isabelle rested
 back against the chair. It w

as finished
. H

e had
 left

her again.

H
am

ish lifted
 his hand

 and
 rapped

 three tim
es on the front d

oor of
the farm

house. A
fter a m

om
ent he heard

 rustling, cursing, a key in
the lock and

 the bolt slid
ing back. T

he d
oor opened

 and
 the m

an he
guessed

 to be Isabelle’s husband
 peered

 at him
 w

ith bleary eyes.
‘A

ye? W
hat yer w

ant?’ Farrell barked
. ‘Yer the und

ertaker?’
U

ndertaker?
H

am
ish stiffened

 at the insult. ‘N
o. I’m

 here to speak
w

ith Isabelle Farrell.’
T

he 
other 

m
an’s 

sm
all 

eyes 
narrow

ed
 

and
 

his 
exp

ression
changed

 to one of w
ariness. ‘O

h aye, w
hat yer w

ant w
ith her?’

H
am

ish thought quickly, w
orried

 he w
ould

n’t be able to get past
this bull-head

ed
 husband

. If they w
ere expecting an und

ertaker
then som

eone had
 d

ied
. ‘It... It is about the funeral service. D

oes
... d

oes she w
ish for flow

ers? L
ilies perhaps? A

nd
 hym

ns?’
Farrell stepped

 back, blinking and
 shaking his head

. ‘C
hrist, how

am
 I ter know

? I d
on’t care either. I ain’t paying for it, I’ve told

 her.
H

e can be buried
 in a pauper’s grave as far as I’m

 concerned
! H

e’s
her father, let her d

eal w
ith it.’

‘I und
erstand

. Perhaps I could
 speak w

ith M
rs Farrell?’

‘W
ell, yer can’t stay long as she’s busy cooking m

e d
inner.’

Farrell opened
 the d

oor w
id

er and
 allow

ed
 him

 over the threshold
.

‘W
ait ’ere.’
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For the last seven d
ays, Farrell had

 been true to his w
ord

 and
kept them

 w
ithin the confines of the house. H

e had
 locked

 every
d

oor and
 pocketed

 the keys. H
e w

atched
 the boys d

o their chores,
m

ilking, fetching w
ood

 or w
ater, collecting eggs, all the w

hile carry-
ing a horsew

hip in his hand
 should

 they try to escape, and
 she

could
 d

o nothing but observe and
 w

orry from
 the w

ind
ow

 of her
locked

 prison.
T

hankfully, he had
n’t hit her again. She placed

 her hand
 over her

stom
ach. She had

 to be careful and
 d

o nothing to antagonize Farrell
into lashing out, not that he ever need

ed
 an excuse to cause her

harm
, but the child

 required
 her protection. Farrell refused

 to enter
the sickroom

 and
 so it had

 becom
e their sanctuary. A

t night, the
boys quietly sat in the corner and

 played
 card

s or d
ice. Som

etim
es,

H
ughie read

 from
 the husband

ry book. T
heir father w

as barely
conscious now

 and
 floated

 in and
 out of w

akefulness.
A

nother noise cam
e from

 the bed
 and

 her head
 lifted

 again. She
replaced

 her knitting in the basket and
 w

ent to soothe him
.

‘B
elle?’ H

is voice w
as only a w

hisper, his eyelid
s fluttered

.
‘Yes, Father, it’s m

e. R
est now

.’ She sat on the ed
ge of the bed

 and
laid

 his hand
 on her lap and

 stroked
 it. H

is paper-thin skin had
 a

sallow
 tinge.

‘You ... no longer ... hate m
e?’

H
er heart som

ersaulted
 and

 goosebum
ps rose on her skin. ‘N

o,
Father. I d

on’t hate you any m
ore.’ A

d
m

itting it felt good
, a release.

She d
id

n’t know
 w

hen she had
 stopped

 hating him
. It had

 been a
grad

ual thaw
ing.

‘N
ever m

eant ... to hurt ... you all.’
Tears pricked

 her eyes. ‘It’s all in the past now
.’

‘L
ove ... you.’

A
tear trickled

 d
ow

n her cheek and
 d

ropped
 onto their joined

hand
s. She bent over and

 kissed
 his forehead

. ‘A
nd

 I love you.’
H

e looked
 at her for a m

om
ent, his pale eyes, the m

irror of her
ow

n, glow
ed

 w
ith a special m

essage of love and
 then slow

ly his
eyelid

s closed
.

She w
ent and

 fetched
 her chair and

 sat d
ow

n besid
e the bed

,
hold

ing his hand
 as he slept. O

utsid
e the w

ind
ow

 the shad
ow

s
lengthened

 and
 tw

ilight called
 the bird

s to roost. Isabelle snatched
a few

 m
inutes of sleep betw

een her father’s tw
itching and

 the boys
com

ing in to ad
d

 w
ood

 to the fire and
 bring her cups of tea.
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gave a little shake of her head
 as if to clear her m

ind
. ‘I m

ustn’t bore
you w

ith such things.’ 
‘You d

on’t bore m
e in the least.’ H

e sm
iled

. ‘E
than w

orries and
,

after his last confrontation w
ith your husband

, I felt it best that he
rem

ains at B
racken H

all. H
e d

oes not know
 about your father, and

I know
 he w

ould
 w

ant m
e to help you in any w

ay I can.’
She blinked

 back tears and
 stared

 straight ahead
. ‘Farrell refuses

to give m
e any m

oney. I d
on’t even know

 if he has m
oney, though

he d
id

 sell all the sheep yesterd
ay, but they haven’t been taken yet.

I’m
 

gu
essing 

he’d
 

likely 
receive 

the 
m

oney 
w

hen 
they 

are
collected

.’
H

am
ish nod

d
ed

 and
 rem

ained
 silent, instinctively know

ing she
need

ed
 to talk, to think things through aloud

.
Isabelle sighed

, a long sad
 sigh that pulled

 at H
am

ish’s heart. ‘I
fear m

y father w
ill lie in an unm

arked
 pauper’s grave. A

s bad
 as

M
rs Peacock’s establishm

ent w
as, she allow

ed
 the d

ead
 a cross w

ith
their nam

e on it. I w
ould

 like for Father to lie next to M
other and

Sally.’
H

e had
 no id

ea w
ho M

rs Peacock w
as or anything about her

establishm
ent, but the d

epth of her unhappiness m
ad

e him
 w

ant to
hold

 her to him
 and

 prom
ise her the w

orld
, anything she d

esired
just to take aw

ay the pain from
 her eyes. Instead

, he lightly touched
her hand

 w
here it rested

 on top of the gate. ‘I w
ill help you.’

She lifted
 her gaze to him

 and
 frow

ned
. ‘Farrell w

ill never allow
E

than to—
’

‘N
o, you m

isund
erstand

 m
e.’ H

e stared
 into her eyes, captivated

by the shad
ow

 of her soul he saw
 there. ‘I, m

e, alone w
ill help you

bury your father.’
‘You?’
H

e nod
d

ed
, eager to please her, to have her need

 and
 d

epend
 on

him
 like she need

ed
 and

 d
epend

ed
 on E

than.
‘B

ut you d
on’t approve of m

e.’
‘L

et m
e help you, I beg you.’ H

am
ish searched

 his coat pockets
and

 brought out a sm
all leather pouch. H

e gave it to her. ‘I believe
there are three or four guineas in there. Perhaps m

ore. U
se them

.’
Isabelle gasped

, her eyes w
id

ened
. ‘B

ut I cannot repay you.’
‘I d

o not need
 repaying.’ H

e took her hand
, kissed

 it and
 w

as
rew

ard
ed

 by the relief in her eyes, the tend
er sm

ile of thanks on her
lips. ‘I w

ill call again. Soon.’
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A
s Farrell d

isappeared
 d

ow
n the far end

 and
 closed

 the d
oor,

H
am

ish glanced
 around

 the d
im

 hallw
ay. H

e sm
elt d

am
p. H

is
quick thinking had

 got him
 insid

e, but now
 the reality sank in.

Isabelle’s father had
 d

ied
 and

 she’d
 be in m

ourning. W
ould

 she
w

ant to see him
? She’d

 be expecting som
eone from

 the church.
T

he d
oor opened

 from
 the kitchen and

 Isabelle stepped
 through.

H
er eyes w

id
ened

 w
hen she saw

 him
. N

ot w
anting her to w

ith-
d

raw
, H

am
ish sm

iled
 and

 hoped
 his eyes told

 her he cam
e as her

friend
. ‘M

rs Farrell. M
y sym

pathies to you and
 your fam

ily.’
She faltered

, her pale eyes show
ing her uncertainty, and

 then she
gathered

 
herself 

and
 

cam
e 

tow
ard

s 
him

. 
‘T

hank 
you

, 
M

r
M

acG
regor.’

H
am

ish let go of a pent-up breath and
 held

 out his hand
, w

as
pleased

 w
hen she took it. ‘Shall w

e d
iscuss your need

s outsid
e? T

he
d

ay is not too cold
 and

 the w
ind

 has d
ropped

.’
‘V

ery w
ell.’ She nod

d
ed

 and
 took d

ow
n a shaw

l hanging from
 a

hook on the back of the d
oor. It alarm

ed
 H

am
ish how

 thin she w
as

and
 the m

uch-w
orn black garm

ents of m
ourning d

id
 nothing to

give her colour. Ind
eed

, they only ad
d

ed
 to her w

an appearance.
D

ark shad
ow

s bruised
 und

er her eyes.
In silence, they w

alked
 to the front gate. T

he carriage stood
 in the

d
rive and

 B
row

n inclined
 his head

 to Isabelle. H
am

ish stopped
 and

looked
 out over the road

 and
 into the d

istance. Flat field
s spread

 as
far as he could

 see. H
e w

as very aw
are of her stand

ing besid
e him

.
H

e realized
 he tow

ered
 over her and

 fought the instinct to crouch
so she w

ould
n’t be intim

id
ated

. Sud
d

enly, he recalled
 their last

conversation and
 knew

 she w
ould

 never feel that w
ay w

ith him
.

She had
 cut him

 d
ow

n w
ith w

ord
s and

 a sim
ple, unforgiving glare.

A
n unfam

iliar thud
 changed

 the rhythm
 of his heartbeat. H

e never
w

anted
 her to look at him

 that w
ay again. Sham

e filled
 him

 at the
thought. W

hat d
id

 it m
atter how

 she looked
 at him

? She w
ould

never be his.
‘E

than sent you, d
id

n’t he?’ H
er voice w

as soft, d
elicate, unlike

the first tim
e they m

et.
‘I offered

 to call on you. To save E
than from

 him
self. H

is tem
per

w
ould

 rule him
 the m

om
ent he saw

 your husband
.’

‘You speak the truth and
, to m

y sham
e, I cannot cope w

ith m
ore

... upheaval at the m
om

ent even though m
y d

esire to see E
than is

very strong. M
y brothers need

 m
e, especially since Farrell...’ She
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‘A
w

ay?’ She blinked
 rapid

ly. H
er heart pound

ed
. ‘A

w
ay w

here?’
‘W

e need
 a bit m

ore capital for A
m

erica.’ H
e bit into the bread

and
 chew

ed
. ‘T

he sale of the anim
als w

on’t bring in enough fund
s.

So, I need
 to try m

e hand
 at a few

 things.’
‘You’re going to steal?’
H

e gulped
 d

ow
n the last of his bread

 and
 stood

. ‘Steal, poach,
w

hich ever takes m
e fancy.’ Farrell shrugged

, not caring. ‘Peacock
here w

ill keep an eye on yer w
hile I’m

 gone.’ H
e w

ent into the
scullery and

 the lard
er.

T
he boys entered

 the kitchen and
 H

ughie checked
 his step as he

realized
 w

ho sat at the table. ‘B
elle? W

hat’s he
d

oing here?’ H
ughie

cam
e straight to her sid

e and
 B

ertie follow
ed

 close behind
.

Isabelle felt sick, her stom
ach churned

. ‘H
e’s sud

d
enly becom

e
Farrell’s friend

,’ she sneered
. ‘H

e’s here to w
atch us w

hile Farrell
goes aw

ay.’
Farrell strod

e in, stuffing a sm
all sack w

ith the last of her ham
and

 a sm
all tart. ‘I’ll be gone about three d

ays.’ H
e paused

 and
glared

 at the boys. ‘Peacock know
s w

hat’s w
hat. H

e’ll not put up
w

ith yer nonsense. I’ve told
 him

 to crack yer skulls if yer try any
funny business and

 if he lets you escape then I’ll crack his
skull!’

B
ertie hud

d
led

 by Isabelle’s chair and
 his frightened

 face sent her
into a fury. She jerked

 up from
 her chair and

 flew
 around

 the table
to slap Farrell’s surprised

 face before she realized
 she’d

 d
one it.

‘B
itch!’ H

e w
ent to hit her but she stepped

 back quickly, bum
p-

ing into N
eville, w

ho’d
 stood

 and
 now

 staggered
, but kept both

him
self and

 her upright.
A

s Farrell ad
vanced

, N
eville raised

 his hand
. ‘N

o. D
on’t m

ark
her any m

ore. If H
arrington com

es he’ll think I’ve d
one it and

 I
ain’t’ takin’ your beating.’

Farrell stopped
 a foot from

 them
. H

is breath cam
e in short puffs.

‘She need
s puttin’ in her place!’

‘A
ye, w

ell, you can leave that to m
e. I’ll enjoy it.’ N

eville grinned
and

 pushed
 Isabelle back tow

ard
s the range on the other sid

e of the
table.

G
rabbing his coat off the hook on the back d

oor, Farrell glared
 at

her and
 then lunged

 for B
ertie. T

he boy squealed
.

‘G
et your hand

s off him
!’ H

ughie ran for Farrell, but the old
er

m
an raised

 his fist.
‘Take one m

ore step and
 I’ll squash his nose over his face.’
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Isabelle fold
ed

 her arm
s on the table and

 laid
 her head

 on them
. T

he
boys w

ere upstairs changing out of their w
et clothes. She knew

 she
should

 d
o the sam

e, but d
id

n’t have the energy to m
ount the stairs.

Tired
ness w

eighed
 d

ow
n her lim

bs. H
er stom

ach grow
led

, forcing
her to think of the child

 she carried
 and

, w
ith the pace of a snail she

rose and
 set about m

aking a pot of tea and
 slicing the bread

.
O

utsid
e the rain continued

 to batter against the w
ind

ow
s and

 she
shud

d
ered

 to think w
hat foul m

ood
 Farrell w

ould
 be in w

hen he
cam

e insid
e from

 putting the horse aw
ay.

A
t least they had

 buried
 her father w

ithout turm
oil. Farrell’s

constant vigil over them
 failed

 to affect her tod
ay. W

hether he
guard

ed
 them

 like a gaoler or not w
asn’t the issue as she w

atched
the coffin being low

ered
 into the ground

. In church, she prayed
 for

her d
eparted

 fam
ily but also prayed

 hard
er for her freed

om
. M

r
M

acG
regor’s m

oney had
 bought a d

ecent funeral and
, d

ue to her
prud

ence, a few
 shillings left over now

 jingled
 in her skirt pocket.

A
fter several quarrels, Farrell allow

ed
 and

 believed
 the funeral bill

to be sent to E
than. It had

 given her som
e com

fort to see M
r

M
acG

regor 
stand

ing 
ou

tsid
e 

the 
chu

rch 
tod

ay. 
Farrell 

had
n’t

thought anything by it, still presum
ing he w

as a church w
ard

en, but
to her, it been a sign that she w

asn’t alone in the w
orld

.
T

he d
oor banged

 open and
 she closed

 her eyes. Farrell never d
id

anything quietly. ‘I hope yer’ve d
one enough for an extra guest?’

Farrell laughed
.

H
er eyes snapped

 open, as d
id

 her m
outh. Farrell grinned

 at her
and

 next to him
, looking pleased

 w
ith him

self, stood
 N

eville
Peacock. ‘W

-W
hat is he

d
oing here?’

Farrell pulled
 out a chair and

 flopped
 d

ow
n onto it, ind

icating to
N

eville to d
o the sam

e. ‘H
e’s staying a w

hile.’
A

w
ave of d

izziness w
ashed

 over her and
 she groped

 for a chair.
‘You aren’t serious.’

‘Ind
eed

 I am
, W

ife.’
‘I d

on’t und
erstand

.’ She stared
 from

 one to the other. ‘You and
he

...’
‘A

re now
 friend

s.’ Farrell took a piece of bread
 and

 applied
 a

liberal spread
 of pickled

 onions to it. ‘H
e’s keepin’ an eye on yer

w
hile I’m

 aw
ay.’
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I should
 have know

n better that she w
ould

n’t d
o anything in kind

-
ness regard

ing m
e.’

H
e looked

 aw
ay. ‘She w

as jealous.’
‘O

f m
e?’ Isabelle laughed

 w
ithout hum

our. ‘W
hat could

 she be
jealous of?’

‘H
ow

 I felt about you.’ A
flush crept up his neck. H

e scored
 into

the table surface w
ith his fingernail. ‘E

verything w
ould

 have been
so d

ifferent if only you had
n’t rejected

 m
e.’

Isabelle closed
 her eyes and

 a single tear ran d
ow

n her cheek. N
o

w
ord

s could
 alter the situation or und

o the hurt. A
fter a m

om
ent,

she sniffed
 and

 straightened
. W

allow
ing w

ould
n’t d

o her any good
either. ‘I’m

 going out, H
ughie. I w

on’t be long.’
‘N

o, B
elle.’ N

eville barred
 her w

ay. ‘I can’t let you go.’
H

er lip curled
 back in a snarl. H

e easily caught her hand
s as they

cam
e up to rip his face. T

hey struggled
 for a m

om
ent, but she soon

gave up, know
ing she could

n’t risk hurting the baby. H
ughie had

tried
 to rise, but lost all rem

aining colour w
ith the m

ovem
ent and

w
ith a grunt collapsed

 back d
ow

n on the chair. Isabelle flung off
N

eville’s restraint and
 stalked

 back to the table. She covered
H

ughie’s bent head
 w

ith her hand
. ‘It’s all right. R

est.’
N

eville, w
atching her out the corner of his eye, poured

 cups of
tea, ad

d
ing plenty of sugar to each. H

e pushed
 tw

o over to their
sid

e of the table.
Isabelle peered

 at him
 over the rim

 of her cup. ‘H
ow

 d
id

 all this
com

e about betw
een you and

 Farrell?’
‘I saw

 you tod
ay, outsid

e the church. Farrell saw
 m

e and
 w

hen
you w

ere talking to the vicar, he called
 m

e over. W
e spoke and

 he
asked

 m
e to com

e to the farm
 and

 w
atch over you all.’

‘A
chance too good

 for you to pass up?’ she scoffed
.

H
e shrugged

 one should
er. ‘H

e said
 that if I could

 gather the
m

oney I could
 go w

ith you to A
m

erica.’
She locked

 her gaze w
ith his. ‘I am

 not going to A
m

erica. D
o you

und
erstand

? I am
 leaving here w

ith E
than H

arrington and
 neither

you nor Farrell w
ill stop m

e.’
‘H

e told
 m

e he hates H
arrington m

ore than any person alive.’
N

eville leant over the table. ‘H
e’ll killyou if go to that m

an.’
Isabelle’s gaze d

id
n’t w

aver. ‘A
nd

 I w
ill kill him

if he tries to stop
m

e.’

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

181

Isabelle felt that her heart w
ould

 surely stop. ‘L
et him

 go, Farrell,
please. I’m

 begging you.’
Farrell grinned

. ‘I d
on’t think so. H

e’s m
y insurance, yer see. I

know
 yer’ll not be tem

pted
 to run if yer know

 I have him
.’

‘I prom
ise I w

on’t run. I prom
ise.’ She clasped

 her hand
s together,

fighting to stay calm
. ‘H

e’s only a little boy. You d
on’t need

 him
.’

‘Take m
e instead

,’ H
ughie d

em
and

ed
, glaring at him

. ‘I can live
rough better than he can.’

Farrell laughed
 and

 plucked
 B

ertie’s coat from
 a hook. ‘Yer think

I’m
 stupid

? I know
 yer’d

 open yer m
outh the first chance yer got.

N
o, this little chap suits m

e fine.’ H
e gave him

 his coat as though
they w

ere going on a Sund
ay afternoon picnic.

‘P
lease, d

on’t take him
,’ Isabelle cried

, gripping the chair, w
ant-

ing to throw
 it at her husband

’s head
. ‘L

et him
 go! Take m

e if you
m

ust.’
Bertie struggled against Farrell’s grip and received a clout around

the ear for his troubles. H
ughie reached out to snatch Bertie back and

in a split second, Farrell kicked him
 in the groin. G

asping, H
ughie

buckled to the floor. Isabelle ran to his side as he lay groaning.
Farrell glared

 at them
 in trium

ph. ‘Yer think yer’ve got it hard
here, just yer w

ait until w
e get ter A

m
erica. Yer life w

on’t be w
orth

livin’.’ W
ith that he pushed

 a sobbing B
ertie out of the kitchen and

slam
m

ed
 the d

oor.
N

eville, hesitant and
 w

ary, inched
 forw

ard
 and

 helped
 H

ughie
up and

 onto a chair. Isabelle crum
pled

 onto a footstool by the d
oor.

‘I’ll m
ake tea,’ N

eville offered
 and

 w
ent to the range and

 placed
 the

black kettle on the hob plate.
For a short tim

e, the only sound
 in the room

 w
as of H

ughie suck-
ing in gulps of air and

 the m
uted

 noise of the fire shifting. Stunned
beyond

 belief, Isabelle sat as still as a statue and
 let her m

ind
 sw

arm
w

ith the know
led

ge that Farrell had
 d

isappeared
 to G

od
 know

s
w

here w
ith her little brother. She rocked

 herself in agony.
‘W

hy d
id

 you m
arry him

, B
elle?’

N
eville’s question brought her head

 up to stare at him
. H

atred
and

 d
espair filled

 her. ‘To get aw
ay from

 you!’
‘A

nd
 you think I w

ould
 have treated

 you w
orse than he d

oes?’
‘I d

id
n’t know

 that at the tim
e, d

id
 I?’ She w

rapped
 her arm

s
tightly around

 her m
id

d
le to stop herself from

 scratching his eyes
out. ‘I w

as the biggest fool. I trusted
 your she-d

evil of a m
other, but
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hurled
 herself into his arm

s.
‘H

old
 m

e!’ H
er sobs shook her bod

y and
 she clung to him

, grab-
bing fistfuls of his jacket. She buried

 her head
 into his chest.

‘H
ush, m

y love. I’m
 here.’ H

e sm
oothed

 her hair and
 noticed

 it
w

as lank and
 tangled

. H
e tried

 to pull back to see her properly.
‘Isabelle

...’
‘It’s been aw

ful.’ She w
as crying so hard

 he could
 barely und

er-
stand

 her.
‘M

y love.’ Forcing her from
 him

, he gasped
 as he searched

 her
gaunt face. She w

as terribly thin and
 fragile-looking. A

nger so sw
ift

and
 furious ignited

, blind
ing him

 to all sense and
 reason. ‘T

hat
bastard

, I’ll kill him
.’

‘N
o!’ She hung onto his arm

 as he m
arched

 tow
ard

s the house.
‘H

e’s not here.’
E

than savagely pulled
 free of her hold

. ‘D
on’t lie to m

e! D
on’t

protect the cow
ard

. H
e’ll not live to see another d

ay.’
‘H

e’s gone.’ Isabelle sank to her knees on the ground
. W

hat little
colour she had

, d
rained

 from
 her face leaving her ghost-like. ‘H

e
took B

ertie.’
‘B

ertie?’
‘M

y youngest brother, rem
em

ber?’
E

than’s em
otions sw

ung from
 rage to tend

erness. She looked
 like

a broken flow
er flattened

 by a w
ild

 storm
. H

er black skirts billow
ed

around
 her, the fad

ing bruise on her cheek ugly against the paleness
of her face. T

he light had
 vanished

 from
 her pale blue eyes taking

w
ith it her strength, her spirit, her soul. H

er eyes had
 alw

ays told
him

 her feelings and
 as he stared

 at her he knew
 she could

n’t cope
w

ith m
uch m

ore.
In one strid

e E
than w

as besid
e her, kneeling before her on the

d
irt and

 stones. H
e fold

ed
 her into his arm

s and
 kissed

 the top of
her head

. ‘O
h, m

y d
arling. L

et m
e take you aw

ay from
 here. W

e’ll
go anyw

here you w
ant.’

‘I can go now
here until B

ertie com
es back.’

‘Tell m
e everything.’ H

e listened
 as she spoke of Farrell’s cruelty,

the hard
ship of w

atching her father d
ie, the house im

prisonm
ent,

the selling of the anim
als to finance Farrell’s plans to sail to

A
m

erica, the lack of food
 and

 finally of his d
eparture tw

o d
ays ago

w
ith B

ertie as his hostage. W
ith every sentence, E

than becam
e m

ore
alarm

ed
. H

e cursed
 him

self for ever leaving her. Farrell w
as a

T
H

E
G

E
N

T
L

E
W

I
N

D
’

S
C

A
R

E
S

S

183

C
H

A
PT

E
R

 SIX
T

E
E

N

E
than reined

 in C
opper at the ed

ge of the M
ead

ow
 Farm

’s orchard
.

A
couple of goats stared

 at him
 before returning to cropping the

w
eed

s by the w
all. A

sow
 rooted

 in the und
ergrow

th by the back of
the shed

s, but other than that all w
as still.

H
e frow

ned
. It w

as early, not long after d
aw

n, and
 this w

as one
of the busiest hours on a farm

. O
bviously, som

eone w
as up and

about to have let the goats and
 sow

 out, but w
hy w

as it so quiet? A
tingle of fear held

 him
 still in the sad

d
le. C

opper snorted
 in the chill

air, uneasy w
ith E

than’s tense bod
y.

W
ith a soft click of his tongue, E

than guid
ed

 C
opper around

 the
orchard

 and
 to the back of the yard

. A
pprehension pushed

 E
than on

and
 into the yard

 itself, d
espite Isabelle’s request to not return. B

ut
som

ething m
ad

e him
 rid

e here this m
orning. Instinct told

 him
 to.

H
e stood

 in the stirrups and
 gazed

 over the field
s. E

m
pty. N

o sheep
or cattle had

 been brought in close for the com
ing w

inter. C
hristm

as
w

as only a w
eek aw

ay.
Scanning the yard

, he noticed
 the general state of neglect. T

he
quiet unnerved

 him
. H

e contem
plated

 w
hat to d

o. B
arging into the

house could
 set Farrell off. H

e jum
ped

 as tw
o chickens unexpect-

ed
ly flapped

 their feathers as they em
erged

 from
 one of the shed

s.
Peering at the kitchen w

ind
ow

, he tried
 to m

ake out m
ovem

ent
w

ithin, but the room
 w

as too d
ark.

Slow
ly, he d

ism
ounted

 and
, w

ith C
opper trailing behind

 him
, he

checked
 insid

e each shed
 d

oor. Surely, som
eone should

 be m
ilking

by now
? D

ark, silent em
ptiness w

as all he could
 ascertain.

E
than glanced

 at the house. A
flash of m

ovem
ent at the w

ind
ow

w
as so brief he d

oubted
 he actually saw

 it. T
hen, the back d

oor
opened

 and
 his heart soared

 as Isabelle ran across the yard
 and

182



not be d
iscouraged

 in this. You are to gather your things and
 leave

here tod
ay.’

‘I cannot!’ She shook her head
 and

 a d
esperate look cam

e into her
eyes. ‘Farrell has B

ertie. If he returns and
 sees I’m

 not here
... W

ell,
I d

read
 to think w

hat he’d
 d

o to m
y brother.’ 

Frustration fired
 E

than’s anger. ‘You believe I w
ill let you stay

here and
 aw

ait that m
ad

m
an’s return?’

‘W
e’ve no choice.’

‘Farrell w
on’t harm

 B
ertie. H

e’ll use him
 as a tool.’

‘You have no notion of w
hat Farrell is like. You

haven’t lived
 w

ith
him

!’ She flung herself aw
ay from

 him
, her voice rising. ‘I w

on’t
forsake B

ertie. H
e’s a little boy, w

ho is terrified
 and

 alone w
ith

Farrell. I cannot bear to think how
 he’s been treated

 these last tw
o

d
ays. It’s m

y fault he’s out there!’
A

bruptly, N
eville Peacock strod

e from
 the house. ‘W

hat the hell
is going on? H

ow
 d

id
 you get out, B

elle?’
She shrugged

. ‘I stole the keys w
hile you w

ere sleeping.’
E

than frow
ned

. ‘W
ho the hell is this?’

‘H
e’s N

eville Peacock, Farrell’s new
 helper.’ Isabelle stepped

 in
front of E

than and
 faced

 N
eville. ‘G

o back insid
e. M

r H
arrington is

just leaving.’
‘I am

 not!’ E
than pulled

 Isabelle out of the w
ay w

ith one hand
and

 w
ith the other he punched

 N
eville on the jaw

, knocking the
m

an to the ground
.

‘N
o, E

than!’ Isabelle ran in front of E
than again. ‘N

o m
ore fight-

ing. I’ve suffered
 enough of it!’

H
e grabbed

 her w
rist and

 head
ed

 for the house. ‘You’re leaving
here. N

ow
.’

‘E
than, no. I cannot.’

H
e sw

ung her around
 to face him

. ‘I w
on’t let you stay another

m
om

ent.’
‘A

nd
 I w

on’t go!’ H
er face crum

pled
. ‘I need

 your help not your
cavem

an antics.’
‘You expect m

e to leave you here?’ he shouted
, aggravated

 at the
helplessness he felt. ‘D

o you w
ant m

e to rid
e aw

ay?’
‘Please und

erstand
 I can’t be w

ith you until B
ertie is safe.’

‘T
hen w

e’ll go to the authorities im
m

ed
iately. T

hey can search for
him

.’
H

er posture sagged
. ‘W

e have no id
ea w

here they’ve gone.
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m
ad

m
an and

 need
ed

 locking up. H
ow

 she had
 suffered

! ‘I’m
 so

sorry you have end
ured

 this.’
‘I had

 no choice but to.’ She kissed
 him

 and
 he held

 her tight. ‘I
w

ould
 bear anything for you.’

H
e stood

 and
 d

rew
 her up and

 against him
. H

e kissed
 her w

ith a
d

eep longing that he could
 no longer control. H

er lips parted
eagerly, w

anting him
, accepting him

. She w
as so soft, so passionate.

H
is tongue explored

 her m
outh, fam

iliarizing his m
ind

 to her
d

elights once m
ore.

R
aising his head

, he sm
iled

 d
ow

n at her. ‘I love you and
 w

e w
ill

never be apart again.’ She nestled
 into his should

er and
 sighed

.
E

than rubbed
 her back. H

er bod
y fit into his naturally, as though

they w
ere m

ad
e from

 the sam
e m

ould
. W

hen he thought of Farrell
touching her, bile rose in his throat. H

e im
agined

 knocking the
m

an’s teeth d
ow

n his throat and
 grunted

 w
ith satisfaction at the

id
ea.
‘B

ut that is not all I have to tell you.’ H
er voice brought him

 back
from

 his tortured
 thoughts.

‘T
here’s m

ore?’
She nod

d
ed

 and
 traced

 her finger across his bottom
 lip, a faint

sm
ile played

 on her m
outh. ‘I am

 w
ith child

. Your child
.’

T
he new

s stunned
 him

. It w
as the last thing he expected

 her to
say. E

than rocked
 back on his heels, staring at her in d

isbelief.
H

er eyes narrow
ed

 and
 her chin rose. ‘You are not pleased

.’
‘N

o. Yes.’ H
e blinked

 to clear his befud
d

led
 m

ind
. ‘I d

id
n’t antic-

ipate such an announcem
ent.’

H
er expression hard

ened
. ‘You are angry.’ She stepped

 back out
of the circle of his arm

s.
‘Isabelle.’ H

e took her hand
s in his and

 kissed
 each one in turn.

‘I am
 happy.’ T

he stiffness of her stance told
 him

 she d
id

n’t believe
a w

ord
. H

e brought her back close to him
 and

 kissed
 her eyes, her

nose and
 her m

outh. ‘I’m
 shocked

, and
 the tim

ing isn’t id
eal...’ A

w
ry grin lifted

 one corner of his m
outh. ‘B

ut I’m
 d

elighted
 you

carry m
y child

.’
‘R

eally?’
‘A

bsolutely.’ H
is grin w

id
ened

 and
 sucked

 in a d
eep breath. ‘T

his
changes everything.’

‘E
than—

’
‘N

o, you m
ust listen.’ H

is hand
s gripped

 her should
ers tight. ‘I’ll
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‘A
ye.’ H

e low
ered

 his head
 and

 ate som
e m

ore.
‘W

hy?’ She stared
 at him

, trying to und
erstand

 his thinking. ‘If,
for som

e reason, I d
id

 go I’d
 still be m

arried
 to Farrell. H

e w
ould

n’t
let you touch m

e.’
‘I could

 look out for you and
 m

ake sure he d
id

n’t beat you all the
tim

e.’
Stunned

, she leant back in her chair. ‘N
eville, you

attacked
 m

e, hit
m

e. T
here is no d

ifference betw
een you and

 Farrell.’
A

red
 flush stained

 his cheeks. ‘H
e d

oesn’t care for you, but I d
o.

I d
id

n’t m
ean to d

o w
hat I d

id
 in the shed

. O
nly, you pushed

 m
e

beyond
 m

ad
ness and

 I lost control.’
‘You d

on’t care for m
e! You w

ant to ow
n m

e.’
N

eville glared
 at her. ‘T

hat’s a lie. In A
m

erica I w
ill w

ork hard
 to

give you a d
ecent life, better than the one you have here, better than

the one Farrell can give you.’
‘A

nd
 w

hat of Farrell?’ She spoke low
, m

enacing, for behind
N

eville, Farrell had
 just opened

 the scullery d
oor and

 w
as quietly

listening w
ith interest. ‘W

here d
oes he fit into your plans?’

‘I’ll m
ake sure he has an accid

ent. T
hen you’d

 be free of him
.

You’d
 like that w

ould
n’t you?’ N

eville grinned
.

W
ith a roar of anger, Farrell w

hipped
 a rope around

 N
eville’s

throat and
 pulled

 tight, m
aking his eyes bulge as he flayed

 at the
restraint. Isabelle jum

ped
 back from

 the table and
 H

ughie ran
around

 to her. She grabbed
 his hand

 and
 looked

 beyond
 the tw

o
struggling m

en for a sign of B
ertie, but the scullery w

as em
pty.

N
eville w

as choking, turning purple, and
 fell backw

ard
s off his

chair as Farrell kept the noose taut and
 d

ragged
 him

 across the
kitchen floor. Farrell turned

 his back, straining to keep his w
iggling

eel from
 kicking out at him

. In a flash, Isabelle lunged
 for the d

oor
w

ith H
ughie right behind

 her. In the d
arkness of the yard

 she
bolted

, not heed
ing that she w

ore only house slippers and
 no shaw

l.
‘B

ertie! B
ertie!’

H
ughie searched

 the shad
ow

s. ‘B
ertie!’

T
hey heard

 a faint w
him

per from
 the first shed

 and
 then a crash-

ing sound
. Isabelle, closest to the build

ing, ran insid
e and

 fell over
som

ething, land
ing on her knees. B

ertie’s w
him

pering had
 her

scram
bling back to him

. H
ughie lifted

 him
 up. T

he boy w
as tied

and
 gagged

. ‘It’s all right now
. I’ve got you.’

‘U
ntie him

, hurry.’ Isabelle yanked
 at the knotted

 hand
kerchief
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Farrell could
 be anyw

here.’
‘T

he w
aiting is

...’
She put her fingers to his m

outh, silencing him
. ‘I know

, m
y love,

I know
. B

ut there is nothing for it. I m
ust w

ait until B
ertie has

returned
 and

 then som
ehow

 I’ll send
 w

ord
 or w

e’ll escape and
com

e to you.’
‘It’s d

angerous. You’re carrying m
y child

.’
‘She’s w

hat?’ N
eville had

 scram
bled

 to his feet and
 now

 stared
 at

her. ‘It’s not true?’
‘It is.’
A

look of d
isgust flashed

 across his face. ‘Farrell d
oesn’t know

,
d

oes he?’
She shook her head

.
‘Farrell’s w

ife is having a H
arrington brat.’ N

eville laughed
. T

he
sound

 echoed
 around

 the still yard
, m

ocking them
.

Isabelle glanced
 at H

ughie and
 N

eville as she ate the tasty stew
,

thick w
ith m

eat and
 vegetables. She w

as so hungry she had
 to

control the urge to stuff herself in the shortest tim
e possible. T

he
food

 ham
per from

 B
racken H

all arrived
 an hour ago and

 d
espite

the d
elicacies that filled

 the basket, she had
 d

em
and

ed
 that they

w
ould

 eat the stew
 first and

 leave the lighter, fancier food
 for later.

She also insisted
 that both N

eville and
 H

ughie bathe before d
inner

and
 w

hile they d
id

 so, she unload
ed

 the appetizing good
s and

found
, beneath a tray of apricot tarts, a sm

all black velvet bag. G
old

coins jingled
 insid

e.
‘C

an I have m
ore bread

, B
elle?’ H

ughie asked
.

Isabelle passed
 him

 the w
ood

en cutting board
 on w

hich sat the
half loaf of bread

 and
 a knife. A

gainst her thigh she felt the w
eight

of the little bag every tim
e she m

oved
. She looked

 at N
eville. ‘So,

you are keen to go to A
m

erica w
ith Farrell?’

H
e lifted

 his head
, his spoon poised

 m
id

 air. ‘A
ye.’

‘A
nd

 w
hat d

oes your m
other think of this? I can hard

ly see her
agreeing to her only child

 going abroad
.’

‘It’s now
t to d

o w
ith her.’ N

eville placed
 his spoon back in his

bow
l. ‘A

ny road
, I m

ight not yet go.’
Isabelle raised

 her eyebrow
s. ‘O

h?’
‘W

ell, if you ain’t going, there’s not m
uch point, is there?’

‘You w
ere only going because of m

e?’
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She hesitated
. ‘T

hey ... they m
ight be trapped

 insid
e.’

‘G
ood

. T
hey both d

eserve w
hatever is com

ing to them
.’ H

e
gently 

p
u

shed
 

her 
on. 

‘K
now

ing 
Farrell, 

he’s 
likely 

to 
have

escaped
.’ H

ughie snorted
. ‘H

e’s got the d
evil’s ow

n luck.’
T

hey helped
 each other over the w

all and
, after catching their

breath, they m
ad

e a run for it across the fallow
 field

s. B
ehind

 them
,

the crack and
 w

hoosh of a hungry fire sent gold
en red

 sparks up to
the silver m

oon.

H
am

ish kicked
 at a sm

ould
ering piece of w

ood
 and

 frow
ned

 back
at w

here E
than stood

 talking to the police from
 H

ebd
en B

rid
ge. H

is
friend

 looked
 as old

 as a m
an of ninety. T

he stoop of his should
ers,

the haggard
 expression on his face, the look of d

eath in his eyes
show

ed
 his suffering. For tw

o hours they had
 searched

 the farm
 for

Isabelle w
hile futile buckets of w

ater w
ere throw

n on the parts of
the house that still burned

. T
he thought of Isabelle, beautiful and

spirited
, burnt beyond

 recognition turned
 his stom

ach and
 left a

foul taste in his m
outh. H

e hated
 listening to E

than’s d
istraught

m
oans and

 the policem
an’s d

rone of possible causes of the fire.
A

piece of w
all from

 the upper store crashed
 into the ruins of the

house, send
ing a billow

ing plum
e of ash and

 sm
oke into the early

d
aw

n sky. H
am

ish sighed
 and

 sud
d

enly thought of A
ustralia. H

e
m

issed
 the harsh sound

s of the native bird
s w

aking him
 in the

m
orning, the heat, the tropical storm

s in the evenings, the strange
w

ild
life and

 the id
ea that each d

ay he got up and
 achieved

 som
e-

thing on the station he and
 his brother now

 called
 hom

e. H
e

w
ond

ered
 if the farm

ing equipm
ent John w

anted
 him

 to buy in
L

ond
on and

 send
 back to A

ustralia had
 actually arrived

 yet. H
e

knew
 R

achel w
ould

 ad
ore the trunk he’d

 filled
 w

ith bolts of m
uslin

and
 cotton, the books, fans, gloves, the grey kid

-kin boots and
stationary. R

ight now
 he w

ished
 m

ore than anything to be there
w

ith them
...

‘H
am

ish!’ E
than’s call jolted

 him
 back to the ugly present.

‘W
hat is it?’

E
than pointed

 to tw
o other policem

en em
erging from

 the black-
ened

 rem
ains of w

hat w
as once the kitchen. T

hey carried
 a stretcher

on w
hich lay a bod

y covered
 w

ith a blanket.
H

am
ish’s gut churned

 but he had
 the presence of m

ind
 to halt

E
than’s head

long rush to see the bod
y. ‘Stead

y, m
y friend

.’ H
e
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about his m
outh and

 w
hen freed

, B
ertie cried

 and
 talked

 at the
sam

e tim
e. 

‘H
is feet are free, but I can’t untie his hand

s.’ H
ughie puffed

 and
sw

ore at the tangled
 rope cutting into B

ertie’s slim
 w

rists.
‘L

eave it, he can still run.’ Isabelle rushed
 to the d

oor. T
he light

from
 the kitchen gave them

 a good
 view

 of the scene through the
w

ind
ow

. N
eville and

 Farrell fought and
 crashed

 against the kitchen
table.

‘I’ll carry B
ertie on m

y back, B
elle. W

e’ll be faster.’ H
ughie

panted
 besid

e her.
‘Q

uickly, w
e m

ust m
ake it into the w

ood
s before they stop fight-

ing.’T
hey slipped

 out the d
oor and

 along the w
all, around

 the corner
and

 into the orchard
. T

he shad
ow

s of the night hid
 them

 period
i-

cally as they ran betw
een the trees. A

full m
oon slid

 out from
 a lone

cloud
 and

 lit the countrysid
e up like its ow

n personal lam
p.

O
n reaching the orchard

’s far bound
ary w

all, Isabelle paused
 for

breath. B
efore them

 stretched
 the flat, open field

s. T
hey’d

 have to
cross them

 and
 take the chance of being seen before they could

arrive at the w
ood

 and
 safety.

‘W
ill w

e go to B
racken H

all, B
elle?’ H

ughie gasped
, placing

B
ertie on his feet for a m

om
ent.

‘Farrell w
ill think w

e’ve gone there. H
e m

ay be stupid
 enough to

go there and
 create havoc.’ She sucked

 in a breath. ‘W
e’ll hid

e in the
w

ood
s, circle around

 B
racken H

all and
 m

ake for H
ebd

en B
rid

ge.
W

e can hid
e in tow

n for the rest of the night and
 then go on to

H
alifax.’
‘B

elle, look!’ B
ertie cried

, pointing back to the farm
.

She stared
 at the cluster of build

ings. A
bove the shed

s an orange
glow

 haloed
 the house’s roof. ‘W

hat is it?’
T

he sound
 of a m

uffled
 explosion filled

 the air and
 then another,

loud
er this tim

e. B
ertie hud

d
led

 against Isabelle and
 she w

rapped
her arm

s around
 him

. T
he orange glow

 grew
 brighter. M

ore noise
cam

e - crackling and
 splintering.

‘It’s a fire, B
elle.’ H

ughie w
hispered

. ‘T
he house is on fire.’

G
oosebum

ps rose on her skin. She w
as torn w

hether to return to
the house or flee.

‘W
e can’t go back. You know

 w
e can’t.’ H

ughie touched
 her arm

.
‘Please, B

elle, w
e m

ust go. D
on’t think about them

.’
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Isabelle opened
 her eyes and

 fought the w
ave of nausea. E

very
m

uscle ached
 from

 the previous m
id

night flight. She carefully
turned

 her head
 hoping not to d

isturb her upset stom
ach and

, in the
filtered

 d
aw

n light, gazed
 at the sleeping form

s of her brothers.
A

gainst the od
d

s they had
 m

ad
e it into H

ebd
en B

rid
ge and

found
 a land

lord
, w

ho graciously let them
 in and

 gave them
 a

room
. B

efore sleep claim
ed

 them
 B

ertie had
 spoken a little about his

d
ays w

ith Farrell. H
e told

 her and
 H

ughie that Farrell insisted
 they

w
alk everyw

here. T
hey slept rough in barns and

 d
itches and

 had
little to eat. B

ertie w
ould

 hid
e in the gard

ens of big houses as Farrell
sneaked

 in and
 robbed

 them
. T

hen, w
hen Farrell had

 enough booty,
they took the train to M

anchester w
here he sold

 it all. B
ertie’s infor-

m
ation had

 been sparse, for Farrell w
ould

n’t have told
 him

 any
secrets, but it w

as enough for her to im
agine their d

ays. Soon after,
B

ertie fell asleep and
 d

id
n’t stir for the rest of the night w

hile she
tossed

 and
 turned

.
Isabelle slow

ly sat up and
 breathed

 in d
eeply. T

he fire loom
ed

large on her thoughts and
 she w

ond
ered

 w
hat had

 happened
 to

Farrell and
 N

eville. If they had
 survived

, they’d
 be looking for her

and
, w

hen E
than knew

 about the fire, he’d
 be w

orried
 too. Sitting

on the ed
ge of the bed

, she pushed
 her feet into her torn slippers.

H
ughie shifted

 in the bed
, then opened

 his eyes. ‘B
elle?’ he w

his-
pered

, rubbing a hand
 over his face.

‘It’s m
orning, but go back to sleep if you w

ant.’
H

e shook his head
 and

 sat up, careful not to d
isturb B

ertie w
ho

slept betw
een them

. ‘Shall I go buy us som
e breakfast?’

‘Yes.’ From
 her skirt pocket she took out the little bag of coins.
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gripped
 E

than’s should
ers so hard

 he could
 feel his bones. ‘L

et m
e.’

E
than turned

 aw
ay and

 retched
 into the bushes besid

e the d
rive.

C
learing his throat, H

am
ish stepped

 up to the stretcher and
 nod

d
ed

to the policem
an in charge. Steeling him

self, H
am

ish held
 his

breath as the policem
an gently fold

ed
 back the blanket. T

he sm
ell

of charred
 flesh seared

 his nostrils. T
he victim

’s face w
as only burnt

on one sid
e, leaving the left sid

e unm
arked

. A
m

an. A
m

an w
ith

d
ark hair. N

ot Isabelle. N
ot Isabelle.

H
am

ish staggered
 back, his hand

 over his m
outh. E

than w
as

besid
e him

 in second
s, his eyes begging to be told

 the truth but not
w

anting to hear it. Shaking his head
, H

am
ish gulped

. ‘It’s not
her

... A
m

an.’
E

than coughed
 and

 spluttered
, bend

ing over to d
raw

 air into his
lungs. ‘I cannot bear it...’

‘She m
ight not even be in there.’ H

e d
rew

 E
than over to the

carriage. ‘L
et us return to B

racken H
all. T

he constable can speak
w

ith you w
hen they have confirm

ed
 she isn’t in there.’

‘If she isn’t, then w
here is she?’

‘W
e’ll find

 her. D
on’t w

orry.’
E

than’s eyes w
ere d

ark pools of w
retched

ness. ‘She is carrying
m

y child
, H

am
ish, and

 I d
on’t know

 w
here she is or if she’s safe.’

T
he new

s hit him
 like a sled

geham
m

er, H
am

ish sw
allow

ed
 the

im
m

ed
iate d

enial that sprang to his lips and
 for the first tim

e felt a
spark of hatred

 tow
ard

s his old
est friend

. H
e w

anted
 to sm

ash his
fist into E

than’s fine straight nose for m
aking Isabelle w

ith child
. H

e
turned

 aw
ay, sickened

 and
 terribly lonely.

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

190



and
 leave behind

 his responsibilities, w
hich m

eant she had
 to stay

close by, m
aybe live in a house he provid

ed
. She w

ould
 spend

 her
d

ays w
aiting for him

 to call. Years w
ould

 be eaten up w
ith snatched

visits and
 receiving letters as to w

hy he could
n’t m

ake it on a
certain d

ay for w
hatever reason. H

ughie and
 B

ertie w
ould

 be
rid

iculed
 and

 she’d
 be called

 a m
istress or w

orse, a w
hore. H

er
child

 w
ould

 grow
 up as ‘H

arrington’s bastard
’.

She stuffed
 her knuckles into her m

outh to stifle a m
oan of

anguish. H
er m

other and
 Sally cam

e to m
ind

 and
 her pain grew

.
T

hey w
ould

 be d
evastated

 by her cond
uct. B

linking back tears,
Isabelle hugged

 herself, know
ing that she had

 another choice, a
choice of leaving here and

 starting anew
 som

ew
here far aw

ay. W
ith

her brothers she could
 start again, pretend

 to be w
id

ow
ed

 or aban-
d

oned
. N

o one w
ould

 know
 their past and

 the child
 w

ould
 be

sim
ply Farrell’s

...
T

he id
ea grew

, took on a life of its ow
n. T

hey could
 go to one of

the cities: York, L
iverpool or M

anchester. She could
 w

ork for
m

onths yet and
 H

ughie, being a strong young lad
, w

ould
 soon find

a job. T
he prospect of beginning anew

 seem
ed

 w
ond

erful and
 filled

her w
ith optim

ism
. Since she could

n’t be w
ith E

than, and
 it w

as
very likely she w

ould
n’t be for years, then she w

ould
 have to m

ake
her ow

n w
ay.

T
he d

oor opened
 and

 H
ughie entered

 carrying paper-w
rapped

parcels. ‘I bought bread
, cheese and

 ham
. I got them

 to slice the ham
for us.’

H
er m

outh w
atered

 as the sm
ell of fresh, w

arm
 bread

 filled
 the

room
. ‘H

ughie, I w
as thinking

...’
‘O

h aye?’ H
e w

asn’t really listening and
 instead

 concentrated
 on

unw
rapping the food

.
‘I’ve been consid

ering our situation. W
e should

 leave here and
 go

to one of the cities. W
e can get room

s and
 w

ork aplenty I’m
 sure.’

H
e looked

 at her as though she spoke a foreign tongue. ‘G
o to the

city? W
hy? M

r H
arrington w

ill—
’

‘M
r H

arrington is m
arried

, as am
 I. N

othing can change that. H
e

believes that w
e both can achieve d

ivorces, but I d
on’t, at least not

for years and
 after spend

ing a lot of m
oney.’

‘W
ell, if you have to w

ait, then w
ait. It’ll be w

orth it, w
on’t it? I

d
on’t see how

 going to a city to live w
ill help.’

Isabelle ate a piece of ham
. ‘W

e’ll be free of Farrell. W
e’ll have a
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‘Take this and
 buy enough to last all d

ay. I’m
 not sure w

hat is to
happen.’

‘W
e’re not going back to the farm

 are w
e?’

‘N
o. O

ur tim
e there has finished

.’ She sighed
, feeling num

b at the
ad

m
ission.

H
ughie pulled

 on his boots. ‘W
e are to go to B

racken H
all?’

‘T
here is no other choice. W

e have nothing but the clothes w
e

stand
 in.’

‘M
r H

arrington w
ill help us, B

elle, you know
 he w

ill.’
She nod

d
ed

 and
 m

oved
 to the sm

all w
ind

ow
. In the lane below

,
people hurried

 to w
ork, w

ell w
rapped

 up against the chill of the
m

orning. ‘It w
as never m

eant to be this w
ay

...’ she w
hispered

.
H

ughie joined
 her and

 placed
 his arm

 around
 her should

ers.
H

e’d
 grow

n so m
uch in the last year that he stood

 a few
 inches

taller than her now
. ‘M

r H
arrington w

ill take care of us. H
e cares for

you and
 you’re having his child

, I think. O
ur lives w

ill be m
uch

better off so d
on’t w

orry.’
‘You d

on’t und
erstand

. U
ntil I can d

ivorce Farrell I w
ill be his

w
ife w

hether w
e live w

ith him
 or not. H

e has rights
... H

e could
take m

e aw
ay and

 E
than could

 d
o nothing about it.’

‘M
r H

arrington w
on’t let him

 anyw
here near you.’

‘E
than cannot w

atch over us all the tim
e.’

‘Perhaps Farrell w
ill run off now

, to A
m

erica, w
ithout us?’

‘I’d
 like to think so.’ She straightened

 and
 forced

 a sm
ile to

banish the gloom
.

H
ughie paused

 by the d
oor. ‘I think the w

orst is behind
 us, B

elle.
W

e’ll go see M
r H

arrington and
 let him

 d
eal w

ith Farrell now
.

You’ve d
one enough.’

Isabelle stared
 after him

 as he quietly left the room
. H

ughie had
becom

e so sensible and
 m

ature beyond
 his years. She had

 d
one that

to him
. H

e shared
 the burd

ens of her unw
ise d

ecisions. T
hey w

ere
w

orse off than w
hen they left the w

orkhouse for now
 they had

B
ertie to feed

 and
 take care of, plus the baby w

hen it cam
e.

She leant against the w
ind

ow
 and

 blind
ly gazed

 out at the aw
ak-

ening tow
n. A

cart rum
bled

 by, a w
om

an sw
ept her d

oorstep, a d
og

peed
 against the lam

p-post and
 slow

ly the sun rose above the
rooftops. She shivered

. T
he room

 w
as cold

, but not nearly as cold
 as

her heart. E
than loved

 her, she had
 no d

oubt of that, but they w
ere

both trapped
 in loveless m

arriages. H
e could

n’t run aw
ay w

ith her
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T
he cab bound

ed
 around

 the curve of the tree-lined
 d

rive and
B

racken H
all loom

ed
 into view

. T
he sun crept out from

 behind
 a

cloud
 and

 shone its glory upon the grey stone build
ing, lightening

it, softening it. Isabelle soaked
 in the beauty of the house. E

than’s
hom

e. 
H

is 
birthright, 

his 
inheritance. 

T
he 

extensive 
gard

ens,
m

ainly d
orm

ant in read
iness for w

inter’s snow
, flow

ed
 around

 the
house and

 out of sight like a w
om

an’s patterned
 skirt. If things had

been different, one day m
y child w

ould have ow
ned all this

... She
pushed

 the thought aw
ay. It d

id
 no good

 to d
ream

 of the unattain-
able. T

he baby she carried
 w

ould
 never be a legal H

arrington, but
for ever a Farrell, at least in nam

e.
A

s the cab slow
ed

, a groom
 cam

e running to open the d
oor for

her. H
is face show

ed
 no expression and

 he assisted
 her d

ow
n the

step as though she w
as a queen. Isabelle fought the urge to ask him

w
hether E

than w
as about and

 instead
 w

alked
 up the w

id
e shallow

steps to the front d
oor. She pulled

 the brass ring and
 heard

 the bell
clank insid

e. A
fter w

hat seem
ed

 m
inutes but w

as really only
second

s the d
oor opened

 and
 the butler inquired

 after her business
w

ith a d
isapproving sniff.

‘I w
ish to see M

r H
arrington.’

‘M
r H

arrington?’ H
e clearly d

id
n’t believe som

eone d
ressed

 as
she w

as w
ould

 be of any interest to his m
aster. ‘I d

o believe M
r

H
arrington is out. I suggest you return another d

ay or leave a note?’
‘N

o, thank you. I w
ill w

ait.’
‘I d

o not think that is necessary. M
r H

arrington—
’

Isabelle lifted
 her chin and

 stared
 at the m

an. ‘I said
I w

ill w
ait.’

H
is gaze raked

 over her in the m
ost insulting w

ay. ‘A
nd

 your
nam

e?’
‘Isabelle Farrell.’
T

he butler’s eyes w
id

ened
 and

 he straightened
 his alread

y stiff
back. ‘Farrell of M

ead
ow

 Farm
?’

She nod
d

ed
.

T
he d

oor w
as instantly pulled

 w
id

er and
 the butler alm

ost fell
over his ow

n feet ushering her into the hall. ‘Please com
e this w

ay,
M

rs Farrell. M
r H

arrington w
ill be so d

elighted
 to see you. I’ll see if

M
r H

arrington has returned
 hom

e.’
She follow

ed
 him

 at a sw
ift pace into the d

raw
ing room

 w
here he

ind
icated

 that she sit on the chair closest to the fire before d
eparting

on close to a run. H
is behaviour astonished

 her. She looked
 around
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life of our ow
n w

ithout the d
isgrace of everyone around

 here point-
ing their fingers at us or calling us nam

es. I d
on’t w

ant m
y child

 to
be called

 a bastard
, to be shunned

.’
‘L

ike m
e.’

Shocked
, Isabelle and

 H
ughie spun around

 to face B
ertie, w

ho
rubbed

 sleep from
 his eyes and

 clim
bed

 from
 the bed

. H
e looked

 at
them

 so innocently it broke her heart.
‘I’ve been called

 a bastard
 lots of tim

es. In m
y m

other’s village I
w

as called
 T

he L
ittle B

astard
.’ H

e shrugged
 and

 eyed
 the bread

.
H

ughie autom
atically tore som

e off and
 gave it to him

. ‘N
o one

w
ill be calling you that w

hile I’m
 around

.’
Isabelle turned

 aw
ay. H

er heart felt like som
eone w

as squeezing
it w

ith a vice. She loved
 E

than, adored
him

, but the thought of
spend

ing years being spurned
 by the locals, her child

 being rejected
by society, ripped

 at her soul. She’d
 alread

y experienced
 a taste of

it in the m
arket w

ith M
arge W

ilm
ot and

 she knew
 she could

n’t put
up w

ith it ind
efinitely.

‘B
elle?’ H

ughie’s voice w
as soft w

ith sym
pathy. ‘W

hat are w
e to

d
o then?’

B
reathing in d

eeply, she raised
 her chin. ‘W

e’re to leave here and
go to M

anchester.’
‘W

hat about M
r H

arrington?’
‘I’ll go and

 see him
 now

. You stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I
can.’ T

he thought of arriving at B
racken H

all, d
irty and

 d
estitute,

filled
 her w

ith sham
e. W

hat w
ould

 E
than’s fam

ily think of her turn-
ing up like that? H

is m
other w

ould
 never accept her and

 w
ould

n’t
forgive E

than for bringing such hum
iliation to the fam

ily nam
e. A

jug of w
ater and

 a porcelain basin stood
 on a sm

all table by the
w

ind
ow

 and
 she quickly w

ashed
 her face and

 tied
 her hair. She had

no brush or even a hat to hid
e her hair und

er. H
er black skirts and

bod
ice w

ere crum
pled

 but there w
as nothing she could

 d
o about

that.A
t the d

oor, H
ughie and

 B
ertie cam

e to kiss her cheek and
 she

left them
 to d

escend
 the inn’s narrow

 staircase. O
utsid

e in the lane,
the sun d

isappeared
 behind

 a sheet of grey cloud
s. She faltered

 then
at the prospect of being w

ith E
than, of telling him

 she w
as to go

aw
ay. H

e w
ould

 argue, d
em

and
 she stay, and

, for a m
om

ent, she
w

ond
ered

 if she w
as strong enough to resist him

.
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‘W
hen they brought out the bod

y, I nearly had
 a heart seizure.’

She frow
ned

. ‘B
od

y?’
‘From

 the fire.’
Isabelle gasped

, reeling at the enorm
ity of his w

ord
s. ‘I had

 no
id

ea
...’

‘Sit d
ow

n, m
y love.’ E

than gently low
ered

 her onto the sofa and
sat besid

e her, hold
ing her hand

s.
‘I thought they w

ould
 get out ... or d

ouse the fire
...’ H

er heart-
beat raced

. She sw
allow

ed
. ‘T

he bod
y ... w

as it Farrell?’
H

e shook his head
, the light d

ying in his eyes. ‘N
o. It w

as that
other fellow

, w
ho w

as w
atching over you, Peacock.’

Isabelle closed
 her eyes. N

eville d
ead

? It m
ad

e no im
pact on her.

She w
as num

b to all thought and
 feeling.

‘W
hen they could

n’t find
 any other bod

ies I felt relief.’ E
than

kissed
 her hand

s. ‘T
hen I w

ond
ered

 w
hether you had

 com
e here, to

m
e, and

 so w
e hurried

 back. I d
id

n’t know
 Farrell and

 B
ertie had

returned
. W

hen there w
as no w

ord
 from

 you, H
am

ish and
 I split up

and
 started

 searching. I had
 only just returned

 to the stables w
hen

I w
as told

 you w
aited

 in the d
raw

ing room
.’ H

e sm
iled

 a soft,
haunting sm

ile. ‘I could
n’t bear not know

ing w
hat had

 happened
 to

you.’
She licked

 her d
ry lips and

 he leaned
 forw

ard
 to kiss w

here her
tongue touched

. R
eaching up, she ran her fingers through his d

ark
hair. ‘Farrell is still out there. H

e’ll be looking for m
e.’

‘You d
on’t have to run anym

ore, sw
eetheart. You’re safe now

.’
‘A

m
 I?’ She took his hand

 and
 placed

 it against her cheek. ‘H
e’s

m
y husband

 and
 has rights. I w

ill alw
ays be looking over m

y shoul-
d

er, E
than, alw

ays.’
‘W

e’ll go aw
ay.’

She stared
 at him

, silly, stupid
 hope build

ing d
espite her earlier

planning. ‘W
e w

ill?’
‘O

f course.’
H

e said
 it so easily but she w

asn’t fooled
. ‘A

re you able to leave
here for good

?’
‘For good

?’ H
e frow

ned
. ‘It w

on’t have to be for good
.’

‘It m
ight be. I cannot stay in this area. Farrell w

ould
 never give

m
e a m

inute’s peace. H
e could

 snatch m
e at any tim

e and
 before

either of us know
 it, I’d

 be on a ship to A
m

erica.’
E

than shud
d

ered
. ‘D

on’t even think it.’
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the room
. H

igh ornate ceilings, large paintings in gold
-leaf fram

es
on the w

alls, thick d
am

ask curtains, several sofas and
 d

elicate
chairs, a w

id
e patterned

 rug on top of polished
 floorboard

s, occa-
sional tables, ornam

ents, a roaring fire. She’d
 never seen such a

room
 before, yet she w

asn’t in aw
e. It w

as a fine room
, a beautiful

room
, but she felt no yearning for it and

 w
ond

ered
 w

hy. T
his w

as
E

than’s hom
e.

It hit her then, and
 she knew

 w
hy the room

 or ind
eed

 the w
hole

house left her unm
oved

. It w
as E

lizabeth H
arrington’s hom

e.
C

larice H
arrington’s hom

e. She w
ould

 never live here. H
ow

 she
knew

 this w
ith such intense certainty she d

id
n’t know

, but it w
as

clear in her m
ind

. T
he truth w

as in her heart, her soul. Too m
uch

had
 happened

. Too m
any people w

ould
 be hurt by her and

 E
than’s

relationship for them
 to ever be com

fortable here, to be at peace.
Som

ehow
 this m

ad
e her visit and

 the w
ord

s she m
ust say easier to

bear.
She sighed

 d
eeply, accepting the d

ull pain that accom
panied

 her
reasoning. H

er future w
asn’t here at B

racken H
all and

 it begged
 the

question w
hether her future w

as w
ith E

than. She shied
 aw

ay from
further reflection; it w

as too painful. Instead
, she let herself hope

that perhaps ... perhaps som
ething could

 be saved
 from

 this m
ess.

If E
than could

 survive w
ith not living at B

racken H
all, then they

could
 conquer anything in their path, but again d

oubts reared
 their

ugly head
. C

ould
 E

than shun his hom
e, leave his m

other?
R

unning echoed
 in the hall. L

ike a w
hirlw

ind
, E

than flung
him

self across the room
 and

, w
ith a shout of joy, d

ragged
 her up

from
 the sofa and

 crushed
 her into his arm

s. ‘O
h, m

y d
arling. M

y
d

arling. I thought I had
 lost you!’ H

e rained
 kisses over her face.

She sagged
 in his arm

s, only now
 d

id
 she realize how

 m
uch she

need
ed

 his em
brace, his love to envelope her. R

easoning w
ent out

the w
ind

ow
 w

hen she w
as in his arm

s. T
heir d

evotion rend
ered

everything else red
und

ant.
E

than pulled
 back and

 cupped
 her face in his hand

s. ‘A
re you

hurt? T
he child

? W
here w

ere you?’
‘W

e ran from
 Farrell.’ L

ooking at him
 properly, she noticed

 the
strain he w

ore like a cloak. D
ark shad

ow
s w

ere sm
ud

ged
 und

er his
eyes, his should

ers w
ere tight and

 knotted
 beneath her fingers. H

e
had

 aged
 som

ew
hat since their first m

eeting. G
rey now

 sprinkled
his hair at the tem

ples. I have done this to him
.
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W
e escaped

 him
 and

 stayed
 the night at an inn in H

ebd
en B

rid
ge.

W
e d

id
n’t know

 how
 bad

 the fire w
as or that it had

 claim
ed

 a life.’
E

than’s eyes w
id

ened
. ‘H

ebd
en B

rid
ge? You w

alked
 all that w

ay
in the d

ark?’
‘W

e had
 no choice. I w

anted
 to put som

e d
istance betw

een us
and

 Farrell.’
‘W

hy d
id

n’t you com
e here?’

‘B
ecause I w

as frightened
 he w

ould
 pred

ict such a m
ove and

com
e here and

 cause havoc.’
E

than raised
 his eyebrow

s at her in ad
m

onishm
ent. ‘A

t least I
w

ould
 have know

n w
here you w

ere!’
H

am
ish 

slap
p

ed
 

his 
broad

-brim
m

ed
 

hat 
against 

his 
thigh,

d
istracting them

 from
 each other. ‘A

ny w
ord

 on Farrell?’
Isabelle shrugged

 helplessly. ‘H
e could

 be anyw
here. T

hat’s w
hat

w
orries m

e.’
‘H

e w
on’t com

e here,’ E
than fum

ed
. ‘H

e w
ould

n’t d
are.’

Isabelle said
 nothing, but she d

id
n’t feel as confid

ent. Farrell w
as

capable of d
oing anything to stop her and

 E
than being together.

‘W
ell.’ H

am
ish’s gaze lingered

 on her and
 instinct told

 her that
w

hat he saw
 w

as of little significance to him
. H

e turned
 for the

d
oor. ‘N

ow
 the em

ergency is over, I’ll go and
 pack.’

‘Pack?’ E
than stared

 at him
. ‘W

hatever for?’
‘I am

 leaving for E
d

inburgh tod
ay. I’ve m

uch to d
o before I

return to A
ustralia in a few

 w
eeks.’

‘A
few

 w
eeks? You aren’t serious?’ E

than shook his head
. ‘W

hen
d

id
 you d

ecid
e this?’

Isabelle w
atched

 the tw
o m

en argue over H
am

ish’s d
ecision and

sud
d

enly her m
ind

 cam
e alive w

ith a plan. ‘M
r M

acG
regor.’

B
oth m

en stopped
 their heated

 d
iscussion and

 looked
 at her.

‘Yes?’ H
am

ish’s eyes w
id

ened
 w

ith interest before narrow
ing so

quickly she thought she had
 im

agined
 it. She faltered

. H
e looked

 at
her as though he m

ight not even like her.
She lifted

 her chin and
 braced

 herself for the hurt she w
ould

bestow
 on E

than. ‘M
r M

acG
regor I w

as w
ond

ering, if m
aybe, and

,
it m

ay not even be possible
...’ H

er voice d
ied

 out as his gaze never
w

avered
.

‘W
ond

ering if w
hat is possible, M

rs Farrell?’
Isabelle took a d

eep breath. ‘I w
as w

ond
ering if m

y brothers and
I could

 travel to A
ustralia w

ith you?’
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‘It’s a possibility w
e cannot ignore. T

he boys and
 I have to leave

here and
 not com

e back.’ She gazed
 into his eyes. ‘C

an you d
o the

sam
e?’

‘O
nce w

e’re d
ivorced

—
’

‘You say that as if it is as easy as purchasing a new
spaper.’ She

glanced
 aw

ay to the fire. ‘Farrell w
ill never d

ivorce m
e and

 w
ho’s

to say you
can obtain a d

ivorce so easily?’
‘I’ll fight the courts until I am

 free.’
She w

atched
 the em

bers glow
 and

 spark. ‘A
nd

 that could
 take

our entire lives.’
‘N

onsense.’
‘You d

on’t know
 for sure, E

than, and
 until w

e are free w
e m

ust
live apart. I’d

 be your m
istress, your child

 w
ill be a bastard

, not
your heir. I d

on’t know
 if I can tolerate it.’

H
e jerked

 to his feet and
 stood

 before the fire. ‘W
hat alternative

is there? T
his isn’t how

 I w
ant it, Isabelle, believe m

e.’
She rose and

 w
ent to him

, slipping her hand
 through his arm

. ‘I
know

, m
y love. I’m

 not blam
ing you.’

E
than sw

ore softly and
 looked

 aw
ay.

Tears filled
 her eyes, blurring his im

age. ‘You can’t leave here,
can you?’

H
e w

rapped
 his arm

s around
 her and

 held
 her tight. ‘For you I

w
ill d

o anything,’ he w
hispered

. ‘I m
ean that.’

‘A
re you certain you can leave B

racken H
all?’

‘Yes.’
R

elief flood
ed

 her and
 she realized

 that saying good
bye to him

w
ould

 have been the hard
est task she’d

 d
o in her life. ‘H

ow
 soon

can w
e go?’

T
he sound

 of som
eone clearing their throat pulled

 them
 apart

and
 they turned

 tow
ard

s the d
oor. H

am
ish gave them

 a tight sm
ile,

his face show
ed

 no expression. ‘You are safe then?’
‘Yes, thank G

od
.’ E

than sm
iled

 d
ow

n at her and
 hugged

 her to
his sid

e. ‘She and
 the boys fled

.’
‘B

oys?’ H
am

ish frow
ned

 at her in m
isund

erstand
ing. A

gain, he
had

 m
astered

 the art of m
aking her feel unim

portant, unw
orthy.

W
hy the reversal of opinion again now

?
Isabelle straightened

 und
er his scrutiny. H

e w
as a strange m

an,
one she d

id
n’t feel at ease w

ith. It w
as as though he d

em
and

ed
som

ething of her and
 she had

 no id
ea w

hat. ‘Farrell had
 returned

.
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Farm
 fare in the fire, M

rs Farrell? I see you are safe.’
‘T

here w
as one d

eath, M
am

a,’ E
than answ

ered
. ‘O

ne of Farrell’s
friend

s apparently.’
‘O

h d
ear, d

read
ful new

s.’
A

n aw
kw

ard
 silence d

escend
ed

 and
 before anyone could

 break
it Isabelle took a step tow

ard
s E

lizabeth. ‘If you’ll excuse m
e, M

rs
H

arrington. I m
ust return to m

y brothers.’
‘W

hy, of course.’ E
lizabeth held

 out her hand
 and

 as Isabelle
shook it she ad

d
ed

, ‘Fam
ily is very im

portant. O
ne m

ust protect it
at all costs.’

E
than stared

 at his m
other and

 took Isabelle’s elbow
. ‘I shall

escort you back to your lod
gings.’

‘T
here is no need

.’ Isabelle sm
iled

 at him
 and

 w
ished

 she could
kiss aw

ay his sad
ness.

H
am

ish fid
d

led
 w

ith his hat. ‘Perhaps I should
 escort M

rs
Farrell, E

than?’
‘N

o thank you, H
am

ish.’ O
nly, E

than faltered
 w

hen his m
other

agreed
.

E
lizabeth rose. ‘E

than d
o let H

am
ish go in your place. I m

ust
d

iscuss—
’

‘N
o!’ Frustration covered

 E
than’s face. ‘For once can you both

keep quiet and
 leave m

e alone! I love Isabelle. I w
ant to spend

 tim
e

w
ith her. W

e
have m

uch to d
iscuss. I’m

 tired
 of being told

 w
hat to

d
o and

 w
hat to think as though I am

 a child
!’

‘You are causing a scene,’ E
lizabeth hushed

.
‘It’s m

y house and
 I w

ill cause a scene if I blood
y w

ell w
ish to.’

E
than’s voice had

 d
ropped

 to a m
enacing grow

l. ‘For G
od

’s sake,
M

am
a, let m

e live m
y life.’

E
lizabeth lost all colour. ‘Is it m

y fault that I love you and
 w

ant
w

hat is best for you?’
‘Isabelle is the best for m

e.’ E
than sighed

, d
ispirited

. ‘W
hy can

you not see it?’
‘You are m

arried
 to C

larice!’
‘A

nd
 Isabelle is having m

y child
!’ he yelled

.
Isabelle low

ered
 her head

, shutting out his m
other’s am

azed
expression. Tears slipped

 over her lashes and
 she hurried

ly d
ashed

them
 aw

ay.
Slow

ly E
lizabeth returned

 to her seat. ‘You foolish, foolish—
’

‘D
on’t, M

am
a!’
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Stunned
 silence w

as her answ
er. She d

id
n’t look at E

than w
ho

had
 gone rigid

, only H
am

ish had
 her attention for his shock w

as in
his blue eyes.

She hurried
 on. ‘I w

ould
n’t be a burd

en, M
r M

acG
regor. O

nce
there m

y brothers and
 I w

ill—
’

‘You’ll d
o no such thing!’ E

than explod
ed

. O
utrage etched

 his
features. ‘You’re going now

here w
ithout m

e.’
‘E

than, it w
ill take you m

onths to settle your affairs. I thought
that I can go out there first and

 you can join us later.’ She w
atched

him
 fight for control. H

e looked
 as if he w

anted
 to throw

 him
self

about the room
 like a child

 having a tantrum
.

H
am

ish 
stepped

 
forw

ard
. 

‘W
hat 

abou
t 

you
r 

hu
sband

, 
M

rs
Farrell?’

Isabelle frow
ned

. H
e’d

 d
one it again, m

ad
e her feel und

eserving.
H

am
ish M

acG
regor had

 a shrew
d

 w
ay of subtle need

ling. H
is

poison d
arts pierced

 her skin. W
hy is it he alw

ays m
akes m

e feel in the
w

rong?
‘M

y husband
, if I can call him

 that, is of no concern to m
e.’

She glanced
 at E

than’s torm
ented

 face and
 back to H

am
ish and

 her
hope fad

ed
. ‘O

bviously, I’ve spoken out of turn. I should
n’t have

placed
 you in such a position, M

r M
acG

regor. Forgive m
e.’

‘Isabelle.’ E
than took her hand

 in his and
 at that m

om
ent they

heard
 carriage w

heels on the d
rive. H

e sw
ore softly. ‘M

am
a has

returned
.’

C
ringing insid

e at the thought of m
eeting E

lizabeth H
arrington

in her present state of d
isarray, Isabelle looked

 around
 for another

d
oor to slip out through. A

s if read
ing her m

ind
, E

than’s grip tight-
ened

. ‘N
o m

ore hid
ing.’

E
lizabeth glid

ed
 into the room

, but her step checked
 for a second

on seeing Isabelle. She w
ore a d

ress of d
eep green brocad

ed
 silk and

a sm
all black hat w

ith one pheasant feather sw
eeping along the

sid
e. H

er sm
ile w

avered
 and

 her eyes silently sought E
than for

inform
ation before rem

em
bering her m

anners. ‘G
ood

 m
orning, M

rs
Farrell.’

Isabelle felt as uncom
fortable as the old

er w
om

an appeared
.

‘G
ood

 m
orning, M

rs H
arrington.’

‘D
id

 you enjoy your call on M
rs Freid

m
an, M

am
a?’ E

than
assisted

 her to a chair by the fire.
‘Ind

eed
, it w

as very pleasant. T
hank you.’ She arranged

 her
skirts and

 then gazed
 up expectantly at Isabelle. ‘H

ow
 d

id
 M

ead
ow
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‘W
ell, m

ad
am

, d
o you like it?’ T

he seam
stress stepped

 back and
ad

m
ired

 her w
ork. ‘I d

o think the blue and
 w

hite stripe is m
ost

becom
ing on you. T

hough, if I m
ay say so, you’ve gained

 a sm
all

am
ount of w

eight since your last fitting.’
Isabelle grinned

. Ind
eed

 the d
ress w

as a tight fit now
, but M

rs
H

arris d
id

n’t know
 a child

 w
as the reason not overeating. T

hough
und

er E
than’s care, she had

 d
one plenty of that, too. She sm

oothed
the linen m

aterial of the skirt. Four inches of w
hite lace at her cuffs

w
hispered

 w
ith each m

ovem
ent. ‘I’m

 sure I’ll lose the pound
s

again, M
rs H

arris.’
T

he old
er w

om
an tutted

 and
 helped

 her d
ow

n from
 the low

-
stand

ing stool. ‘D
o you w

ish to change now
?’

‘Yes, of course. If you w
ould

 be so kind
 to assist.’ It w

as a little
d

epressing to replace the beautiful blue and
 w

hite d
ress for her

m
ourning clothes again, but at least she now

 ow
ned

 new
 black

clothes instead
 of the old

 w
orn d

ress that had
 seen her through

three funerals.
O

nce suitable to leave the room
, Isabelle collected

 her um
brella

and
 gloves. ‘You w

ill have m
y clothes read

y by next w
eek, M

rs
H

arris?’
‘A

bsolutely, M
rs Farrell.’

‘T
hank you. You have been very good

. I am
 pleased

 w
ith m

y
purchases.’

‘A
nd

 everything you ord
ered

 tod
ay is to be billed

 to B
racken

H
all as before?’ M

rs H
arris’s bushy eyebrow

s shot up in question.
Isabelle sighed

. D
espite being in H

alifax – a large tow
n w

ith
enough gossip of its ow

n – scand
al, big or sm

all, still m
ad

e its w
ay

into the fashionable shops as fod
d

er for bored
 w

ives. ‘Yes, thank

203

T
he pain on both the m

other and
 son’s faces m

ad
e Isabelle w

ant
to cry out in d

enial, to tell them
 she had

n’t m
eant for this to happen.

‘E
than

...’
H

e spun round
 to look at her and

 the look of love in his eyes
rend

ered
 her speechless. Tend

erly he touched
 her cheek w

ith the
back of his hand

. ‘W
e’ll be together, I prom

ise. D
o you believe in

m
e?’
‘I believe in you.’ She nod

d
ed

, know
ing it to be the truth and

hating herself for being w
eak.
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pleasant enough or they stayed
 at the house. Som

etim
es, H

ughie
and

 B
ertie joined

 them
 to d

iscuss the future, but m
ost often than

not, E
than w

ould
 give them

 m
oney to spend

 in tow
n w

ith B
row

n
as their protector.

B
row

n slow
ed

 the horses and
 they turned

 into a short d
rive. A

t
the sid

e of the red
-bricked

 house, Isabelle alighted
 and

 B
row

n
continued

 on to the sm
all yard

 and
 stable block at the back. R

ecent
rain had

 littered
 the d

rive w
ith w

id
e pud

d
les. Isabelle hitched

 up
her skirts to navigate them

 and
 heard

 E
than’s laughter.

‘D
on’t you slip, m

y lovely. You look too d
elightful to be spoiled

.’
H

e w
inked

 and
 helped

 her over the last rem
aining pud

d
les.

She grinned
 at him

. ‘I w
asn’t expecting you until later.’

‘Inspecting m
ills com

pares poorly to spend
ing tim

e w
ith you,

m
y love.’ H

e kissed
 her sound

ly and
 led

 her insid
e the front d

oor.
‘D

id
 you enjoy your shopping?’

‘Yes. I’ve parcels arriving this afternoon for the boys. T
hings that

they w
ill need

 for the journey.’ She unpinned
 her hat and

 then
peeled

 off her gloves. Placing them
 on the hall table she paused

 and
glanced

 up the staircase. ‘I w
ond

er w
here they’ve got to?’

D
oris, the m

aid
 that E

than had
 insisted

 she have, hurried
 along

the hall from
 the back of the house, read

y to assist her. ‘So sorry,
M

rs Farrell, I d
id

n’t hear you com
e in.’

‘It’s all right.’ Isabelle hand
ed

 D
oris her coat. T

he young, plum
p

w
om

an w
as a great find

. E
than had

 d
one w

ell find
ing such a pleas-

ant w
om

an, w
hose sunny nature put everyone in a good

 m
ood

.
‘You’ll be w

anting a nice cup of tea, M
rs Farrell?’

‘A
bsolutely, D

oris, I’m
 fair parched

.’
E

than stepped
 forw

ard
 to w

hisper, ‘W
e’ll have som

e of your d
eli-

cious m
acaroons too, if you have any.’

‘C
ertainly, sir.’ She grinned

 like a conspirator and
 bobbed

 her
head

 before d
isappearing the w

ay she cam
e.

E
than took Isabelle’s arm

 and
 they entered

 the sm
all parlour.

‘H
am

ish took the boys off for the afternoon.’
‘H

am
ish? H

e’s back from
 Scotland

 alread
y? I thought he w

as to
arrive on the M

ond
ay before w

e sail?’
‘H

e returned
 earlier than expected

, yes. Instead
 of m

eeting us in
L

iverpool, w
e’ll be all travelling together. H

am
ish m

entioned
 it

m
ight be easier for us to say good

bye here rather than L
iverpool,

but I d
isagreed

. I could
n’t m

iss the chance of spend
ing a few

 m
ore
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you, just like m
y previous bill.’ She refused

 to elaborate further to
satisfy M

rs H
arris and

 her clients’ curiosity.
T

he old
er w

om
an m

ad
e a great show

 of tid
ying bolts of m

aterial
on a w

id
e table. ‘A

re you spend
ing the N

ew
 Year at the H

all, M
rs

Farrell?’
Isabelle faltered

 in d
onning her black fur-lined

 w
oollen coat,

w
ond

ering if she should
 lie or not. It w

ould
 give them

 all som
e-

thing to speculate about if they knew
 som

e half-truths. ‘I’m
 afraid

not. I shall be sailing to A
ustralia w

ith m
y brothers next w

eek.
H

ence m
y need

 for d
resses m

ad
e in lighter m

aterial. I’m
 told

 it is
sum

m
er over there now

.’ She w
anted

 to giggle at M
rs H

arris’s
surprised

 expression.
‘You are certainly full of surprises, M

rs Farrell! Is your husband
accom

panying you?’
H

er laughter fad
ed

 abruptly. ‘N
ot this tim

e.’ She head
ed

 for the
d

oor. ‘G
ood

 d
ay, M

rs H
arris.’

L
eaving 

the 
back 

room
 

of 
the 

d
ressm

aker’s 
shop

, 
Isabelle

ad
justed

 the short lace veil on her black hat and
 head

ed
 straight for

the carriage E
than had

 left at her d
isposal, com

plete w
ith his ow

n
d

river, B
row

n. A
m

an he trusted
 im

plicitly to care for her in E
than’s

place.
‘To the house please, B

row
n.’

She settled
 back against the leather seat and

 shivered
, though not

because of the cold
ness of the d

ay. A
ny m

ention of Farrell sent her
nerves jangling. In the tw

o w
eeks since the fire, her husband

 had
n’t

been seen or heard
 of. E

than had
 people on the lookout for him

, but
so far had

 d
raw

n a blank.
T

hinking of E
than put a tiny sm

ile back on her face. H
er life had

changed
 again. T

he d
ay after the fire, on leaving his m

other and
H

am
ish w

ord
less at their reckless behaviour, E

than had
 taken her

in his carriage to a house he ow
ned

 on the outskirts of H
alifax.

L
ater the boys joined

 her and
 it w

as to be their hom
e until they

sailed
 for A

ustralia w
ith H

am
ish. A

fter a d
iscussion w

ith H
am

ish,
before he left for E

d
inburgh, it had

 been d
ecid

ed
 that she and

 the
boys w

ould
 travel w

ith him
 to A

ustralia and
 E

than w
ould

 join them
as soon as possible once his business and

 estate concerns w
ere in

ord
er.

K
now

ing their tim
e together w

as lim
ited

 they spent hours alone
everyd

ay, either going for d
rives in the countrysid

e if the d
ay w

as
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H
e gazed

 d
eep into her eyes. ‘A

m
en.’ A

faraw
ay look cam

e into
E

than’s brow
n eyes and

 he stroked
 her stom

ach, w
hich hinted

 at
the life she carried

. ‘M
y w

ish is to be by your sid
e w

hen our child
is born.’

She cupped
 his cheek in her hand

. ‘T
hen I suggest you hurry and

com
plete your preparations.’

Taking her hand
, he kissed

 each finger in turn. ‘If all goes to plan
I should

 sail a m
onth after you.’

Isabelle leant her head
 against his should

er. ‘I hope so for I hate
to be w

ithout you.’

‘D
o m

ake haste, B
ertie d

ear.’ Isabelle coaxed
 from

 the d
oorw

ay.
‘T

he carriage w
ill be here any m

om
ent.’

H
e looked

 up at her from
 w

here he knelt on the floor besid
e his

sm
all trunk, his big, pale eyes im

ploring. ‘I can’t fasten m
y trunk

properly.’
She grinned

 and
 w

ent to kneel besid
e him

. ‘C
ould

 it be you have
put too m

uch in there?’
T

he slightest of sm
iles lifted

 his m
outh. ‘Perhaps, but I d

id
n’t

w
ant to leave anything behind

.’
‘W

e w
on’t leave anything behind

, d
on’t w

orry.’ Isabelle lifted
 the

lid
 and

 raised
 her eyebrow

s at the assortm
ent of treasures on top of

his fold
ed

 clothes. E
than had

 bought m
ost of them

 for him
. Picture

books, d
raw

ings, a spinning top, a case of chalk, a ball, the kite
B

ertie and
 H

ughie m
ad

e last w
eek, string and

 a sm
all bag of

m
arbles.
H

e gently touched
 his belongings. ‘I’ve never had

 so m
any

things before.’
R

em
em

bering the d
ay he arrived

 at the farm
 w

ith her father, she
realized

 that he’d
 only ever had

 the clothes on his back. She ruffled
his hair and

 then sm
oothed

 it back d
ow

n. H
is end

earing shyness
rem

ind
ed

 her so m
uch of Sally it hurt her heart and

 she loved
 him

for it. T
hough he looked

 nothing like Sally, for Sally w
as the im

age
of her m

other, they d
id

 share the sam
e nature, w

hich w
as even

m
ore surprising since she w

ould
 never have believed

 it cam
e from

their father. T
he fam

ily had
 alw

ays assum
ed

 Sally’s quiet, stud
ious

nature had
 been a gift from

 their m
other.

‘W
hat are you thinking about?’ B

ertie’s w
hisper penetrated

 her
m

usings.
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d
ays w

ith you before you em
bark.’ H

e stoked
 the fire into a m

ore
cheerful blaze and

 ad
d

ed
 m

ore coal. ‘T
he m

an m
ustn’t have slept

the entire tim
e he w

as aw
ay so quickly d

id
 he attend

 to his concerns
and

 return here. I believe he is very eager to return to A
ustralia. It

is m
ore his hom

e now
 than Scotland

 is.’
E

xcitem
ent fluttered

 in Isabelle’s chest. ‘I am
 keen to see the

country m
yself.’

E
than took her in his arm

s. ‘N
ot too keen to leave m

e though?’
‘N

o, I’d
 never be that, m

y d
earest one.’ She kissed

 him
, but

pulled
 aw

ay w
hen D

oris w
alked

 in w
ith the tea tray.

Sitting d
ow

n on the green sofa placed
 at right angles to the fire,

Isabelle nod
d

ed
 her thanks to D

oris and
 after the m

aid
 d

eparted
,

poured
 out the tea. ‘H

ow
 is your m

other?’
E

than sighed
. ‘B

arely talking to m
e, and

 w
hen she d

oes speak to
m

e she soon d
issolves into tears.’

‘I’m
 sorry to hear that.’ She ad

d
ed

 a lum
p of sugar to his tea, a

d
rop of m

ilk and
 then passed

 it to him
. ‘She w

ill m
iss you very

m
uch.’
‘I know

, and
 I w

ill m
iss her, but there is no alternative.’

‘N
o.’ D

espite the w
arm

th of the fire, she shivered
. So m

uch pain,
so m

uch upheaval and
 she w

as responsible. ‘A
nd

 C
larice?’

‘She w
ill have a house in L

ond
on, as prom

ised
. I’m

 send
ing out

inquiries this w
eek.’

‘I am
 surprised

 that she w
on’t stay w

ith your m
other.’

E
than shrugged

. ‘C
larice prefers her ow

n com
pany and

 to not
have to listen to M

am
a’s criticism

, w
hich once I leave w

ill be
d

irected
 at C

larice for failing to be a proper w
ife.’

‘Failure as a proper w
ife.’ Isabelle m

used
. ‘T

hat is som
ething that

could
 be labelled

 on m
e.’

‘M
y love, your situation is far d

ifferent.’
‘Is it though?’ She stirred

 her tea d
eep in thought. ‘Perhaps if I

had
...’

E
than set d

ow
n his teacup and

 saucer and
 enfold

ed
 her in his

arm
s. ‘I w

on’t have you blam
ing yourself for his actions.’ H

e rubbed
his nose against hers. ‘Farrell should

 never have m
arried

 you.’
‘I should

n’t have been so eager for a husband
.’ She gave him

 a
w

ry sm
ile. ‘W

ell, it is d
one w

ith now
 and

 soon the boys and
 I w

ill
start a new

 life in a new
 country that w

ill be com
plete once you

have joined
 us.’
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although it held
 no w

arm
th, it m

ad
e her feel lighter in spirit.

Insid
e, D

oris d
escend

ed
 the stairs w

ith a carpet-bag in each
hand

. ‘I’ll put these in the carriage, M
rs Farrell, and

 then bring
d

ow
n the rest from

 your room
.’

‘T
hank you, D

oris.’ A
s the w

om
an neared

, Isabelle could
n’t help

but ask. ‘A
re you sure you w

ant to go to A
ustralia? I w

on’t be angry
if you w

ish to change your m
ind

.’
D

oris shook her head
. ‘N

o need
 to w

orry about m
e, M

rs Farrell.
I’ve no fam

ily left now
. T

here’s now
t to keep m

e here and
 I know

 a
good

 job is w
orth hold

ing on to.’
Isabelle sm

iled
 and

 patted
 D

oris’s should
er as she w

ent outsid
e.

She looked
 around

 the sparse hall, the sm
all room

s lead
ing off it,

the narrow
 staircase. It w

as a nice house, nothing grand
, but

com
fortable enough for her and

 the boys. It had
 shield

ed
 them

 from
harm

 in the last few
 w

eeks and
 she’d

 been grateful for it, but now
it w

as tim
e to go. Tim

e to start a new
 life.

W
hen they arrived

 at B
racken H

all, B
row

n took D
oris arou

nd
 the

back to the kitchens for a cu
p

 of tea as Isabelle and
 the boys hesi-

tated
 on the front step

s. She’d
 been exp

ecting E
than or even

H
am

ish 
to 

w
elcom

e 
them

, 
bu

t 
only 

the 
bu

tler 
stood

 
in 

the
entrance.

‘Is M
r H

arrington not yet hom
e?’ She asked

 him
, hovering on the

threshold
.

‘N
o, M

rs Farrell.’
‘Is M

r M
acG

regor about?’
‘A

s far as I’m
 aw

are, he has gone w
ith M

r H
arrington.’ H

e ind
i-

cated
 for them

 to go into the d
raw

ing-room
.

Isabelle heard
 H

ughie gasp as he gazed
 around

 the ornate room
and

 B
ertie stood

 so close to her, she could
 feel him

 trem
ble through

her skirts. She held
 his hand

 and
 sm

iled
 in reassurance.

‘M
rs Farrell.’

Isabelle tw
irled

 around
 as E

lizabeth entered
 the room

. M
aking

sm
all talk w

ith E
than’s m

other w
as the last thing she felt capable of.

‘G
ood

 m
orning, M

rs H
arrington.’

‘Please, w
on’t you and

 your brothers sit d
ow

n and
 I’ll ring for

tea?’ E
lizabeth tugged

 the bell-pull near the fireplace and
 then sat

d
ow

n on a chair.
Isabelle sat on the sofa betw

een H
ughie and

 B
ertie and

 prayed
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‘M
y fam

ily. T
he fam

ily I’ll be leaving behind
 in a graveyard

 in
H

alifax.’
‘A

nd
 it m

akes you sad
?’ H

e slipped
 his hand

 into hers.
She gazed

 d
ow

n at their joined
 hand

s. H
is w

as so sm
all, so frag-

ile. H
e w

as such a thin boy. N
o m

atter how
 m

uch she fed
 him

, he
rem

ained
 as slend

er as a reed
. Protectiveness overw

helm
ed

 her. She
w

as all he had
 in the w

orld
 and

 it frightened
 her. If anything

happened
 to her, H

ughie and
 B

ertie w
ould

 be alone. She w
ould

have to speak to E
than and

 beg him
 to prom

ise her that he w
ould

take care of them
 should

 she d
ie.

‘B
elle?’ B

ertie w
hispered

. ‘I’ll look after you. I’ll never leave you.
I prom

ise.’
She gathered

 him
 to her and

 held
 him

 tight. ‘W
e’ll prom

ise to
look after each other. Yes?’

H
e nod

d
ed

 and
 she felt his bod

y relax. T
his brother of hers w

as
so sensitive and

 no w
ond

er, having lost both m
other and

 father so
early in his life.

H
ughie burst into the room

, so full of energy he could
n’t contain

it. ‘T
he carriage is here!’

‘O
h, good

.’
‘B

row
n’s kept it out on the road

 as it’s so large it w
on’t fit in

through the gate.’
‘C

om
e, help B

ertie w
ith his trunk w

hile I speak w
ith B

row
n

about the luggage.’ Isabelle got to her feet and
 left the room

, sm
il-

ing as H
ughie w

hined
 about B

ertie overfilling his trunk. O
utsid

e,
she greeted

 B
row

n, w
ho w

aited
 for her on the footpath, and

m
arvelled

 at the size of the carriage, pulled
 by four glossy black

horses. A
groom

 sat up in the d
river’s seat hold

ing the reins. ‘W
e’ll

have no trouble fitting our baggage on this, B
row

n.’
‘N

o, ind
eed

, M
rs Farrell.’

She peeked
 insid

e the carriage w
ind

ow
. ‘D

id
 M

r H
arrington not

com
e?’

‘N
o, m

ad
am

, he told
 m

e to tell you that there w
as a problem

 at
one of his m

ills, a fire, I think. H
e said

 he’ll be at B
racken H

all by
the tim

e you arrive.’
She nod

d
ed

. ‘V
ery w

ell.’
‘Shall W

illie and
 I start load

ing up?’
‘Yes, yes d

o.’ She sm
iled

 and
 turned

 back to the house. T
he early

m
orning sun clim

bed
 over the bare trees behind

 the house and
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w
elcom

ed
 you into this house as m

y d
aughter-in-law

.’
T

he w
ord

s hum
bled

 Isabelle and
, bravely, she reached

 over to
take the other w

om
an’s hand

. ‘T
hank you.’

‘N
one of it m

atters now
, d

oes it? I m
ean, soon you’ll be on the

other sid
e of the w

orld
.’

‘E
than says he w

ill return often. H
e has to. H

e w
on’t let B

racken
H

all be w
ithout its ow

ner for long.’
E

lizabeth nod
d

ed
 and

 d
abbed

 her eyes w
ith a w

hite hand
ker-

chief.
T

his new
 insight to E

than’s m
other m

ad
e Isabelle w

ant to close
the gap betw

een them
. ‘It w

ould
 glad

d
en E

than’s heart if you w
ere

to join us. It w
orries him

 very m
uch know

ing you w
ill be here on

your ow
n.’ She sm

iled
, hoping to w

in her over. ‘If you cam
e w

ith
us, you w

ould
 see your grand

child
 w

hen it’s born.’
‘B

ut it w
on’t be m

y grand
child

 w
ill it?’ E

lizabeth w
ithd

rew
 her

hand
 and

 glanced
 at the fire. ‘T

he child
 w

ill be a Farrell.’
‘O

nly in nam
e. It’s a H

arrington by blood
.’ She stifled

 her spark
of irritation. ‘T

he child
 is E

than’s. H
e w

ill be a father. D
o you not

w
ant to share that w

ith him
?’

‘You d
on’t und

erstand
.’

‘W
hat is there to und

erstand
? Your son, your d

aughter and
 your

grand
child

 w
ill be in A

ustralia w
hile you’ll be w

and
ering around

this great house by yourself.’
‘I’ve 

been 
the 

m
istress 

of 
this 

house 
for 

thirty-four 
years!’

E
lizabeth rose and

 paced
 the floor. ‘T

his house is m
y hom

e, m
y chil-

d
ren’s hom

e. It w
as m

eant to be m
y grand

child
ren’s hom

e.’ She
stopped

 and
 stared

 at Isabelle. ‘Is it w
rong for m

e to think this w
ay?

Is it w
rong for m

e to w
ant the sam

e things any other m
other

w
ants?’
Isabelle shook her head

, sad
d

ened
 by the other w

om
an’s pain.

‘You are not w
rong to w

ant that. Yet, I d
on’t see your d

ilem
m

a.’ She
stood

 and
 stepped

 tow
ard

s E
lizabeth. ‘You can have your fam

ily
around

 you in A
ustralia. H

ow
ever, you prefer to place this house

above them
.’

A
blush sw

ept up E
lizabeth’s cheeks. ‘T

hat’s a lie!’
‘Is it?’
‘You know

 nothing.’
‘I know

 I w
ould

n’t put a house before m
y fam

ily.’
‘N

o, you put everything else before your fam
ily! Your reputation,
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that E
than w

ould
 return soon. She sm

oothed
 d

ow
n the black silk of

her skirts.
‘You are all read

y to travel?’ E
lizabeth asked

.
‘Yes.’
A

m
aid

 knocked
 and

 stood
 just insid

e the d
oorw

ay. E
lizabeth

gave her instructions for tea and
 cakes to be brought in and

 asked
for the fire to be tend

ed
. She turned

 her attention back to Isabelle.
‘Your brothers m

ight like to go d
ow

n to the stables? You have a long
journey ahead

, they m
ight prefer to stretch their legs w

hile they
have the chance? I’m

 told
 a foal w

as born d
uring the night.’

‘O
h, er, yes.’ Isabelle forced

 a sm
ile to her face and

 looked
 at

H
ughie. ‘W

ould
 you w

ant to visit the stables?’
H

e nod
d

ed
, perching on the ed

ge of the sofa, clearly uncom
fort-

able in this splend
id

 d
raw

ing-room
.

E
lizabeth rose w

ith a sm
ile. ‘C

om
e, I’ll have a footm

an show
 you

the w
ay.’

T
he boys left and

 Isabelle’s heart contracted
 at the sight of B

ertie
sticking so close to H

ughie. T
he poor boy w

as frightened
 out of his

skin am
ongst strangers and

 the enorm
ity of the H

all. She und
er-

stood
 how

 he felt, for being alone w
ith E

lizabeth w
as som

ething she
had

n’t anticipated
. W

here is E
than?

W
hen E

lizabeth returned
, tw

o
m

aid
s follow

ed
 her carrying the tea service and

 a tall stand
 filled

w
ith sand

w
iches, cakes and

 tarts.
‘I thought you m

ight be hungry, M
rs Farrell. I’m

 sure you’ve
been busy this m

orning w
ith your packing.’

She nod
d

ed
 and

 sm
iled

 but the thought of eating m
ad

e her w
ant

to gag. W
aiting w

hile E
lizabeth poured

 the tea, Isabelle tried
 to

sum
m

on som
e form

 of conversation to her brain.
‘You know

, I never thought you’d
 w

in,’ E
lizabeth m

urm
ured

,
offering her the teacup and

 saucer.
‘Pard

on?’
‘I thought E

than w
ould

 tire of you.’ E
lizabeth bow

ed
 her head

for a m
om

ent and
 then raised

 her tear-filled
 eyes. ‘I never expected

to be left here, alone.’
Isabelle anticipated

 the w
om

an’s anger, but not the quiet accep-
tance, w

hich w
as tinged

 w
ith sad

ness and
 regret. ‘I’m

 sorry, M
rs

H
arrington. It w

asn’t m
y intention to hurt you.’

E
lizabeth stared

 at her for som
e second

s before nod
d

ing. ‘I
believe you. If circum

stances had
 been d

ifferent I w
ould

 have
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and
 they all d

rank tea and
 ate cakes, it w

as tim
e for the travelling

party to leave. H
am

ish gave instructions for his trunks to be stow
ed

on the carriage, w
hile E

than spoke w
ith B

row
n about the journey to

the H
alifax train station.

N
ervous, 

Isabelle 
hovered

 
behind

 
w

ith 
H

ughie 
and

 
B

ertie.
E

lizabeth touched
 her arm

. ‘W
ill you w

rite to m
e?’

T
he request struck Isabelle d

um
b. ‘W

rite to you?’
‘Yes. I w

ould
 like to know

 about m
y grand

child
. I know

 E
than

w
ill w

rite once he’s over there but a m
an can never say the sam

e
things, the im

portant things, like a w
om

an can.’
Isabelle leant over and

 kissed
 E

lizabeth’s soft cheek. ‘I w
ill w

rite.’
R

elief shone in E
lizabeth’s eyes. ‘G

ood
. Take care.’

‘R
em

em
ber, you w

ill alw
ays be w

elcom
e in m

y hom
e.’

N
od

d
ing, E

lizabeth stepped
 back as E

than cam
e to Isabelle’s

sid
e. ‘R

ead
y, m

y love?’
She nod

d
ed

. ‘I guess so.’
‘W

ell isn’t this a m
erry sight!’

T
hey all turned

 as one and
 stared

.
Farrell stood

 on the law
n besid

e the d
rive. H

e grinned
 as though

it w
as a huge joke and

 sauntered
 tow

ard
s them

. Isabelle expected
her heart to stop beating any second

. She could
n’t believe she w

as
looking at him

 just w
hen she w

as to be gone from
 here in m

ere
m

inutes.
‘So, W

ife.’ Farrell sm
irked

 and
 licked

 his lips. ‘Yer’ve d
one w

ell
for yerself I see.’

E
than stepped

 in front of her. ‘Take another step, Farrell, and
 it’ll

be your last.’
H

old
ing his hand

s up as if in surrend
er, Farrell stayed

 w
here he

w
as. ‘N

o need
 to be all protective, H

arrington. I’m
 not here to cause

trouble.’
‘T

hen w
hy are you here?’

Farrell shrugged
. ‘Sim

ple really. I w
ant m

e w
ife.’

Isabelle m
oaned

 and
 clutched

 at E
than’s sleeve. She’d

 been a fool
to think it w

as all at an end
. It w

ould
 never end

. Farrell w
ould

never let it.
H

am
ish strolled

 over to Farrell. ‘I suggest, m
y m

an, that you
leave. Your presence isn’t w

anted
. T

here is nothing here for you.’
‘R

eally?’ Farrell’s eyes narrow
ed

 and
 he stabbed

 his finger into
H

am
ish’s chest. ‘A

nd
 I’m

 not yer m
an.’
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your vow
s to your husband

.’
‘M

y m
arriage w

as a sham
 from

 the very beginning!’ Isabelle
blazed

. ‘Farrell d
id

n’t w
ant a w

ife. H
e w

anted
 a slave!’

‘T
hen you should

n’t have m
arried

 him
.’

‘H
ave you ever been hungry, M

rs H
arrington, really hungry?

H
ave you ever been hom

eless, friend
less and

 so frightened
 that

you’d
 d

o anything to m
ake your life better?’

E
lizabeth’s eyes softened

 and
 she sagged

. ‘N
o.’

‘N
o. You haven’t. I w

anted
 w

hat w
as best for m

y brother and
 m

e.
I m

ad
e a m

istake. B
ut that m

istake gave m
e E

than and
 I w

ould
 d

o
it all again to have him

.’
Sitting back on the sofa, E

lizabeth picked
 up her teacup and

saucer but d
id

n’t d
rink. ‘I w

ill not d
eny you have m

ad
e E

than
happy. H

e w
as never happy w

ith C
larice. B

ut are you prepared
 to

live the rest of your life in sin?’
Sighing, Isabelle w

alked
 to the fireplace and

 stared
 at the shifting

logs. ‘It’s not the m
ost id

eal situation I agree. A
ctually, I seriously

thought of giving E
than up and

 going aw
ay. B

ut I’m
 not strong

enough. It w
as m

ad
ness to even contem

plate it.’
‘It w

ould
 kill him

 if you left him
 for good

.’
‘It w

on’t happen. I’m
 too selfish. I w

ant him
 w

ith m
e.’

‘B
eing a m

istress w
ill not be easy for you.’

‘True, I know
. E

than w
ill keep returning to E

ngland
 to gain his

d
ivorce, as w

ill I. B
ut w

ith or w
ithout it, w

e w
ill be living on a

station m
iles aw

ay from
 the nearest tow

n. W
e w

ill be happy on our
ow

n.’
‘A

nd
 w

hat about your child
ren?’

Isabelle rubbed
 the slight sw

elling of her stom
ach. ‘W

e w
ill try

our best to m
ake sure this child

 I carry is the first and
 last until w

e
are both free.’

E
lizabeth’s gaze w

as d
raw

n to her action. ‘T
hat m

ight never be.’
She shrugged

. ‘T
hen w

e’ll treasure this one all the m
ore.’

T
hey both turned

 at the sound
 of horses on the d

rive.
‘T

hey’ve returned
.’ A

look of panic flittered
 across E

lizabeth’s
face. ‘Saying good

bye to you w
ill crucify E

than.’
Isabelle sm

iled
 softly and

 looked
 through the d

oorw
ay as E

than
entered

, w
ith H

am
ish follow

ing. ‘It w
on’t be for long and

 he has
you to com

fort him
 until he can join m

e.’
A

fter half an hour, in w
hich tim

e H
am

ish changed
 his clothes
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he reached
 d

ow
n to his boots and

 pulled
 out a knife. H

e plunged
 it

into E
than’s chest and

 jerked
 it up und

er his ribs as clean as a
butcher boning a carcass. A

n anguished
 cry escaped

 E
than as his

eyes w
id

ened
 in surprise, he frow

ned
 and

 then a look of utter pain
creased

 his face. T
hen he w

as falling, toppling backw
ard

s, aw
ay

from
 Farrell and

 his blood
ied

 hand
.

Isabelle’s w
orld

 spun, w
hirled

 off its axis. H
orror of a m

agnitud
e

she had
 never im

agined
 had

 her sw
aying, gasping. She broke free

from
 H

ughie. Stum
bling, her heart thum

ped
 as though it w

ould
burst from

 her bod
y. She crum

pled
 to her knees besid

e E
than, w

ho
lay hold

ing his stom
ach and

 frow
ning as if in puzzlem

ent as to
w

hat had
 happened

 to him
. H

e groaned
 and

 she lifted
 his head

 and
placed

 it gently on her lap. B
ehind

 them
 she w

as aw
are of running,

shouting, the sound
 of a gun going off and

 scream
ing, but it d

rifted
into a m

uffle as she concentrated
 on E

than’s toffee eyes. ‘I’m
 here,

m
y love.’ She kissed

 him
 softly on the lips. ‘You’ll be fine, I

prom
ise.’ She kissed

 his forehead
 and

 brushed
 his hair back. ‘W

e’ll
get help.’

H
is gaze w

and
ered

 beyond
 her to the sky. ‘M

y ... Isabelle
...’

‘Yes, m
y love.’ She kissed

 him
 again. ‘L

ie still, d
arling.’

‘I cannot ... see you
...’ Panic heightened

 his voice.
Isabelle bit her lip to stop herself from

 crying. ‘I’m
 hold

ing you
sw

eetheart. You’re in m
y arm

s.’
‘G

ood
.’ H

is eyelid
s fluttered

 and
 closed

.
‘E

than!’ She shook him
. ‘L

ook at m
e.’

H
e groaned

 and
 a trickle of blood

 seeped
 from

 the corner of his
m

outh.
She clutched

 him
 to her. ‘Stay w

ith m
e.’ H

er tears d
ropped

 onto
his hair. ‘D

on’t leave m
e,’ she w

hispered
.

‘B
elle?’ H

ughie’s voice cam
e from

 a long w
ay aw

ay.
She stared

 up, trying to focus. So m
any people circled

 her and
E

than. Faces blurred
 and

 she d
ism

issed
 them

 all. B
ent over E

than
she cupped

 his cheek in her hand
 and

 silently begged
 for him

 not
to leave her.

H
is eyes opened

 and
 he looked

 right at her. ‘You and
 m

e. W
e

stole ... a piece ... of ... heaven ... d
id

n’t w
e?’

Isabelle nod
d

ed
, her throat tight w

ith em
otion. ‘Yes, sw

eetheart,
w

e d
id

.’
Pain m

ad
e him

 grim
ace and

 she held
 him

 closer. K
issing his fore-
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L
eaning closer, H

am
ish’s voice d

ropped
. ‘T

here are tw
enty m

en
all w

ithin calling d
istance. Still w

illing to try your luck?’
Farrell chuckled

. ‘B
ring on all yer m

en, if that’ll m
ake yer happy,

but there’s no court in the land
 that w

ill d
isagree w

ith m
e w

hen I
take m

y w
ife hom

e.’
‘H

om
e?’ E

than scoffed
, his eyes had

 nearly d
arkened

 to black.
‘You d

on’t have a hom
e. It’s burnt to the ground

. M
ead

ow
 Farm

 is
no longer yours. I’m

 taking it back and
I have the law

 on m
y sid

e!’
‘H

ave the stinking farm
. It ain’t no use to m

e in A
m

erica now
 is

it?’ H
e grinned

, show
ing m

issing teeth. ‘I just w
ant w

hat’s m
ine.’

H
is gaze centred

 on Isabelle.
She lifted

 her chin, confid
ent he could

 d
o her no harm

 w
ith E

than
and

 H
am

ish around
 her. ‘I w

ill never w
illingly go w

ith you.’
Farrell’s eyes narrow

ed
 to slits. ‘If that’s how

 you w
ant to play it.’

H
e strod

e up to her, but before he had
 the chance to grab her, E

than
and

 H
am

ish reacted
. T

hey both lunged
 for him

, yet Farrell, antici-
pating them

, sid
estepped

 and
 d

ucked
. H

is years of running from
the law

 gave him
 an ad

vantage of know
ing how

 to d
od

ge and
w

eave. H
e m

ad
e it look so easy that Isabelle felt a d

istinct urge to
laugh. O

nly, it w
asn’t funny w

hen his large hand
 grabbed

 her w
rist

and
 flung her aw

ay from
 the group. She stum

bled
 on her long skirts

and
 fell to her knees.

‘L
eave her alone!’ H

ughie yelled
, hitting Farrell on the back.

E
lizabeth scream

ed
. M

en rushed
 from

 around
 the sid

e of the
house.

‘Isabelle!’ E
than rushed

 to her sid
e, but w

ith a roar of m
ad

ness
Farrell shook off H

ughie and
 H

am
ish and

 charged
 for E

than,
knocking him

 to the ground
. T

hey rolled
 together on the grass.

E
than aim

ed
 a few

 good
 punches w

hile astrid
e Farrell’s chest

before they rolled
 again and

 Farrell w
as on top.

‘Stand
 up, B

elle,’ H
ughie said

, assisting her to her feet as they
both w

atched
 the tw

o m
en try to get the better of the other.

D
azed

, she let him
 hold

 her around
 the w

aist. T
he strength had

left her. T
he scene played

 out in front of her w
as like som

ething
from

 a stage com
ed

y. T
his could

n’t be happening. It w
as all a joke;

a nightm
are and

 she’d
 w

ake up in a m
inute. Stop it! Stop it!

She’d
had

 enough. N
o m

ore. ‘Stop!’ she scream
ed

. ‘Stop it, I say!’
Startled

 at her outburst, E
than paused

 and
 glanced

 up at her. In
an instant, Farrell seized

 his m
om

ent and
 w

ith one fluid
 m

ovem
ent
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E
PIL

O
G

U
E

Spring blossom
, all d

elicate and
 soft, floated

 on the tend
er breeze to

land
 reverently in fragile cloud

s on the lush grass. N
ature’s ow

n
perfum

e saturated
 the air and

 w
as m

ad
e m

ore intense by the
w

arm
th of the M

ay d
ay. B

ees buzzed
 from

 flow
er to flow

er and
apart from

 bird
song it w

as one of the few
 sound

s.
T

he baby, trying her best to stand
 from

 w
here she sat on the

w
hite w

oollen blanket, gurgled
 in contentm

ent. From
 som

ew
here

beyond
 the sm

all w
ood

, a cow
 bellow

ed
 once, then tw

ice.
‘Isabelle!’ E

lizabeth called
 from

 the top of the slight rise lead
ing

up from
 the back of the house.

Sighing at the loss of her peace, Isabelle straightened
 on the

bench and
 aw

aited
 E

lizabeth’s arrival. T
he soft sw

ish of skirts
brushing the long grass ind

icated
 w

hen she w
as near and

 Isabelle
turned

, sum
m

oning a w
elcom

ing sm
ile.

‘I’ve com
e to spend

 a few
 m

inutes w
ith you before M

rs K
irkland

calls.’ E
lizabeth sm

iled
 and

 glanced
 at her before quickly sw

ooping
d

ow
n to gather up the baby. ‘H

ere’s m
y d

arling angel.’ She kissed
the baby’s plum

p cheeks and
 tickled

 her tum
m

y.
W

atching, Isabelle could
n’t help offering up a silent prayer of

thanks that E
lizabeth loved

 her grand
d

aughter. In the afterm
ath of

that terrible January d
ay last year, E

lizabeth could
 have easily

shunned
 her, but she had

n’t. In fact she had
 gone to extrem

e lim
its

to m
ake sure she w

as a part of her and
 the baby’s life. She’d

 taken
Isabelle and

 the boys into her hom
e and

 begged
 them

 to live there
w

ith her. She’d
 supported

 Isabelle throughout the pregnancy and
birth.

217

head
 w

hile stroking his hair w
ith one hand

, she w
hispered

 her
w

ord
s of love to him

 until he could
 no longer hear them

. ‘Yes, w
e

stole a piece of heaven
...’
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him
 p

risoner. A
nd

 tod
ay, he w

as finally leaving them
 to sail to

A
u

stralia. Isabelle knew
 he ached

 to retu
rn to that strange cou

ntry
on the other sid

e of the w
orld

 and
 leave behind

 the d
isastrou

s
events that altered

 his life. H
e’d

 stayed
 too long in E

ngland
 and

w
anted

 to go hom
e. Isabelle envied

 him
. For thou

gh she lived
 at

the H
all, it w

as no hom
e to her. H

am
ish knew

 of a contentm
ent

that elu
d

ed
 her.

She’d
 seen him

 often in the seventeen m
onths since the accid

ent,
and

, d
espite his initial aloofness, they soon created

 a tentative
friend

ship. H
is quiet presence w

henever he called
 soothed

 her
agony. H

e’d
 becom

e close to the boys, helping them
 through

another d
ifficult period

 and
 she w

as so very grateful for that.
‘I’m

 jealous of him
 seeing R

achel again.’ E
lizabeth sighed

. ‘I m
iss

her so m
uch. W

e all should
 have listened

 to her w
hen E

than and
 his

father first m
ooted

 the id
ea of C

larice becom
ing a part of this

fam
ily. R

achel w
as against it. She said

 C
larice w

asn’t enough for
E

than, but w
e w

ould
n’t listen. A

ll w
e cared

 about w
as the m

oney
she brought w

ith her. M
oney that refurbished

 the house and
restocked

 the field
s w

ith crops and
 anim

als.’
‘W

e can have no regrets, E
lizabeth.’ Isabelle spoke w

ithout hesi-
tation. She regretted

 nothing, except that Farrell m
anaged

 to steal
E

than from
 her. ‘Fate d

eals w
ith us how

 it w
ishes, w

e cannot fight
it.’‘I guess you are right.’ E

lizabeth patted
 B

ethan’s back. ‘I have to
be grateful for B

ethan. O
h, I know

 I should
n’t be. I should

 have
nothing to d

o w
ith m

y son’s illegitim
ate child

, but...’ Tears form
ed

in her eyes. ‘I love her so. If I cannot have E
than then his d

aughter
is a w

ond
erful gift that I w

ill treasure even if it d
oes offend

 som
e of

m
y friend

s.’
Isabelle raised

 her chin, hating the gossip about her and
 B

ethan,
hating people w

ho jud
ged

 her tiny d
aughter. ‘B

ethan is ind
eed

 a
gift. If others w

ant to reject us, then let them
. I care not.’

E
lizabeth nod

d
ed

 and
 sm

iled
 through her tears. ‘W

e have each
other, w

e need
 no one else.’

‘Yes
...’

‘B
ut, of course, w

e cannot forget the boys,’ she chuckled
. ‘T

he
house hasn’t been so full in years.’

‘T
hey ad

ore being here. H
ughie shad

ow
s the estate m

anager’s
every m

ove, the poor m
an.’ Isabelle sm

iled
. ‘Saying thank you feels
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Settling d
ow

n on the seat besid
e Isabelle, E

lizabeth nestled
 the

d
row

sy baby against her should
er. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful d

ay?’
‘Yes.’
‘I never thought I w

ould
 say that again.’ E

lizabeth rubbed
 her

cheek along the top of the baby’s head
. ‘I thought I w

ould
 never

experience a good
 d

ay again.’
Isabelle plucked

 at her black skirts. W
henever conversation

allud
ed

 to E
than or his d

eath she felt as though a w
eight pressed

against her chest. She glanced
 up w

hen E
lizabeth took her hand

and
 held

 it. T
hey sat for som

e tim
e in silence. A

lone w
ith their

thoughts, their m
em

ories, their grief.
A

fter a w
hile, Isabelle cou

ld
 breath easier, the p

ain of losing
E

than som
etim

es threatened
 to choke the life from

 her, bu
t som

e
d

ays w
ere better than others. T

he trial w
as over and

 the new
sp

a-
p

ers 
had

 
stop

p
ed

 
hou

nd
ing 

them
 

for 
inform

ation. 
T

he 
first

an
n

iversary 
of 

E
th

an
’s 

d
eath

 
h

ad
 

been
 

en
d

u
red

, 
an

d
 

n
ow

su
m

m
er w

as nearly here and
 she cou

ld
 rest. She cou

ld
 forget. N

ot
E

than of cou
rse, she cou

ld
 never forget him

, for she saw
 him

everyd
ay in their d

au
ghter’s toffee eyes, bu

t the horror of that
tragic d

ay w
as no longer as sharp

 as it w
as. T

he constant night-
m

ares, the u
ncontrollable grief had

 lessened
 once B

ethan w
as

born.
Turning, Isabelle lightly touched

 her d
aughter, B

ethan E
lizabeth.

H
er arrival had

 softened
 the anguish, the hurt, the ache of E

than’s
d

eath. She brought sm
iles to the house and

 love back into her
grand

m
other’s heart. Isabelle ad

ored
 her so m

uch it frightened
 her.

If anything happened
 to her baby, her and

 E
than’s baby, she knew

she w
ould

 leave this w
orld

 also.
E

lizabeth shifted
 on the seat, ad

justing B
ethan’s sleeping form

.
‘H

am
ish w

ill be here soon.’
‘Yes.’
‘I shall m

iss him
. H

e has alw
ays been like a son to m

e.’
‘Yes.’ Isabelle glanced

 aw
ay to the left over the lake and

 to the
d

eer park on the other sid
e.

H
am

ish. P
oor H

am
ish. H

ow
 he had

 su
ffered

. H
e w

itnessed
 his

best friend
’s m

u
rd

er, then shot the m
u

rd
erer. H

is trial had
 ru

n only
d

ays after the inqu
est into E

than’s d
eath and

 thou
gh he’d

 been
fou

nd
 not gu

ilty of m
u

rd
ering Farrell, the strain had

 taken its
effect. T

he verd
ict of self-d

efence freed
 him

, bu
t his m

ind
 still held
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legs at the ankle he stared
 over into the w

ood
. ‘I settled

 C
larice in a

good
 house. She’s near shops, the library and

 everything she
need

s.’
Isabelle sw

allow
ed

, rem
em

bering her first sight of C
larice, obese

and
 gasping for breath as she lum

bered
 d

ow
n the staircase. E

than’s
w

ife had
 greeted

 her w
ith w

arm
th and

 shyness that m
orning, the

m
orning of his funeral. ‘W

ill she be happy there?’
H

am
ish nod

d
ed

. ‘She seem
ed

 content the m
om

ent she w
alked

into the house and
 m

et the cook and
 housem

aid
. E

verything w
as as

she w
anted

.’
‘G

ood
. E

than w
ould

 approve.’
‘Yes. 

It 
w

as 
w

hat 
he 

planned
 

for 
her 

w
hen 

she 
originally

requested
 to leave. She is now

 free to d
o as she pleases.’

‘Just as I am
...’ Isabelle sighed

. Yes, she w
as free from

 Farrell
but her future w

as very d
im

 ind
eed

. She had
 no m

oney and
 three

d
epend

ants. She lived
 by E

lizabeth’s good
w

ill.
‘W

ill you stay w
ith E

lizabeth?’
She shrugged

 one should
er. ‘I’m

 not sure. I feel like I’m
 taking

ad
vantage of her. W

e all live here at her expense. T
he boys—

’
‘E

than w
ould

 w
ant it this w

ay.’ H
is blue eyes becam

e tend
er.

‘W
hat of you, H

am
ish? A

re you to return to A
ustralia and

 never
com

e back to E
ngland

?’
H

e sighed
 and

 it sound
ed

 sad
. ‘W

ant I w
ant is im

possible to
have.’

‘O
h?’

H
e bent d

ow
n and

 snapped
 off a blad

e of long grass. H
e

inspected
 it for a long tim

e and
 she w

ond
ered

 if he w
as going to

answ
er her. Finally he threw

 the stalk aw
ay and

 stood
 to stare out

over the field
s. ‘Peace of m

ind
. I w

ould
 like that back.’

H
is softly spoken w

ord
s crushed

 her. H
e had

 killed
 a m

an.
B

ecause of her, he had
 shot Farrell and

 end
ured

 a trial that sullied
his good

 nam
e.

‘I am
 so sorry, H

am
ish,’ she w

hispered
, tears gathering on her

lashes. ‘I am
 so asham

ed
 I caused

 you such hard
ship, such em

bar-
rassm

ent and
 such loss.’

For a m
om

ent he said
 nothing, d

id
n’t even turn around

, then
carefully, as though w

eighing up each action, he resum
ed

 his seat
and

 faced
 her. ‘You have nothing to blam

e yourself for. I d
id

n’t have
to involve m

yself, but I d
id

, m
ainly because I loved

 E
than as a
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so inad
equate for all that you’ve d

one for m
y fam

ily.’
‘W

ell, I cou
ld

n’t tu
rn m

y back on the w
om

an E
than loved

 m
ore

than anything else in the w
orld

. H
e loved

 you
 even m

ore than this
estate, w

hich I never thou
ght p

ossible. I cou
ld

n’t ignore that. In
m

y heart I knew
 I had

 to d
o w

hat w
as right by him

.’ E
lizabeth

gazed
 at her. ‘B

esid
es, I have gained

 m
u

ch m
ore than I ever

exp
ected

.’
‘T

his is a lovely picture.’ H
am

ish called
 out to them

 as he w
alked

closer. ‘A
beautiful grand

m
other, a d

elightful m
other and

 the
sw

eetest baby.’
T

hey both turned
 and

 sm
iled

 in greeting. E
lizabeth held

 out her
free hand

 and
 H

am
ish lavishly sw

ept off his w
id

e-brim
m

ed
 hat,

bent over and
 kissed

 it.
Isabelle sat straighter. ‘W

elcom
e back, H

am
ish.’

T
he sm

ile he gave her w
as a little aw

kw
ard

 and
 he returned

 his
attentions to E

lizabeth. ‘Sw
eetest E

lizabeth, as I arrived
 another

carriage w
as com

ing d
ow

n the d
rive. I assisted

 a m
ost charm

ing
lad

y out of it.’ H
e flashed

 a rakish grin.
Isabelle frow

ned
. She knew

 he w
as play-acting, but still it

surprised
 her that he found

 another w
om

an charm
ing. G

iving
herself a m

ental shake she glanced
 aw

ay to w
atch a butterfly hover

near the blanket. W
hy w

ould
n’t H

am
ish be attracted

 to som
eone?

H
e w

as a single m
an in the prim

e of his life. It’s only natural he’d
w

ant a w
ife, a fam

ily
...

E
lizabeth sat forw

ard
. ‘L

ord
, it’ll be M

rs K
irkland

. A
re you

com
ing in, Isabelle?’

‘N
o. N

ot yet. You know
 I’m

 not ... easy in com
pany.’

‘A
ll right, m

y d
ear.’ E

lizabeth carefully hand
ed

 B
ethan to Isabelle

and
 then squeezed

 her should
er. ‘I’ll not encourage her to stay long

and
 then w

e’ll have som
e afternoon tea on the terrace.’

N
od

d
ing, Isabelle sm

iled
 her thanks and

 E
lizabeth left them

.
H

am
ish raised

 his eyebrow
s. ‘M

ay I sit w
ith you?’

‘O
f course.’ She tucked

 B
ethan m

ore securely in her arm
s and

gazed
 d

ow
n at her.

‘She’s beautiful.’ H
e touched

 B
ethan’s hand

 w
here it curled

against Isabelle’s breast.
‘Yes

...’ Isabelle stared
 at H

am
ish’s large, tanned

 hand
 so near to

her.A
s if sensing her d

iscom
fort, he straightened

 and
 crossing his
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Isabelle w
atched

 them
 both. H

e w
as so tall, B

ethan looked
 like a

d
oll in his arm

s. H
er heart constricted

 as he blew
 bubbles against

B
ethan’s neck and

 she squealed
 in pleasure. H

e has feelings for m
e.

She shook her head
, am

azed
 by his confession. She stared

 at him
,

really looked
 at him

 and
 analysed

 w
hat she knew

 of him
. H

e w
as

kind
, generous, loyal and

 caring.
‘Isabelle?’
Startled

 out of her thoughts, she blinked
. ‘Yes?’

‘I m
ust go.’ H

am
ish sm

iled
. ‘T

he train leaves in an hour and
 this

little girl is w
et.’

H
e w

as going. T
he gentle m

an w
ho been such a strength to her

since E
than’s d

eath w
as leaving her. She w

as so tired
 of being left.

D
azed

, she rose and
 gathered

 the blanket. Together they w
alked

back to the house, but w
ith every step, Isabelle felt the urge to slow

d
ow

n. She w
anted

 to think, to halt his plans until she w
as read

y to
accept w

hat he’d
 told

 her. H
e had

 hit her w
ith such a pow

erful
revelation and

 w
as now

 going aw
ay. It w

as all too fast. Too confus-
ing. Too em

otional. She w
asn’t read

y to think or feel yet. T
he num

b-
ness that encased

 her after Farrell killed
 E

than had
 been com

fort-
ing, reliable. It stopped

 her from
 feeling pain. B

ut now
 she felt it

slipping from
 her like a cloak, revealing her to the w

orld
 again. She

could
n’t breathe

...
‘Isabelle? You’re panting.’ H

am
ish stopped

 and
 took her elbow

,
ignoring B

ethan’s attem
pts to pull his hair. ‘W

hat is it? You’re pale.
D

o you feel unw
ell?’

She backed
 aw

ay a step, searching his face for answ
ers. ‘W

hy?
W

hy d
id

 you tell m
e?’

H
e knew

 w
hat she m

eant and
 as he shrugged

, she braced
 herself.

‘A
s I said

 I had
 nothing to lose. W

e’ll never see each other again and
I’ve been carrying this heartache for a w

hile now
.’ H

e grinned
 to

lighten the situation and
 took a step.

‘W
hat ... w

hat if ... if w
e w

ere to m
eet again?’

H
e paused

 at the ed
ge of the terrace and

 looked
 at her.

Isabelle took a hesitant step forw
ard

. ‘W
hat if w

e w
ere to travel

to A
ustralia one d

ay?’
‘Is that likely?’
‘Perhaps.’
H

am
ish stood

 very still.
She took another sm

all step, her blood
 pound

ing in her ears. ‘In
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brother and
 w

anted
 to help him

, but also because of you
...’ he

sw
allow

ed
, ‘and

 m
y feelings for you.’

H
er eyes w

id
ened

 and
 her heart som

ersaulted
 in surprise.

H
am

ish chuckled
 softly. ‘I have nothing to lose telling you this,

as w
e’ll never m

eet again.’ H
e took her hand

 closest to him
 and

kissed
 it. ‘I fell in love w

ith you the m
om

ent I saw
 you in the gard

en
at M

ead
ow

 Farm
. I’ve fought those feelings since then. I’ve tried

 to
ignore them

 or at best hid
e them

 from
 everyone else. You w

ere
E

than’s. H
e loved

 you and
 you loved

 him
.’

‘Yes
...’ She could

n’t think straight. H
is honesty stunned

 her into
num

bness. ‘I thought you hated
 m

e. You used
 to look at m

e w
ith

coolness
...’

‘N
o, I never hated

 you. I hated
m

yself for w
anting you though. I

felt I w
asn’t being a true friend

 to E
than. If I appeared

 rud
e at tim

es,
it w

as because I w
as trying d

esperately not to show
 I cared

 for you.
U

nfortunately, I w
asn’t very good

 at it.’
She blinked

 in w
ond

er. H
am

ish w
anting her? It w

as unbeliev-
able. H

ow
 could

 it be? Yet, som
ew

here in the d
istant part of her

being, som
ething stirred

.
‘I w

as so excited
 w

hen you
 asked

 to travel to A
u

stralia w
ith

m
e. I w

as going to try so hard
 to m

ake u
s firm

 friend
s. I knew

E
than w

ou
ld

 join u
s and

 that you
 w

ou
ld

 never be m
ine, bu

t
having you

 in m
y life as a friend

 w
as better than nothing. A

t least
in A

u
stralia I knew

 you
’d

 be safe, I’d
 be able to w

atch ou
t for

you
.’

‘O
h, H

am
ish.’ She bit her lip and

 a tear trickled
 d

ow
n her cheek.

‘I d
on’t know

 w
hat to say.’

H
is gaze w

as full of loving, revealing the inner em
otions he’d

hid
d

en for so long. ‘You d
on’t have to say anything at all. I d

o hope
you’ll w

rite to m
e though?’

She nod
d

ed
. B

ethan stirred
 and

 lifted
 her head

 to sm
ile sleepily

at her. She w
as such a happy baby that an overw

helm
ing surge of

love for her filled
 Isabelle.

‘C
an I hold

 her one last tim
e?’

Isabelle frow
ned

 as she passed
 B

ethan to him
. ‘W

on’t you ever
return?’

‘N
o. A

ustralia is m
y hom

e now
, m

y future.’ H
e stood

 and
 jigged

B
ethan up and

 d
ow

n to her d
elight. ‘W

ho’s a precious girl? Yes, you
are.’

A
N

N
E

W
H

I
T

F
I

E
L

D

222



tim
e ... w

hen I feel able to ... to m
ove on ... I m

ight like to see
w

here you live.’
H

is sm
ile w

as slow
 in com

ing but it reached
 his blue eyes, turn-

ing them
 to azure. H

e kissed
 B

ethan’s cheek and
 then gazed

 at
Isabelle. ‘T

hen you’d
 be very w

elcom
e.’
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