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			ABOUT THE BOOK

			South Australia, 1866. Beautiful but destitute Abigail is forced to marry an old landowner who desperately needs heirs. But on their wedding night something terrible happens …

			Abbey flees Martindale Hall. She has no memory of the previous night, but no one believes her. With no one to trust, she seeks refuge in the neighbouring town of Clare. There, her luck seems to change. She meets Jack Hawker, who is looking for someone to tend to his mother on the remote farm Bungaree Station. Jack hires Abbey for the job. But Abbey's respite is short-lived. Days later, a visitor from Martindale Hall turns up on the farm, accusing Abbey of the inexcusable … Will Jack believe her? Or is she doomed to a life of penance?

			With an eye for detail, Elizabeth Haran is the author of numerous other romantic adventures including Island of Whispering Winds, Under a Flaming Sky, Flight of the Jabiru, and River of Fortune, Staircase to the Moon, and Beyond the Red Horizon, all available as eBooks.
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			Elizabeth Haran was born in Bulawayo, Rhodesia and migrated to Australia as a child. She lives with her family in Adelaide and has written fourteen novels set in Australia. Her heart-warming and carefully crafted books have been published in ten countries and are bestsellers in Germany.

			Readers can connect with Elizabeth Haran on various social media platforms:

			Twitter: @elizabethharan
Facebook: aussieoutbackauthor
Wikipedia: wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Haran






ELIZABETH HARAN

SHADOWS IN THE VALLEY


[image: BASTEI ENTERTAINMAENT-Logo]






			»be« by BASTEI ENTERTAINMENT


			Digital original edition

			»be« by Bastei Entertainment is an imprint of Bastei Lübbe AG

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. This book is written in British English.

			Copyright © 2007 Elizabeth Haran, © 2018 by Bastei Lübbe AG, Schanzenstraße 6-20, 51063 Cologne, Germany

			Written by Elizabeth Haran

			Edited by Amanda Wright

			Project management: Lori Herber

			Cover design: Manuela Städele-Monverde

			Cover illustration © Richard Jenkins | © shutterstock: totajla | structuresxx | kwest 

			E-book production: Dörlemann Satz, Lemförde

			ISBN 978-3-7325-4615-2

			www.be-ebooks.com

			Twitter: @be_ebooks_com




		
			DEDICATION
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			CHAPTER 1

			Burra – South Australia
November – 1866

			From Blyth Street, the three miles of parched earth that snaked through Burra township looked like any other dried up creek bed, cracking to pieces under severe drought. But upon closer inspection, smoke could be seen drifting from holes in the tops of the banks. The holes served as chimneys for hundreds of “dugouts,” carved into the sides of the creek bed. Nearly two thousand people lived in the dusty dwellings. Brought here to work in the Monster Mine, families had hoped to make their fortunes in Burra, one hundred miles from Adelaide in South Australia’s Gilbert Valley.

			The sun was setting on a hot November day. For months the creek—now called Creek Street—had been nothing more than a basin for dust and scraggly weeds. Unfortunately, without the whisper of a breeze, the lingering stench of human waste and garbage was suffocating.

			As evening approached, the women in the dugouts began preparing their simple dinners, but in the back of their minds, they held a sense of apprehension that had settled with the dust over Creek Street. Suddenly, an eerie, heart-rending cry of anguish broke the tense silence, and everyone became still for a moment. Then the wailing began.

			Two tears slid down Abbey Scottsdale’s sun-kissed cheeks as she got up from the dirt floor of the two-roomed dugout she shared with her father. She stepped outside. Many others nearby had emerged from their dugouts. In the fading light her neighbours resembled a forest of trees in a narrow valleysentinels, silent and still.

			They knew what the cries of anguish meant, because they weren’t unexpected. Little Ely Dugan had lost his battle with typhoid. A small and frail four-year-old, he’d had almost no hope of surviving, despite the hundreds of prayers said for him. His mother’s agonised cries wrenched at the hearts of those gathered outside the family dugout.

			Abbey was eighteen, and not yet a wife or mother, but she felt for Evelyn Dugan, who had already lost a son the past year. In that time, almost thirty children had died of typhus, smallpox, and typhoid fever on Creek Street. And every time a child died on Creek Street, it reminded Abbey of what she had lost personally. She’d been born in Ireland in 1848. Little more than a year later, her brother Liam had arrived, and then her sister Eileen was born eighteen months later. When Abbey was five, Liam had died from smallpox. A year later, Eileen was dead after a severe bout of whooping cough. And, in 1860, her mother Mary, at only twenty-nine years of age, had died from diphtheria.

			Disease was rampant in the unsanitary conditions of the creek. But with nowhere else to go, the miners were forced to live in mud dugouts shored up with timber beams. The cave-like dwellings were cool in the summer, but were damp, muddy, and bitterly cold in the winter when the inhabitants were often driven out by the rising creek water.

			Brushing her tears from her cheeks, Abbey went back into her dugout. She tied up her long black hair and went to stir the pot of smoked bacon bone soup she’d made for the evening meal. She didn’t know why she’d been spared typhoid and other diseases, and she also didn’t know why someone as young and innocent as Ely had not.

			Abbey was waiting for her father to come home from the Miner’s Arms Hotel. He always went to the pub on Thursday evenings, as it was payday, and he also went there most Saturday afternoons, drinking with his friends, men who had also left Ireland to find work. She resented him for not coming straight home from work on Saturdays, but on Thursdays, it gave her an hour alone with Neal Tavis. She couldn’t see Neal on Saturdays because he spent the day working on a local farm for extra money.

			Neal was the young man Abbey had fallen in love with. He was eighteen-years old and worked alongside her father, 180 yards below ground in the copper mine. After work on Thursdays, Neal hurried home to wash before coming to see Abbey, so as to avoid her dad. Finlay Scottsdale could be volatile and unpredictable when drunk, and he had made his opinion about Neal very clear. He didn’t want his daughter to marry someone without prospects, and he considered a miner who lived in a dugout to be unsuitable. He wanted better for Abbey than what he himself had been able to give her. Neal hoped Finlay would change his mind if he could buy a piece of land and prove he was worthy. He saved every penny he could, but it was hard because he was a young man burdened with responsibilities, something Finlay was very aware of. Neal supported his mother, Meg, and two school-age sisters, twins Emily and Amy. They lived nearly a mile down Creek Street from the Scottsdales, on the opposite side.

			An hour passed, and then a familiar whistle broke the sombre quiet that had befallen the camp as Finlay approached the dugout, inebriated and unaware of what had happened. Abbey listened intently to her father’s whistling, as it was often an indication of just how much he’d had to drink, and, consequently, the mood he would be in. After two or three pints, Finlay was optimistic about bettering their lives, but it was rare that he stopped at just two or three pints. After four or five pints, he could become melancholy or patriotic. When he’d had even more more to drink, he became pessimistic and morose. Abbey hated to see her father that way, but she’d come to realise there was no changing him. Instead, she tried to accept her father for who he was, but also looked forward to her future with Neal. 

			Finlay was in a good mood for a change, Abbey noted. He was whistling “Brian Boru’s March.” When he was really drunk, he whistled “The Lamentation of Deirdre.” It had been a favourite of her mother’s before she died. Abbey dreaded hearing it because it meant her father’s depression was soon to follow.

			“Abigail, my angel,” Finlay said cheerfully, as he ducked his head to enter the dugout. “What fine feast have you prepared for us this night?”

			Abbey barely glanced up from the floor, where she was sitting. “Little Ely just passed away, Father, could you please keep your voice down?” she said.

			Finlay looked momentarily emotional. “That’s terrible news,” he muttered. “He was a fine little lad.”

			“Yes, he was,” Abbey said sadly, remembering his impish grin and curly red hair. She’d always called him a little leprechaun. It upset her that her memories of her own brother and sister had faded, but she would never forget her mother’s endless tears over their loss.

			Abbey sniffed, fighting her own unstable emotions. “Did you not hear Evelyn Dugan’s cries as you went by her dugout?”

			“No, I didn’t,” Finlay said. He bent to sit down, stumbled, and fell heavily to the ground. Sitting up, he groaned, and then chuckled as he kicked ashes from the fire.

			Abbey had seen him in this state numerous times, so she wasn’t alarmed. She clicked her tongue, a habit her mother had employed whenever she was cross with Finlay. For that, Finlay forgave her, as Abbey often admonished him like a wife, which he found strangely comforting.

			“Abbey, we’ve something to celebrate,” Finlay said, smiling delightedly.

			“What’s that, Father?” she asked flatly as she ladled soup into a bowl for him and tore off a piece of the bread she’d cooked. Some good news would make for a very welcome change.

			“You and I have been invited to dine at Martindale Hall this Saturday evening,” Finlay replied excitedly.

			Abbey looked across the fire at her father, a frown marring her pretty features. “Why have we been invited to the Hall?” She was perfectly aware of the mine owner’s contemptuous regard for his workers, so she was puzzled why he would invite her and her father to his home in Mintaro. It was described by those few who had seen it as palatial and ostentatious. She was even more puzzled about why her father would accept such an invitation, as Ebenezer Mason was a man with a reputation for looking down on the lower classes and exploiting them whenever he could.

			Finlay didn’t answer immediately as he thought carefully about his next words. “I told you, we’ve been invited to dine,” he said. “And it’ll be on sumptuous fare, I’ll wager, maybe a roast leg of lamb with all the trimmings. That would be a real treat, hey, Abbey?” He licked his lips in anticipation. “I hope Ebenezer Mason has plenty of ale to go with it. I’m not one for fancy wines.”

			“I’m confused, Father. I thought you had a low opinion of Mr. Mason,” Abbey said suspiciously. Her father had often grumbled about him because he was known for putting profit ahead of the miners’ safety.

			“That I did, Abbey,” Finlay said thoughtfully.

			“And now?” Abbey asked, confused.

			“I’ve gotten to know the man in the last few weeks, Abbey, and I’m ashamed of how I’ve judged him.”

			“I thought you had good reason to dislike him.”

			“I thought I did,” Finlay said, sounding tired. He began spooning soup into his mouth noisily.

			Abbey winced at the image of him doing that in the elegant dining room of Martindale Hall.

			“We have to start thinking about your future, Abbey,” Finlay said abruptly.

			“My future? What has that got to do with dining at the Hall?” She flushed when she realised what her father might be up to. He often hinted about prospective husbands, men he thought suitable, like the mayor’s son or the manager of the Royal Exchange Hotel. He’d even tried to set her up with the chief constable, a man in his late thirties. Abbey was terribly embarrassed, as she believed these men were either too old or above her in station. Surely, he wasn’t thinking that Mr. Mason’s son would be interested in her? But then she remembered hearing that his son didn’t live at the Hall. She’d heard rumours that he lived in a cottage somewhere on the vast estate, and that he rarely spoke to his father after a falling-out over his father’s brief marriage to a young woman. But no one really knew the truth behind the estrangement. Friends had pointed out his carriage on the rare occasion it passed through Burra, but he didn’t socialise in the town, so Abbey had never actually seen him.

			“Mr. Mason has suggested he’d like to get to know you, Abbey,” Finlay said, noting that Abbey looked displeased with the prospect and a little bewildered. He’d always been frustrated with his daughter’s lack of ambition when it came to choosing a potential husband who could give her a good life, one she deserved.

			Finlay was, of course, biased, but he believed any man would be lucky to marry such a beautiful young woman. Not that any man would do. On the contrary. Abbey was a little thin, as her mother had been, but her long, dark hair glistened like coal in the sun, and her eyes were surely as blue as the sea.

			“I think Mr. Mason has his eye on you.” He knew it to be true, but wanted to break the idea gently to his naïve daughter.

			“What?” Abbey said, now clearly appalled. “Mr. Mason is old. He’s as old as you, isn’t he, Father?” The thought of anything romantic with Ebenezer Mason repulsed her. She couldn’t believe her father would consider someone so old an appropriate suitor.

			Old, to someone Abbey’s tender age, was over thirty. Ebenezer was fifty-three, only five years younger than her father, who also hadn’t married young. Finlay had been forty, and Mary had been seventeen when they were wed. In County Sligo, where Finlay’s family hailed from, it wasn’t unusual for men to marry women in their late teens, even though the men were sometimes well into their forties. But that habit was not as common in Australia.

			“He’s not as old as me, Abbey,” Finlay said indignantly. “Not quite,” he added softly. He momentarily flinched as a mental picture came to mind, but quickly pushed any qualms he had away. He was determined to concentrate on his daughter’s future security. “You might think him mature, Abbey, but he’s a very wealthy man. That means you could one day be a very wealthy widow.”

			“That is a terrible thing to say,” Abbey said crossly. “And I think you are certainly fooling yourself. Mr. Mason wouldn’t be interested in a girl from the dugouts.”

			“That’s where you are wrong, Abbey. It is not common knowledge, but he was once a miner, too,” Finlay said.

			Abbey’s eyes widened. Like everyone else, she had imagined that Ebenezer Mason had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth in an aristocratic house in England.

			“That’s right. He was once penniless until he tried his hand at mining on the Victorian gold fields,” Finlay added, noting her surprise. “That’s how he made his fortune. He struck it rich in Peg Leg Gully in the early 1850s. Three hundred and twenty-four pounds of gold were eventually found there, a nice portion of it by Mr. Mason and his colleagues. Can you imagine that?” Finlay had told his friends in the pub this piece of information. They were astonished, but then the publican whispered that Mason had duped his two partners in the venture. Finlay had chosen to disregard it, certain it was only jealousy rearing its ugly head. “I respect a man who works hard for his money. If he was lucky enough to strike it rich, good for him, I say.”

			“How do you know this is true?” Abbey asked. It all sounded a bit questionable as far as she was concerned.

			“He told me himself. We’ve had quite a few frank discussions lately.” Finlay stared into the flames of the fire. He’d learned a lot about Mr. Mason over the past two weeks. It would be correct to say that he’d been suspicious at first about why the mine owner had wanted to have a drink with him, and had bluntly expressed his concerns, but Mr. Mason was candid about his motives, and Finlay respected that. It gave him a chance to be just as frank and to tell Mr. Mason that his daughter was a good girl, and unless his intentions were strictly honourable, there would be no association between them. After being assured this was the case, the two men set about getting to know each other, with Mr. Mason hoping they could come to some arrangement.

			“Really?” Abbey said, now even more suspicious about Mr. Mason’s sudden affinity towards her father. As for Mason once being a miner, it was hard to imagine him getting his hands dirty, especially when she thought about his snowy white shirts and shiny patent leather shoes. But if her father believed he’d been a miner, then she supposed it had to be true.

			“That’s right, Abbey, love,” Finlay said. “There’s a lot of responsibility and worry that comes with owning a mine. I’d never thought about it, but Mr. Mason has opened my eyes, and I now have a new appreciation for his position.”

			“It must be a real worry counting all that money,” Abbey said sarcastically.

			“Sometimes he’s counting his losses,” Finlay said in all seriousness. “Do you remember last year when four hundred men lost their jobs?”

			Abbey certainly did. The morale in town, and especially in the dugouts, had been low.

			“Mr. Mason had to cut costs because the mine was deepened, and it cost more to get the copper out, and then copper prices fell. He has to make difficult decisions every day.”

			“You’ve often said that he doesn’t care about the workers, only the profits,” Abbey said.

			“And I believed that, until recently. I won’t deny it. But I was wrong. He told me himself that he doesn’t sleep at night, worrying about his workers and their families, and he was very sincere. I might have been skeptical once, but I can’t deny he’s always rehired as many as he could when copper prices went up again.”

			In their discussions, Finlay had expressed his own worry about losing his job. In recent weeks, copper prices had fallen to just eight pounds per ton, but Mr. Mason had reassured him that Finlay’s job was still secure.

			“I’m delighted you have found a friend in Mr. Mason,” Abbey said, hoping to soften the blow of her next statement. “But I love Neal Tavis, and one day we will wed.”

			Finlay was alarmed to hear this news, especially as he’d already voiced his objections. He had assumed that the infatuation between the two had ended. But Abbey thought it was high time he got used to the idea that she intended to wed for love, not financial security.

			“I know you aren’t pleased with that idea, but you must forget any notions of me marrying an old man for his money,” Abbey said when she saw his expression.

			Finlay erupted. “I’ll not see my daughter marry someone destined to be poor,” he growled. “I want more for you than a future in a dugout.”

			“Neal plans to buy a farm one day, Father. So, we’ll have a home.”

			Finlay shook his head as painful memories flooded his mind. “Can you not remember how hard life on a farm can be, Abbey? And Neal is burdened with supporting his mother and sisters. That’s no way to start your married life.”

			Abbey was remembering something, too. After her mother had died, her father had suffered a complete breakdown. Losing his wife, on top of two children, had sent him spiraling into a deep depression. Most mornings he couldn’t drag himself from bed. If he did, he got drunk, so they were soon evicted from the farm they’d been tenanting. Her father’s sister had taken them in. Her father and Abbey had then lived with Aunt Brigit, her husband, and her family of five children on their farm in Galway. They had endured those miserable cramped conditions for three years, which was how long it had taken her father to recover. When Brigit had heard about an opportunity for miners in Australia, she had given her brother a much-needed push, and he and Abbey had set off to begin a new life in the colonies. That had been almost three years ago.

			At first, her father had held high hopes of making his fortune in the mines and buying a nice cottage in town. He’d even considered opening a business, but things hadn’t progressed as quickly as he would have liked. For one thing, due to the huge influx of miners in the beginning, there was a shortage of cottages. Life as a miner also meant hard work in dangerous conditions, and the pay wasn’t as good as her father had expected. Frustrated that he couldn’t provide for his family, he fell once again into depression. He started drinking and gambling, which meant the money dwindled away even faster.

			“I don’t want my daughter cleaning pigsties and chicken coops, held hostage by the rain in a country where droughts are common for years on end. Life on a farm is too damn hard unless you’ve got money to see you through the tough times. I want you married to a man who can look after you better than I looked after your mother.”

			“You did the best you could. The potato famine and her sickness weren’t your fault,” Abbey said, trying to quell his anger.

			“Maybe not, but if you have a choice between a hard life and an easy life, you’d be a fool to make the wrong choice. You’ve been blessed with a pretty face, Abbey, so make the best of it.”

			Abbey was horrified that her father would suggest she use her looks to snare a rich husband, and Finlay could see it.

			“Is it so wrong to not want my daughter to suffer?” he asked angrily.

			“No, Father, but you must let me make my own choices.”

			“You can’t be trusted to do that. Not when you fall for the first young man who glances in your direction, and one who’s destined to be penniless at that.”

			Abbey’s quick temper flared. “Neal is a good man, and he makes me happy.”

			“There are many kinds of happiness, Abbey. If Mr. Mason wants to marry you, then that’s what you’ll do. One day, when you’re wearing fine clothes and entertaining guests in a fancy drawing-room in Martindale Hall, you’ll thank me.”

			“No, I won’t, and I’ll not crawl into a marital bed with an ogre like Ebenezer Mason. I don’t care how much money he has. How could my own father suggest such a thing?”

			“It’s better to have servants, than to be one, Abbey. We’re going to dine at the Hall, and that’s that,” Finlay said angrily.

			“I’d sooner be poor and scratching in the dirt every day beside the man I love, than to endure a lifetime of unhappiness just so I could have servants,” she retorted.

			“What nonsense,” Finlay slurred, yawning. It had been a long day, and the beer he’d drunk at the pub was draining him of all energy. His eyelids started to flutter.

			Abbey scrambled to her feet and fled outside, blinded by her tears. As she made her way down Creek Street, she could just hear her father shouting that she make sure her best dress was clean so she could wear it to the Hall on Saturday. She hurried toward Neal’s dugout. When she got there, she called to him from outside.

			Neal’s father had died of a suspected heart attack two weeks after the family had arrived in Burra, leaving them stranded with no money. It had been devastating, especially as his mother, Meg, was often ill. Neal had been forced to start work in the mine before his fifteenth birthday. When she was well enough, Meg did washing at a laundry in Burra, which earned her a few shillings. Without Neal’s wages, though, the family would have been in ruins.

			Neal came out of the dugout. His hair was sandy blonde and framed his face with a few slight curls. He had a gentle and quiet air about him. Abbey launched herself into his arms.

			“What’s wrong, Abbey?” Neal asked.

			Abbey held onto him for a few moments. She couldn’t bring herself to admit that her father wanted her to court the likes of Ebenezer Mason. It was too horrible and humiliating.

			Neal felt her shudder, unaware that it was a shudder of revulsion. “Has something happened, Abbey?” he asked, pulling slightly away from her so he could see her tear- stained face in the moonlight.

			Abbey found comfort in the depths of his warm brown eyes. She couldn’t break his heart and tell him her father would never accept a marriage between them. “Little Ely Dugan has just passed away,” Abbey said as tears welled in her blue eyes again, making them sparkle.

			“Oh, no,” Neal said. “I’m so sorry, Abbey. I know how fond of him you were.”

			Abbey nodded. “Let’s elope, Neal,” she blurted out. “Let’s run away and get married.”

			Neal looked startled. He glanced over his shoulder. His mother was just inside the dugout with his sisters, so he took Abbey’s hand, and they walked along the creek bed. “You know I love you, and I want to marry you, Abbey, but I can’t run off and leave my mother and sisters. Where would they be without me?”

			Neal was right, and Abbey appreciated his loyalty and sense of responsibility. There was so much she loved about him, aside from the fact that he was, in her opinion, exceedingly handsome. She knew that he wasn’t free to do as he wished.

			“Then let’s get married and stay here until we can afford to move,” Abbey said. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but anything was better than having to marry Ebenezer Mason.

			“Has something happened, Abbey? I’d like to believe you suddenly can’t wait for the joys of marriage, but I don’t think that’s true.” He smiled at her, and Abbey felt her heart melt. She touched his hair and returned his engageing smile, but she couldn’t tell him the truth. Instead she leant against him, resting her head on his shoulder.

			“I just want to be your wife,” she whispered.

			“And I want to be your husband,” Neal said, kissing her cheek softly. “We’ll get married soon, Abbey. I’m putting a little away each week so that we can afford a minister and a nice wedding breakfast.” To help save on expenses, his mother had given him his grandmother’s wedding band for Abbey.

			Abbey brightened. “Are you, Neal?” she asked excitedly.

			“Yes,” he said, enjoying her innocent joy. “Now stop worrying. By the middle of next year, we’ll be husband and wife. I promise.” He was looking forward to it as much as she was. He also knew in a few years his sisters would be working, and their income would help support the family and lighten his burden.

			“Oh, Neal,” Abbey said, hugging him again. “I do love you.” He’d given her something wonderful to look forward to, and, additionally, the strength to face whatever she must in the meantime.

			When Abbey got back to her and her father’s dugout, her heart was a little lighter. Her father was snoring loudly, and, as she looked at him, Abbey sighed. If he insisted, she’d have to dine with him at the Hall, but she was determined to be as horrid as she could, so that Ebenezer Mason would forget any ideas he might have about marrying her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The next morning Abbey didn’t awaken until after her father had gone to work. She’d had a restless night because of the heat and her father’s snoring, yet she still felt ashamed that she hadn’t made him breakfast. She could see he’d eaten a piece of the bread she’d cooked the previous evening, but that wasn’t enough to sustain him through a hard day at the mine. She felt even guiltier when she found the shilling he’d left her to buy food. It distressed her to think he was serious about her courting Ebenezer Mason, but she tried not to dwell on it. Instead, she’d think about her future life with Neal.

			The morning progressed in the usual fashion, but as Abbey went about doing some washing and collecting firewood, she had the terrible feeling that something wasn’t right. As no more of the children in the near vicinity were ill, she put it down to the fact that she had argued with her father. She intended to apologise to her father because she hated any ill feeling between them. She knew that he only wanted the best for herif only he understood that Neal was the best.

			I’ll go to the bakery and get Father a steak and kidney pie for dinner, she thought. They couldn’t really afford such a treat, but she wanted to make up for being disrespectful, and, hopefully, she could sway her father into letting her marry Neal. I’ll get a bottle of ale to go with it, she thought. Father will love that.

			***

			It was a sweltering day, with a north wind that carried dust across the parched countryside. Abbey was in town at the bakery when she heard the steam-whistle at the mine. There must have been an accident, a cave-in, perhaps.

			Everyone started running towards the mine, including Abbey. She could hear the whistle blaring the entire way, and her heart pumped wildly. Suddenly the strange sense of foreboding she had suffered all day made sense. Sometimes up to four hundred men worked below ground at one time; a cave-in or similar accident could spell disaster.

			By the time she got to the mine, Abbey was gasping for breath, and perspiration bathed her skin. What seemed like hundreds of people had gathered by the entrance: wives and children with husbands and fathers employed at the mine, miners from different shifts, and shopkeepers who depended on the money the mine brought to the town.

			“What’s wrong? What’s happened?” Abbey gasped, trying to push through the throng. “Has there been a cave-in?”

			“The Morphett Engine failed, and one of the mine shafts has filled with water,” someone told her. “The water will soon spread to the other shafts.” It was a man about the same age as her father, a mine employee, and his face was ashen. His work clothes were wet and streaked with mud, and one cheek was grazed. “I was just coming out of the shaft … so I was lucky,” he added breathlessly. He pushed through the crowd before she could question him further to find out if anyone else had escaped.

			Abbey was faint with fright as she imagined her father and Neal underground, drowning. She felt the blood drain from her face, and her legs almost buckled beneath her. Her father had often spoken of the importance of the Morphett Engine. It was used to pump underground water from the mineshafts, keeping them clear for the workers. If it failed, the mine could quickly fill with water.

			Abbey grabbed the sleeve of another worker. “How many men have come out? Has anyone seen my father, Finlay Scottsdale?” She frantically searched the faces around her, wanting to call out for her father but terrified he wouldn’t answer her.

			“By some miracle, quite a few men got out—they were just coming up for a break when the Morphett Engine failed,” the miner told her. “You hold the faith, girlie.” He gripped her arms and stared into her face intently. “Everything will be fine.” He let her go and disappeared.

			Abbey desperately wanted to believe he was right, but she said a silent prayer, anyway, that her father and Neal were amongst the miners who had been coming to the surface when the engine had stopped working. Tears streamed down her face, and dread settled in the pit of her stomach.

			Abbey thought about the argument she’d had with her father. She regretted being terse with him, and she desperately wanted the chance to set things right.

			“If you’re alive, I promise I’ll be a better daughter,” she whispered. And she meant it with all her heart.

			Abbey wandered through the crowd, searching the dirty faces for her father or Neal. But she couldn’t find either of them.

			Suddenly, she jumped when someone clutched her arm.

			“Father!” she said and turned, her heart leaping with joy. But instead of her father, she was confronted with Neal’s mother’s worried face.

			“Where’s my Neal?” Meg Tavis asked through her tears. She was a sickly woman and terribly pale.

			“I don’t know,” Abbey uttered breathlessly as her eyes welled with more tears. “And I can’t find my father.”

			The two women clung to each other in shared grief and worry, and waited.

			Sodden miners were being pulled from a shaft, one by one. They were spluttering and gasping for air. Abbey couldn’t bear to think about how terrified her father would be. She thought about how he had never liked water, not even being on the ocean in a boat. He’d hated every minute of their journey to Australia.

			More men were dragged from the shaft, and several of them had to be revived. Their loved ones took them in their arms, crying with relief. Abbey and Meg knew every second was crucial, so they were in agony. As each man was dragged out, the women squeezed each other’s hands, praying that they’d see Finlay or Neal.

			The miners above ground were frantic to save the men in the shaft below. Several were working feverishly on the engine, desperately trying to bring it to life. The bystanders, who could only watch helplessly, were pushed back so the men had room to move and work. Abbey could hear people uttering prayers out loud. Most of the women and children were sobbing.

			Suddenly a joyous noise broke the air. It was the Morphett Engine spluttering to life. For a moment there was silence, and then a roar of applause.

			“They’ll be all right now, Mrs. Tavis,” Abbey said to Neal’s mother. She was smiling and crying at the same time, overjoyed, refusing to imagine any other outcome. 

			Meg’s pained expression softened a little. “I won’t believe it until I see my Neal’s face,” she whispered. “Please, God, spare him and Finlay.”

			Abbey put her arms around Meg’s shoulders and squeezed, trying to comfort her. She felt the same. All she wanted was to see her father’s and Neal’s faces. She prayed harder than she ever had in her life.

			Another few miners were brought to the surface. They were dripping wet and so dirty that it was difficult to identify them. Women surged forward, calling their loved ones’ names. Each time, it was agony for Meg and Abbey as they waited for Finlay and Neal. They were happy for the families of the men who were brought up, but with every minute that passed, it was harder to keep hoping.

			Suddenly the Morphett Engine sputtered and died again.

			“Oh, God no,” Abbey cried, her heart sinking. Men were shouting instructions and dashing about. In desperation and with no time to waste, several ran back into the shaft against the manager’s orders, diving down into the murky depths to search for lost miners. Meg and Abbey waited, hardly breathing, until the men came back again. Twice a man was brought to the surface and revived, coughing up dirty water, but neither man was Neal or Finlay.

			As the minutes dragged on, the two women became weak with anxiety. Someone reported that there had been a partial cave-in caused by the flooding. This was the worst possible news.

			“How many are down there now?” Abbey asked a miner nearby.

			“We’re not sure,” he said. “Someone is doing a head count.”

			A woman pushed forward to the mine’s entrance, calling for her husband. Two miners took hold of her as she sobbed with grief. Fifty-eight miners had been in the flooded shaft. As far as anyone knew, most had gotten out. Jock McManus, the crying woman’s husband; Finlay; and Neal still hadn’t been accounted for, along with possibly two or three others. Apparently, the miners had dug through to a large source of underground water at exactly the wrong time, and the Morphett Engine had failed.

			Meg Tavis broke free of Abbey’s grasp and pushed forward, only to be stopped. “Where’s my son?” she cried, beating the chest of the man who had prevented her from getting too close to the shaft. “Where’s my Neal? Save him!” she screamed. “You have to save him.” For a few moments, she became wildly frantic, and then she collapsed, fainting.

			Suddenly the Morphett Engine spluttered to life again.

			“Thank you, God,” Abbey whispered, tears running down her cheeks. She imagined an air pocket in the shaft and Neal and her father in it, waiting to be saved. She absolutely believed it must be true. She went to Meg’s side and took her limp hand.

			“They’ll be out in a minute, Mrs. Tavis,” she said. “You’ll see. Father and Neal will be safe.” Abbey was sure everything would be all right. It had to be. She’d lost her mother, brother, and sister. She couldn’t lose her father, too.

			It seemed to take an eternity to drain the mineshaft. As soon as the water had receded enough, several men went in to look for the missing miners. Abbey left Meg’s side and went as close to the entrance as she could. She wanted to be there when her father came out. She wanted to be the first person he saw. Time dragged on mercilessly, but Abbey was certain her father would be all right. She intended to berate him for frightening her witless, and she also intended on insisting that he stop working in the mine.

			Ten minutes passed, and there was no sign of the missing men or their would-be rescuers.

			“Where are they?” Abbey asked a miner standing nearby. “What’s taking so long?”

			“They have to be cautious,” the miner told her. “The shafts will be unstable.”

			Abbey caught a hint of concern in his tone, and it worried her, but she saw no reason to give up hope. Her father and Neal were all right. She knew it in her heart. God wouldn’t be so cruel as to leave her alone in the world. He wouldn’t do that.

			The waiting was absolutely unbearable, but finally men began to come out. They were soaked and looked exhausted. Abbey was joyous with relief, yet still she searched frantically for her father’s or Neal’s face.

			“Where’s my father?” Abbey called to one of them. “Have you found Finlay Scottsdale or Neal Tavis?”

			The miner came to stand before her. “We found them,” he said solemnly, placing his hand on her shoulder.

			His words made Abbey’s heart leap with joy. “Where are they? They’re not hurt, are they?”

			The miner said nothing. Abbey noticed his eyes were sorrowful, and the glimmer of hope inside her snuffed out. He stepped aside, and Abbey saw that his comrades were carrying three men, their bodies lifeless as they were placed side by side on the ground. First Jock McManus, then her father, and, finally, Neal.

			Abbey could only stare at their lifeless bodies. Judy McManus threw herself over her husband, sobbing. All around her Abbey heard mumbles, accusations against Ebenezer Mason for not spending the money needed to maintain the Morphett Engine. The conversation she’d had with her father the night before kept playing in her mind. Just hours ago, he’d suggested she court the man who was now responsible for his death.

			When the crowd around her dispersed, Abbey stumbled forward and looked down at her father’s face as he lay lifeless beside Neal and Jock. No. No. No. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Abbey had imagined herself throwing her arms around her father and Neal, sobbing tears of joy. This can’t be happening, she thought. It’s not real.

			In death, Neal looked like a young schoolboy between the two older men.

			“Neal” Abbey whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her heart ached with agony. Neal was gone. They would never have a family together. She cried for Neil and for the babies she’d never have with him. Abbey noted that the three men were a strange colour, but she still couldn’t grasp that they were dead. It didn’t seem possible.

			“Father,” Abbey whimpered, bending to touch his face, which was icy cold despite the heat of the day. In the background she could hear Meg’s hysterical sobs.

			“Don’t leave me all alone, Father,” she whispered. “I need you. Please, don’t leave me.”

			***

			In the hours that followed, Abbey was in a daze. She was vaguely aware of being escorted back to her dugout by one of the miners, and of him telling her that her father’s body would be taken to Herman’s Funeral Parlor, where Herman Schultz would prepare it for burial. A trickle of local women stopped by her dugout to offer sympathy, but Abbey barely acknowledged them. It wasn’t until one of her father’s friends encouraged her to drink half a flask of whisky that evening, that she was able to pull herself together and stop crying long enough to think about Neal’s mother and sisters.

			Almost in a trance, Abbey headed for the dugout where Neal had lived. She was worried about Meg because of her fragile health. Abbey hadn’t been in a frame of mind to consider what she herself would do, or how she would support herself, but she couldn’t help worrying about how Meg and the girls would cope without Neal.

			Abbey was startled to find the dugout deserted and all their belongings gone. She didn’t know what to think.

			“Are you looking for Meg, Abbey?” Vera Nichols from the dugout next door asked.

			“Yes, Mrs. Nichols,” Abbey said. “Do you know where she is?”

			“I thought you would have heard that she’s been taken by dray to the hospital in Clare. A doctor was called to the mine.”

			“No,” Abbey said in disbelief.

			“I’m very sorry about your father, love,” Vera said sadly.

			Abbey could only nod as tears ran down her cheeks, but Vera understood.

			“I brought my Dennis home after they pulled him out of the mine, so I didn’t see Meg before she was taken away. I was told that she had taken her son’s death very badly, and apparently she’s very ill.”

			Abbey felt racked with guilt. She sniffed and blew her nose. “What about Mr. Nichols?”

			“He’ll be fine, but it’s a miracle. Beatrice Smythe told me Meg’s in a very bad way and might not live,” Vera added gently. She thought it was better to be honest with Abbey, rather than hide the truth of the situation. “Apparently, the doctor thinks her heart may be failing. Not surprising, is it?” she sighed raggedly.

			“Where are Mrs. Tavis’s possessions and clothes, and the girls’?” Abbey asked. They hadn’t had much, but even Neal’s clothes were gone, although Abbey couldn’t bring herself to mention him for fear her tears would come again.

			“Beatrice and I packed everything up and stored it in her home. It wouldn’t take long for the scavengers to move in if the dugout was empty for a few days, and then everything would be gone.”

			“Oh,” Abbey said. She couldn’t stop thinking about Meg. In deserting her, Abbey felt she had let Neal down. “I should have made certain she was all right. I shouldn’t have left her.”

			“Don’t blame yourself, Abbey. Meg knows you are in shock, and you have your own pain to deal with. She’s never been very strong, so it wouldn’t be surprising if her health couldn’t withstand something like this.”

			“What about Amy and Emily? Who is looking after them?” Abbey asked, brushing away the fresh tears sliding down her cheeks. The twin girls were only eleven years old.

			“They went with Meg,” Vera said. “If Meg does pass away, God forbid, I suppose they will be taken to an orphanage in Clare or sent to one in Adelaide. They have no family here in Australia, and none of us are in a position to take them in. It’s a terrible tragedy. Let us just pray they aren’t separated. That would be awful.”

			Abbey couldn’t bear to think about how distraught and afraid Amy and Emily would be after losing their brother and now having their mother so ill. Pain washed over her again, and she collapsed in the dust at her feet.

			Vera always tried her best to be stoic, as it was the only way she could cope with so much heartache around her, but witnessing Abbey’s sorrow was almost her undoing. She knew what she’d been through that day, and Abbey was too young to cope with so much loss.

			Kneeling beside Abbey as she sobbed, Vera put a comforting arm around her shoulder. “There, there, dear. It’s been a terrible day for you, hasn’t it?” she said emotionally. “I know you loved Neal and to lose your father, as well” She pursed her thin lips. “That Ebenezer Mason has a lot to answer for. But you have to pull yourself together and go on, Abbey. There’s nothing else you can do.”

			At the mention of the mine owner’s name, Abbey lifted her head and braced her shoulders, reminding herself that she had somewhere to direct her pain and anger. But first she had to see to it that her father received the burial he deserved.

			***

			After closing time at the Miner’s Arms, Paddy Walsh, one of Finlay’s closest friends, visited Creek Street.

			“I’ve come on behalf of the regulars at the Miner’s Arms, Abbey. Please accept our deepest sympathy,” he said gravely. He was holding his cap. “Yer father was a fine man, a gentleman and a real good mate. It mightn’t help much, but I took up a collection.” He self-consciously removed a few pounds and some loose coins from his cap and handed it to her. “I know it’s not much, but we hope it helps with the funeral costs. If ye let us know when it is, we’ll be there, and afterwards there’ll be a wake at the pub, which yer welcome to attend.” He cleared his throat, as his voice was cracking with emotion.

			Abbey was aware of the close relationship between her father and his friends, but she could also see that Paddy had drunk more than his fair share of beer before coming to see her.

			“Thank you, Mr. Walsh,” she said in a shaky voice. She wasn’t comfortable taking money from her father’s friends, but she was in no position to refuse.

			Abbey had been visited by one of the town’s two undertakers that afternoon, so she knew what a decent funeral for her father would cost. The few pounds collected by Paddy wouldn’t cover it. Pride prevented her from saying anything, however. She was more determined than ever to ask Ebenezer Mason to pay, because he was responsible.

			“I never liked the idea of your father working at the mine,” Paddy said. “I always said it was too bloody dangerous to be underground. Your father knew it, too, but he was afraid to leave the mine in case he couldn’t get anything else.”

			Paddy’s words made Abbey feel even guiltier. If her father had been afraid to leave the mine and look for work elsewhere, it must have been because he had her to consider. For the first time, it occurred to her that perhaps she’d been a real burden on him, and this only added to her despair.

			“Have ye thought about what you’ll do now, Abbey?” Paddy asked gently.

			“No, I haven’t,” she admitted. “I suppose I’ll have to look for work. My father would never let me when he was alive.” She almost broke down. “He said it was my place to look after him until I married.” Thinking of Neal, Abbey couldn’t hold back the tears.

			“Keep your chin up, lass,” Paddy said awkwardly. “I know it must be hard. My landlady, Mrs. Slocomb, might be looking for a cleaner,” he said. “If ye can’t find anything better, go and see her.”

			After Paddy had gone, Abbey curled up on her burlap bed on the dirt floor of the dugout, hoping to sleep, but she’d never felt more lonely or afraid in her life. At least after losing her mother, she had still had her father. Now she had no one. Not a soul in the world, or at least in Australia. She certainly didn’t have the means to return to her aunt and uncle in Ireland. Her heartache was overwhelming. And it was all Ebenezer Mason’s fault. She couldn’t understand why someone with so much money wouldn’t protect his workers by maintaining the equipment used in the mine. It was criminal as far as she was concerned. If she had her way, he’d be locked up in the Redruth Jail. But she knew that would never happen. He was too revered in the district of Burra, and she’d heard talk that he had every constable in town in his back pocket.

			***

			Abbey cried off and on until the sun came up, so she was exhausted the next morning, but a sense of purpose motivated her to get up. She was just about to leave for the mine, to confront Ebenezer Mason, when the undertaker, Herman Schultz, arrived.

			“It’s going to be very hot, Miss Scottsdale, so we will have to conduct your father’s funeral today, rather than tomorrow, as planned,” he said apologetically.

			“Today?!” Abbey gasped.

			“Yes, this afternoon at the latest.”

			“But I don’t have enough money for a coffin or headstone yet,” Abbey told him.

			“We’ll do the best we can with what you’ve got,” Herman said sympathetically. “The casket will have to be a simple pine box, and you can make the grave marker yourself.”

			“What about Neal Tavis?” Abbey asked in a shaky voice. “His mother’s been taken to hospital in Clare, so who will bury him?”

			Herman looked pained. “Mr. Tavis will be given a pauper’s burial,” he admitted sadly. In such cases the Burra Shire Council paid Herman a token fee.

			Abbey gasped. “That’s not right,” she said angrily. “The mine owner should be paying for a good burial for my father, Neal, and Jock. It’s the very least he could do.”

			“I cannot approach anyone at the mine and ask for money, Miss Scottsdale,” Herman said. “It’s not my place.”

			“Well, I can,” Abbey snapped. “And that’s just what I intend to do. I want my father to have the bestand Neal, too. I’ll get the money, you’ll see.”

			Herman looked uncomfortable. “I must get paid, Miss Scottsdale. I’ve got a large family to feed.”

			“You will,” Abbey promised determinedly.

			Herman Schultz didn’t know Ebenezer Mason personally, but since opening his business in Burra five years ago, there had been twelve deaths at the mine, and the mine owner had never offered to pay for any of the funerals. As such, he thought Abbey had very little chance of getting any money. “I’m sorry, Miss Scottsdale, but I’ll require payment before the funeral,” he said, embarrassed.

			“I understand,” Abbey said resentfully.

			She went straight to the mine, but at the office was told that Mr. Mason wasn’t there. “Then, where is he?” she demanded of the office assistant, Mrs. Sneebickler. “I’m not leaving until I see him.”

			Mrs. Sneebickler was a no-nonsense type of woman, well- suited to working in the masculine environment of a mining company. She ruled her office with an iron fist, and normally not even the toughest brute got anything past her. But when faced with a forlorn, grieving young girl who’d just lost her father, and who just wanted some answers and help, her steely resolve deserted her.

			“Go home, Abbey, and come back tomorrow. Mr. Mason might be here, then,” she said firmly but compassionately. “There’s nothing I can do.”

			Abbey stood her ground. “If Mr. Mason isn’t here, I want to see whoever’s in charge,” she said, fighting tears. “I won’t leave until I speak to someone who can help me.”

			Seeing that the girl was on the verge of hysterics, Mrs. Sneebickler relented. She’d liked Finlay Scottsdale, who had always been respectful and courteous, even when she’d been short with him.

			“The mine’s manager is here. He’s very busy, but I’ll see if he’ll come to the office.”

			“Thank you,” Abbey said, fighting tears. Just being at the mine so soon after the accident was difficult for her.

			Mrs. Sneebickler sent someone to fetch Frank Bond to the office.

			***

			Knowing that his boss wouldn’t stand for the mining operation to be stopped for very long, Frank Bond had been supervising work on the Morphett Engine, and it wasn’t going well. He was agitated at being disturbed and was ready to lose his temper by the time he got to the office.

			It wasn’t until he was confronted by Abbey, whose eyes were full of tears, and was told that she wanted Ebenezer Mason to pay for his employees’ funerals, that he calmed down. Frank told her that he sympathised, but that he couldn’t authorise any type of compensation unless he spoke to Ebenezer Mason first.

			“Then, where is he?” Abbey demanded.

			“As far as I know he’s at his home in Mintaro, Miss Scottsdale,” Frank explained uncomfortably.

			Mintaro was about fifteen miles away, which meant Abbey didn’t have enough time to get there and back before her father’s funeral. Besides, she didn’t own a horse and buggy and couldn’t afford to rent one.

			“Doesn’t he know that three of his employees have been killed?” Abbey couldn’t believe he’d stay at home after such a tragedy.

			“We sent word immediately after the accident,” Frank said, embarrassed. “But so far, we haven’t heard from him.” Frank was actually very angry with his boss for not coming to Burra immediately after receiving news of what had happened, but he was powerless to do anything about it. Ebenezer Mason had always been aloof and detached from his workers. Unless he had a specific reason, he hardly ever spoke to them. His priority was the profitability of the mine, the results of which he used to support his lavish lifestyle.

			“That’s not good enough,” Abbey declared. “My father and Neal must be buried today because of the heat.” She was barely holding herself together.

			“I’m very sorry, Miss Scottsdale.” Frank Bond was genuinely regretful. “But there’s nothing I can do.”

			Abbey could see the guilt in his features, but it didn’t soften her heart. She was sure he was aware of his boss’s poor safety practices. A small part of her understood that he wouldn’t say anything for fear of losing his job, but if no one spoke out, more lives would be lost. Somebody had to take a stand.

			“That Ebenezer Mason hasn’t come to the mine to speak to his workers’ families is appalling, cowardly behaviour and absolutely unforgivable, as far as I’m concerned,” Abbey stated.

			Frank Bond couldn’t disagree. “As your father’s only kin, you can take what’s owed to him,” he said. “It’s not much because he was paid yesterday, but I’m sure every penny helps at a time like this.” His cheeks were flush with shame. He’d been put in this position too many times, and it only seemed to get harder and harder. He left Mrs. Sneebickler to pay Abbey.

			“I’m very sorry about your father, Abbey,” she said. “Will you be all right on your own?”

			“I’ll have to be,” Abbey said tersely. “Nothing will bring him back.”

			Abbey took the few shillings, more than she was actually due, a kindness from Mrs. Sneebickler, and bought some flowers to put on her father’s and Neal’s graves.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Before Finlay’s funeral service began, many miners came up the road to the cemetery to see their fellow miner off. They were a sombre group, but Abbey was moved to see them. And, then, at three o’clock and in blistering heat, Abbey walked to the cemetery beside a waggon that was carrying her father, four of her father’s friends accompanied her. Abbey had been forced to settle for one of the cheapest pine boxes. It broke her heart, but for his sake, she held her head high.

			She’d told Vera that Neal was to be buried at four thirty, and she’d promised to be there with a few of Meg’s other neighbours. Abbey had been told that Jock McManus was also to be buried later that day, but in another cemetery in Aberdeen, the Scottish quarter of town. Burra was essentially made up of several small townships, collectively known as The Burra. They included the South Australian Mining Association’s company town of Kooringa; Redruth, where most of the Cornish people lived; Aberdeen, the Scottish quarter; Llwchwr, where the Welsh people congregated; and Hampton, which was mostly English. Scattered throughout The Burra were a few other nationalities, including quite a few Irish.

			The Catholic priest in town spoke about Finlay’s life, which, when summarised, sounded short and tragic. When he spoke of him as a man, and how highly he was thought of amongst his fellow miners and friends, and what a good father he’d been to Abbey, she felt a sense of pride, as well as deep sadness and loss. When the mourners left the cemetery for a quick beer at the pub, promising to come back for Neal’s service, she had a quiet moment to say a heartfelt, tearful goodbye to her father before the undertaker’s assistant filled in the grave. She then placed some of the flowers on the grave before waiting under the shade of some eucalyptus trees for Herman to bring Neal’s body up to be buried.

			The main Burra cemetery was on a hill that rose above the township. But from there Abbey had a clear view of the Monster Mine on a brown hill in the distance, and her resentment grew. She wished her father didn’t have to spend all of eternity overlooking the mine that had claimed his life. It didn’t seem right.

			“When I can afford it, Father, I’ll have you moved somewhere much nicer,” she vowed tearfully. And she meant it.

			Abbey was still waiting for Herman Schultz to bring Neal’s body when she saw a lavish carriage coming up the road to the cemetery. It passed Vera Nichols and a few women who were walking up the road, leaving them in a cloud of choking dust. When it came to a stop near her, Abbey was shocked to see Ebenezer Mason get out. He was dressed in a fine black suit and top hat. Abbey glared at him as he approached her. She’d never spoken to him before, although she had seen him at the mine several times as she’d waited for her father after work. She was determined not to allow him to intimidate her. After all, now that she knew he’d once been a miner, he was no better than anyone else. He was also no longer her father’s employer, so he couldn’t do or say much if she was rude.

			“Good afternoon, Miss Scottsdale,” he said, tipping his hat briefly and exposing his oily, thinning hair to the afternoon sun. He barely glanced at the mound of dirt that covered her father’s coffin. Abbey noted that not a flicker of emotion crossed his unyielding features, not even the barest hint of sorrow or remorse, and it angered her.

			“You’re too late for my father’s funeral,” she spat furiously.

			“I would have been here sooner, Miss Scottsdale, but I had business that kept me at home. May I offer my condolences?” He scrutinised her with cold green eyes.

			There was something too intimate about the way he looked at her, and Abbey felt her skin crawl. “You may not,” she snapped. “If you’d spent more money on making the mine safer for the workers, then my father would still be alive. And what kind of business could keep you at home? If you’d had any decency you would have come to Burra immediately after hearing that three of your workers had been killed. It would have been the respectful, decent thing to do. Didn’t you think your employees or their families deserved that consideration?”

			Ebenezer barely flinched. “Of course,” he brushed off her accusations. “What happened at the mine was a tragic accident. I’m sure Jock McManus’s widow and Neal Tavis’s mother understand that.”

			“Understand? I can assure you—they don’t, and neither do I. There’s nothing accidental about your penny-pinching and the resulting catastrophe,” Abbey snapped. “My father predicted something like this would happen.”

			“Did he?” Ebenezer Mason’s eyes narrowed with malice.

			“He was obviously right, and he paid the ultimate price for your failure to maintain the Morphett Engine. If you’d done the right thing, he and two other men would still be alive.”

			“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I do have the engine maintained. Mechanical machinery fails sometimes, and it was a tragic coincidence that the miners had dug through to a water table at the precise time the engine broke down.”

			“Tragic,” she echoed faintly. She hadn’t eaten since the previous morning and suddenly felt dizzy under the fiery sun. Black spots appeared before her eyes, and she swayed on her feet.

			“Aren’t you feeling well, Miss Scottsdale?” Ebenezer asked. As woozy as she felt, Abbey noticed his tone lacked any genuine concern. When she didn’t answer him, he called to his driver to bring some water.

			“Don’t touch me,” Abbey retorted when Ebenezer tried to take her arm to steady her. The thought of his touch was unbearable. The driver brought a bottle of water to her, but Abbey knocked it out of his hand, and it fell to the dust. In the distance, she could see the undertaker’s waggon bringing Neal’s coffin up the road to the cemetery, and her eyes filled with tears again. It was even more upsetting that Meg and the girls weren’t present.

			By now, Abbey was shaking. She glared at Ebenezer. “Because of you, the man I loved, the man I was going to marry, is dead, and so is my father. I couldn’t even afford a decent funeral for my father, and he was a good man. He deserved better than a cheap pine box and an unmarked grave. Much better!”

			Ebenezer Mason reached into his pocket and pulled out three pound notes. The gesture seemed almost like an afterthought. “Please accept this,” he said, taking her hand and pressing the money into it.

			Abbey’s anger erupted. “Three pounds! Three lousy pounds! Is that all you think my father was worth?” She threw the notes in the air, where they were caught by the hot wind and scattered like autumn leaves over the unkempt graves that surrounded them.

			“How dare you think so little of my father’s life,” she shouted.

			Ebenezer’s lips pursed with anger, but he reined in his fury. He gave his driver a glare that suggested he retrieve the money promptly.

			“The day before my father was killed, he told me he had recently made your acquaintance.” It wasn’t a statement, but an accusation. “You’d even convinced him that you were misunderstood.” Abbey laughed derisively, as if the notion were truly absurd. “He somehow come to respect you and to believe that you cared for your workers and even worried about them. He believed that you were his friend.” Abbey’s voice nearly broke with emotion.

			Ebenezer’s expression remained impassive.

			“I can’t imagine how disappointed he’d be that you didn’t attend his funeral, or even come to the mine after he’d been killed. The illusion that you are a decent human being would certainly have been shattered.”

			Ebenezer still stayed silent.

			“Do you deny that you became close in the past few weeks?” Abbey asked, bewildered by his silence.

			“No, we discussed a great many things,” Ebenezer Mason eventually said, “including your future.”

			Abbey was so distraught that his last words meant nothing to her. “What will I do without my father?” she whispered as a painful sob constricted her throat.

			“Your father and I had come to an arrangement regarding your future, but perhaps we should speak when you are not so upset,” Ebenezer said with cold impatience. He’d never been able to tolerate emotional women.

			“I have nothing to discuss with you,” Abbey hissed. “As far as I’m concerned, any such arrangement you had with my father died along with him.”

			“Your father was a man of his word, and I’d expect you’d want to honour his word,” Ebenezer stated callously. His green eyes pierced her.

			Abbey could tell he had chosen his statements carefully, and despite the heat of the afternoon, a chill ran up her spine. “I am not aware of any arrangement my father made with you, and I’m certainly not going to take your word for it.” Even as she spoke, doubts were creeping into Abbey’s mind. She knew that her father was desperate to see her married well, and he had accepted a dinner invitation from Ebenezer Mason, something she’d never imagined he’d do. She had also never imagined he’d have a change of heart about the mine owner, but he’d claimed he had. Even so, she couldn’t believe that he’d made any kind of formal agreement that she’d marry this man. Surely that couldn’t be true.

			“We’ll discuss this further when you’ve had time to think about your circumstances.” Ebenezer turned and began walking back to his carriage. His stature, which was tall and thin, couldn’t be described as powerful, but he left no doubt that he considered himself an important man. Where was the man her father had come to knowthe man who claimed he’d been a gold miner? She couldn’t see him, not when disdain for the less fortunate seemed to drip from his every word.

			Abbey understood his words as an indirect warning of some kind. There was something menacing about them, and she inwardly quaked. Nevertheless, pride forbade her from showing any fear to the man responsible for her father’s death.

			“I’ll miss my father, but I’ll find a job and support myself,” she called after him. She’d meant to sound self-assured, but she realised that her tone lacked the confidence that she’d hoped to project.

			As he climbed into his carriage, Ebenezer Mason paused to look at hera brief moment frozen in time. In those few seconds, his glare spoke volumes. She was left with no doubt that he meant to have his way.

			Abbey felt vulnerable and afraid, but then she glanced at her father’s grave and gathered her courage. I might be young, but I’ve already lived through hard times, she told herself, thinking of their lives in Ireland and in the dugouts. What did that horrible man know about suffering? She didn’t believe he was ever a miner, or he would have looked after his workers, and she would still have her father. Abbey imagined that things couldn’t possibly get any worse for her than they were at that moment. “Oh, Father, I wish you were here to look out for me,” she whispered.

			***

			Ebenezer Mason went straight to Dr. Mead’s office near the hospital on Justice Lane.

			“Tell Vernon I have to see him immediately,” he told the doctor’s receptionist.

			“He’s with a patient, Mr. Mason,” Cora Blake said nervously. “I cannot disturb him.”

			Ebenezer rolled his eyes and began pacing in the waiting room. “How long will he be?” he said loudly enough to be heard in the doctor’s office.

			“I’m not sure,” Cora replied anxiously. “If you’d like to take a seat?”

			“I will not,” Ebenezer snapped. “I’m a busy man.”

			There were other people waiting to see the doctor, and they were annoyed that Ebenezer was thrusting himself to the front of the line, but no one was brave enough to speak out.

			After speaking with Miss Scottsdale, Ebenezer was more determined than ever to have her. He’d only seen her from a distance before, but he had been able to tell she was beautiful. Up close, he’d found her exquisite, and her hostility towards him had only fuelled his desire.

			Ebenezer had imagined that it would be easy to coax Miss Scottsdale into an affair with him, as long as he had her father on his side. He’d never had any trouble before. Usually a few expensive gifts and a few promises of a good life as his paramour sufficed to get what he wanted. But then he’d changed his mind and decided Abbey Scottsdale was worth marrying. He wanted her to bear him children. For the first time in years, he wanted a young, beautiful bride who would enrich his life, as well as children to enliven Martindale Hall. He wanted to hear their laughter in the house and have a beautiful wife to host his parties.

			Ebenezer knew that Finlay Scottsdale could be a fiery-tempered Irishman, so he’d gone out of his way to acquaint himself with him. He’d felt his efforts had been fruitful and that Finlay would encourage a union with his daughter. But then Finlay had been killed in the mine, and now his daughter was blaming him. This gave him pause, especially as she didn’t seem to believe his story about an agreement with her father. Somehow, he must convince her that he felt responsible for what happened without leaving himself open to litigation. He also needed to lure her to his home, and he knew just how he was going to do it. But he needed Vernon Mead’s help. One thing was certain, when Abbey Scottsdale was his, he’d crush that temper of hers.

			“What can I do for you, Mr. Mason?” Dr. Vernon Mead asked, after rushing his patient out the door. “Is this an emergency? I have other patients waiting.”

			“Yes, it’s an emergency,” Ebenezer said, entering the doctor’s office and closing the door behind him. He lowered his voice. “I need some more opiates and that other potion you gave me for …” he paused, whispering, “. . . my virility.”

			Vernon Mead looked dismayed. “Mr. Mason, I must be careful. Opiates can be dangerous if the dosage is incorrect, and that other potion for your” He glanced towards Ebenezer’s nether regions. “Too much is not good for your heart. I do not want to be responsible for your demise.”

			“Let me worry about that, Vernon,” Ebenezer spat. “I’m a busy man, and I’ve much to do today, so just give me what I want, and I’ll be on my way.”

			Vernon sighed. He felt he had no choice, so he went to his medicine cabinet. “This is the last time, Mr. Mason,” he said. “It’s too risky.” This time he meant it. Ebenezer Mason had claimed he used the opiates himself to ease the stresses of owning the mine, but Vernon wasn’t wholly convinced it was the truth, and his conscience was suffering. He knew Ebenezer had an eye for young women, and he couldn’t turn a blind eye to what might be happening.

			“Yes, yes, just hurry,” Ebenezer said impatiently.

			***

			Over the next few days, Abbey was forced to change her mind about her situation. She went to every shop and business in Burra, asking for work, but with no luck. She even went to the laundry where Meg Tavis had been employed, but she couldn’t get a job anywhere. Finally, when she was down to her last penny, she remembered Paddy Walsh’s suggestion and went to see Mrs. Slocomb, who ran a boarding house on Chapel Street. She was thrilled when she was offered a cleaning job, to start the next day. The pay was meager, but Abbey was relieved to have something. At least she wouldn’t starve, and she’d be standing on her own two feet. As she began walking back to Creek Street, she thought of how proud her father would have been, and tears welled in her eyes once more.

			***

			When Abbey reported for work early the next morning, after another night of little sleep and nightmares, Mrs. Slocomb told her the position was no longer available.

			“I don’t understand, Mrs. Slocomb,” Abbey said, bewildered. “Yesterday you said I could start this morning. What has changed?”

			“I’m sorry, dear,” Mrs. Slocomb said, clearly uncomfortable. “My husband and I had a look at our books, and we found we can’t afford to hire anyone just now.”

			Abbey was bitterly disappointed. She suspected that Mrs. Slocomb was lying, but she didn’t know why. For the past two days, she had begun to feel that Ebenezer Mason was somehow responsible for her inability to find work, especially when other young women on Creek Street had found employment easily. One girl, Carrie Finch, had even been given a job at the same shop where Abbey had asked for work just hours earlier.

			As she walked home, Abbey told herself she was being silly, but then she remembered that Mrs. Slocomb’s husband had once worked alongside her father at the mine before he broke his back, leaving him permanently unable to work.

			The more Abbey thought about it, the more convinced she became that Ebenezer Mason had put the word out that no one was to employ her. He had a lot of influence in Burra, as the town depended on the mine. Why would he be so cruel? Back at the dugout, she cried again.

			A short while later Abbey heard someone calling her name. It was Vera Nichols.

			“Have you heard, dear?” Vera asked in a sombre tone.

			“Heard what?” Abbey asked. Her heart began pounding. She couldn’t take any more bad news.

			“Meg passed away last night,” Vera said gently.

			“Oh, no,” Abbey said, burying her face in her hands to sob.

			“I’m sorry, love,” Vera said, a bit teary herself. “I thought you should hear it from me.”

			“What about Amy and Emily?” Abbey asked through her tears.

			“Apparently, they’re to be sent by dray to an Adelaide orphanage,” Vera said. “Poor little mites.” Shaking her head, sadly she left.

			Abbey closed her eyes. Shef thought about how upset Neal would be if he knew what had happened to his mother and sisters. Abbey couldn’t help but feel as if she had let him down. If she’d had a job, she might have been able to care for Amy and Emily. Who am I kidding? she thought. I can’t even support myself.

			A few minutes later, while Abbey was still considering what might become of her, a man approached the dugout. Abbey recognised him as Ebenezer Mason’s driver.

			“What do you want?” she asked coldly.

			“My name is Alfie Holbrook. I’m here to deliver a note, Miss Scottsdale,” he said tersely. “You do read, don’t you?” His tone held a hint of disdain.

			Abbey nodded, so he handed her a folded note.

			“I’ve been instructed to await a reply,” Alfie said. He turned his back and walked a few paces away, while Abbey read the note.

			Dear Miss Scottsdale,

			I have reconsidered my responsibilities towards the families of the men killed in the recent tragedy at the mine. While I feel it was a terrible accident, an act of God, I must meet my moral responsibilities. I would like to invite you to Martindale Hall this evening to discuss compensation for the loss of your father. My driver will wait for you.

			Yours truly,

			Ebenezer Mason

			Abbey reacted angrily. “Act of God, indeed.” She tore the note into pieces.

			The man looked at her with a steely glare as he remembered his boss’s strict instructions. “I’ll be in the Miner’s Arms Hotel when you change your mind,” he said. “But I’ll only be there until 6:30.” He began to walk away.

			“I don’t care if you’re there for a week,” Abbey murmured at his back. “I’ll not change my mind.”

			Vera Nichols had been speaking to Abbey’s neighbour and had overheard the exchange. She stepped back into Abbey’s dugout.

			“Wasn’t that Mr. Mason’s driver?” Vera asked.

			Abbey nodded angrily. “He thinks compensation will make up for my father’s death,” she said crossly. “He had the nerve to offer me three pounds at the cemetery on the day of my father’s funeral. He’s the most arrogant, irresponsible, money-hungry …”

			“Abbey, if Mr. Mason is offering you compensation, you can’t turn it down,” Vera said.

			Abbey had wanted money to bury her father, but she hadn’t wanted it for herself. “How can I take money for my father’s death? That wouldn’t be right.”

			“I know it won’t bring him back, but you haven’t been able to find a job, have you?”

			“No, and that’s Mr. Mason’s fault. I’m sure he’s told everyone in town not to hire me.”

			Vera thought Abbey must be mistaken. She couldn’t think of any reason why Mr. Mason would take a personal interest in Abbey’s employment prospects. The girl’s grief was clouding her judgement. “If you don’t accept Mr. Mason’s money, you’re likely to starve, or worse, you’ll be forced to become a prostitute.”

			Abbey gasped in horror. “I’d never do that. How can you suggest such a thing?”

			“Many a good woman has been forced to sell her body when faced with starving or keeping a roof over her head, Abbey,” Vera said, a humiliating memory that she’d buried for years coming to mind. “Don’t be a fool. Take that man’s money with both hands. Pride and resentment won’t put food in your mouth or get you out of this God-awful place.”

			As angry as she was, Abbey had to admit Vera had a point. Abbey was in a desperate situation. She had no money for food, and she was too proud to ask for a handout from one of her neighbours when they were barely any better off than she was. She should take Ebenezer Mason’s money and see to it that Amy and Emily, now orphans, got some money, too, for their futures.

			Swallowing her pride, Abbey went to the Miner’s Arms Hotel and told Ebenezer Mason’s driver that she would go with him as long as he would drive her home again. He didn’t look a bit surprised to see her, and he did promise to drive her back to Burra. A few minutes later, they were underway.

			***

			Ebenezer Mason’s fine carriage rocked along winding dusty roads through the countryside while Abbey sat inside, staring bleakly out of the window. The heat of the late afternoon sun was conceding to the coolness of evening, but Abbey was barely aware of time passing. She was thinking about how excited her father had been at the prospect of them making this journey together, before a few tragic minutes had changed their lives forever.

			Suddenly the carriage jolted to a stop in front of a black wrought iron gate. The driver jumped out and opened the massive gateway, which revealed the road to Martindale Hall. They’d driven a mile and a half outside the town of Mintaro, and Abbey was teary-eyed with regret. But as they made their way up the long road, passing the coach house and stables, an enormous set of buildings, she grew wide-eyed with awe. She’d never seen such a grand coach house. Built of sandstone, it was set back from the road and had tall date palm trees on either side and behind it.

			As the road wound left, then right and headed towards an incline, Abbey held her breath, waiting for the house to come into view. When the carriage stopped, she looked up at Martindale Hall and gasped. She’d been expecting something quite grand, but it was beyond anything she ever imagined.

			Set on a rise in the grounds, Martindale Hall was an enormous, square, Georgian-style building. At the front there were eight shuttered windows on two levels and a curtained bay window over double entry doors. Sixteen steps swept up to the house. Two urns on pillars stood on either side of the first step, with glowing lanterns set on top of them.

			Ebenezer Mason’s driver opened the door for Abbey. As she stepped out, she looked upwards, noting the house had a flat rooftop with an ornate railing around it. It, too, was decorated with fancy urns. She turned to look around her. A vast, green lawn surrounded the house. In the growing darkness she could just make out cricket and polo fields, and beyond that, hundreds of acres of grazing land and trees.

			“Come this way, Miss Scottsdale,” the driver said in an unfriendly tone. Abbey went up the steps towards the house with her head down. At the front door, she took a deep breath, but before she could knock, one of the double doors opened, and she was greeted by a butler, a stooped, elderly man with graying hair and a dark moustache.

			“Miss Scottsdale,” he said, his baritone voice revealing an English accent.

			“Yes,” Abbey replied meekly. She suddenly felt terribly nervous at the prospect of confronting Mr. Mason in his own imposing home.

			“My name is Winston Grey. Please, come in. The master is expecting you.”

			Clearly Ebenezer Mason was used to getting his way, but Abbey was determined to come away with something. The greedy old man owed her that much, and she owed it to her father’s memory to make things right.

			Abbey turned to speak to the carriage driver. “You will wait …” He’d gone. Then she saw the carriage pulling away. “Wait!” she called.

			“Mr. Holbrook is only taking the carriage to the coach house, Miss Scottsdale,” Winston said.

			“But he said he’d wait and take me home,” Abbey said.

			Winston looked bemused. “Did he?” he said in a skeptical tone. “That will be up to the master.”

			A chill ran up Abbey’s spine. That had not been part of the agreement. Her uneasiness grew as she was ushered into a black and white marble vestibule that opened into a stately main hall with a domed glass roof and parquet flooring. The hall was dominated by a carved staircase that split into two from the first landing. It led to an overhanging gallery on the first floor, where there were numerous doors. Abbey gazed about her, anxious yet struck by the beauty of the hall.

			“The master is waiting in the dining room,” Winston said. “Please, come this way.”

			Abbey wondered why Mr. Mason would be in the dining room, but she followed Winston into a side hallway and then into a formal dining room. Ebenezer was sitting at the far end of a large table that was surrounded by twelve high-backed tapestry chairs. Two places had been laid, Abbey noted with annoyance, one at either end of the table.

			Ebenezer Mason stood to greet her. “Ah, Miss Scottsdale, thank you for coming.” He thought Abbey looked ravishing despite the dirt and poverty of the dugouts. He felt a tingle of excitement when he thought how he could make her look even more beautiful. A bath and some new clothes would work wonders.

			His tone implied that he had never doubted she would come. Abbey wanted to say she had no choice, but she felt too proud to admit it. “I’m not happy to be here,” she acknowledged out loud.

			Ebenezer barely flinched and chose to ignore her comment. “Would you like something to drink before dinner? I’ve taken the liberty of pouring you a glass of my finest wine.”

			Abbey could smell something delicious, and her stomach grumbled noisily. She couldn’t remember the last meal she’d had, but she’d sooner eat broken glass than dine with Ebenezer Mason. “I’m not here to dine with you, Mr. Mason. I’m here to discuss compensation,” she said tersely.

			Ebenezer gave her a wry smile. She had no idea that he was thinking he’d soon tame her acid tongue once he had her under his control. “I know, my dear,” he said, pulling out a chair for her. “But it is dinner-time, and we have to eat.”

			Abbey was angry at his attempt to manipulate her. “Surely you don’t expect me to dine with you when I believe you are responsible for the death of my father?”

			Ebenezer’s green eyes hardened like flint for just a moment. “As you wish,” he said with patience he wasn’t really feeling. “But you will sit down to discuss our business, won’t you?”

			It was a question, but Abbey caught the hint of a threat. “I suppose,” she said in a small voice. Once their business was concluded, she was determined to flee as fast as she possibly could.

			Ebenezer came towards her and placed a wine glass in front of her. The ruby liquid shimmered in the candlelight. Feeling nervous, Abbey took a gulp of the wine, hoping it would bolster her courage. It was slightly bitter, but she soon felt a warm glow spread through her, and her legs became heavy. Ebenezer chatted casuallly about the house as she continued to sip the wine. She heard him say that the walls were made of Manoora freestone, three feet thick in places, and that the tradesmen who built his home had been brought from England. But soon his voice began fading into the distance. She felt strangely light-headed; her arms and legs heavy as lead.

			“Is something wrong, my dear?” Abbey heard Ebenezer ask. She turned to look at him at the other end of the enormous dining table. He suddenly seemed far, far away. She saw another man standing beside him, dressed like a minister.

			“Who are you?” Abbey slurred, unable to get any more words out. She received no answer, but Ebenezer was smiling. The room began to spin, and Abbey realised that she was in far more danger than she could have ever imagined.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Hours later, a piercing scream jolted Abbey from sleep. She winced, opening her eyes to blurry surroundings. She could barely discern the shape of a person running away from her. An unfamiliar bitter taste coated her tongue.

			Disorientated, she struggled to clear her foggy mind. Where am I? she thought. She knew she wasn’t on the dugout floor, where she usually slept on a stuffed burlap bag, but was instead, somewhere much softer. Gradually, a large canopied bed came into focus. She lifted the blanket and saw she was wearing an unfamiliar nightdress. Her head was resting on an overly stuffed feather pillow, but a throbbing headache pounded her brain. Panic spread as she realised that she did not recognise her surroundings. She could hear hysterical shouting some distance away.

			Abbey winced, glancing toward the window. The heavy drapes were tied back, but the window was shuttered, so the room was dim. Even so, she could just see enough light to know that it was daylight outside. How much time had passed since that horrid meeting? The last thing she remembered was sitting in Martindale Hall’s dining room with Ebenezer Mason.

			Turning her head in the other direction, Abbey could make out the form of a person lying next to her. She blinked in confusion, trying to clear her vision.

			“Father?” she said and felt a fleeting moment of joy.

			Their dugout had two rooms, but with nothing to divide them, she was accustomed to seeing her father sleeping on a nearby mattress. Had the last few days just been a nightmare? Was her father still alive?

			Moving closer, Abbey reached out to touch him, then recoiled in horror when she recognised Ebenezer Mason’s head on the pillow beside her. This time the scream she heard was her own.

			Abbey scrambled from the bed, her wobbly legs barely holding her upright. The shock seemed to clear her vision, and she stood facing the bed, expecting Ebenezer’s eyes to open, but he remained asleep. Embarrassment met with dismay when she realised she wasn’t wearing anything underneath the nightgown. She looked around and saw her clothes on a chair. Grabbing her dress, she held it in front of her in an attempt to cover herself.

			“What have you done?” she demanded of Ebenezer Mason on the verge of tears. “Wake up, and tell me. How did I get in your bed?” Abbey struggled to remember how she got there, but couldn’t remember anything after being in the dining room. Anger spread through her, as she realised this despicable man had taken advantage of her. When Abbey thought of him removing her clothes, shame and disgust washed over her. She began to gag, but she couldn’t vomit because her stomach was so empty. She felt a bit strange down there. But no. It couldn’t be. She pushed the distressing thoughts from her mind.

			Suddenly the door burst open. A young maid and an older woman swept into the room, hurrying past Abbey as if she weren’t there. They looked distressed as they rushed to the side of the bed and examined Ebenezer Mason. The young maid was crying hysterically. Abbey realised it must have been her that she’d heard screaming.

			“What has that filthy scoundrel done to me?” Abbey demanded to know as tears ran down her cheeks.

			The older maid swung around to face her. “What have you done to the master?” she asked accusingly.

			“What have I done?” Abbey gasped, unable to believe they offered her no sympathy. “He invited me here to talk,” she stammered. “I knew I shouldn’t have come. I knew it. He gave me some wine. That’s the last thing I remember.”

			“You’ve killed your husband,” the younger maid cried before she fled the room sobbing uncontrollably again.

			“Husband? He is not my husband,” Abbey protested, aghast. “And what do you mean I’ve killed him?”

			“Of course, he’s your husband,” the older maid snapped. “You married him last night!” She clutched Abbey’s left hand and showed her the glistening wedding band on her third finger. “The master was perfectly healthy last night and now he’s dead. You must have killed him.”

			Abbey stared at her in disbelief. This can’t be happening, she thought. She ran to the side of the bed and peered at Ebenezer Mason closely. He appeared to be asleep. “He’s not dead, and I’ll prove it,” she shouted, shaking his shoulder. “Wake up,” she demanded.

			“Haven’t you done enough?” the maid accused angrily, pushing her backwards. “Get away from the master.”

			“He’s not dead,” Abbey insisted, too afraid to believe it. “He can’t be!”

			“He is, and you killed him.” The maid stabbed a finger at Abbey’s chest, angrily.

			Abbey stared at her again. “I did not,” she said. “I didn’t even know he was lying beside me until I opened my eyes.”

			“Get dressed, and leave this room immediately,” the maid said vehemently, before she headed for the door.

			“I didn’t do anything,” Abbey protested. “I don’t know what happened, but I’m not capable of hurting anyone. Not even him.”

			The maid, who was short and stout, came towards Abbey, wagging a finger under her nose. “You get out of here, now, or so help me, you’ll be sorry.”

			“Very well,” Abbey said in a shaky voice. “But”

			“Go, now,” the maid screamed, and Abbey jumped back, nearly falling over.

			The maid left the room, and Abbey heard her calling the butler, so she quickly dressed, keeping a close eye on Ebenezer, in case he woke up. By the time Winston walked into the room with the maid, Abbey was putting her shoes on. She was sitting on a chair just behind the door, so they didn’t see her as they went to the bedside.

			Winston examined Ebenezer, and finding no pulse, declared that he was definitely dead, and that it appeared he had been for some hours. When Abbey heard this, she shuddered. The thought of spending hours lying beside a dead man chilled her to the bone.

			“That woman the master married must have killed him,” the older maid cried.

			Abbey wanted to protest again, but Winston’s rigid countenance was frightening. When the younger maid came into the room, still hysterical, Abbey took advantage of the diversion and darted out through the door. As she crept towards the stairs, she overheard Winston say that the constabulary should be called. Abbey fled downstairs as fast as she could. She couldn’t understand why they were blaming her for Ebenezer Mason’s death and still couldn’t recall what happened after being in the dining room with him.

			Once outside, Abbey began running down the steps and along the long road that wound through Martindale Hall’s grounds. She still felt weak and wobbly, but she was determined to get as far away as possible while she could. As she ran, she kept glancing over her shoulder at the upstairs windows of the house, grateful they were shuttered to keep the heat out, therefore preventing anyone from seeing her. She had no idea of the time. It wasn’t yet very hot, so she was sure it was still morning. Even so, she was perspiring by the time she got to the coach house.

			She wondered how she could get far away. She was sure Winston would come after her.

			At the stables, Abbey stopped to catch her breath. Just then the double doors at the front of the building swung open, and she froze. Alfie Holbrook was busy preparing a horse to take out and didn’t see her at first. Behind him were two carriages, one large and ornate, and a smaller one, which Ebenezer Mason used regularly. To either side were several horse stalls. Suddenly Alfie glanced in her direction and looked astonished.

			“Miss Scottsdale, what are you doing here?” He regarded her with some suspicion.

			Abbey swallowed the lump in her throat and tried her best to appear calm. “You said you’d drive me back to Burra, and I’d like to go now,” she said a little breathlessly.

			Alfie stared at her before glancing in the direction of the Hall. “I was just about to exercise the master’s horse, but … as you wish. I’ll have to go up to the Hall and notify someone, however,” he added.

			“Why?” Abbey said, a little too quickly.

			Alfie frowned guardedly.

			“Mr. Mason is asleep and he doesn’t want to be disturbed,” Abbey added.

			“Asleep?” Alfie repeated, obviously confused. “That’s not like the master. He’s always been a very early riser.”

			Not today, Abbey thought, barely keeping from panicking as she hurriedly thought of something to say. “He had a bit too much wine last night, much more than usual, I gather. So did I. That’s why I spent the night in one of the guest rooms.”

			Alfie continued to regard her in silence. Abbey knew he was digesting what she’d said with some skepticism, and she was incredibly tense. She wondered if he’d known what his employer had planned for her.

			“I’ll wait here if you want to go and wake Mr. Mason,” she said, feigning bravado, “but I suspect he can be very bad-tempered if he has reason to be.”

			Alfie knew this to be true, but he also knew Ebenezer Mason expected his staff to follow orders to the letter. “I can’t take the carriage out without notifying the master or Winston,” he said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” After tying the horse to a rail, he began walking towards the house.

			Suddenly Alfie stopped and turned to face Abbey, who tried to mask the alarm growing inside her, but it was difficult. She was sure the game was up, and for a few seconds seriously contemplated making a run for it.

			“Don’t go near Horatio,” Alfie warned.

			“Horatio?”

			“The master’s horse. He’s a fiery animal at times and a bit unpredictable.”

			Abbey looked at the big black horse. “I’ll keep clear of him,” she muttered.

			***

			When Alfie was out of sight, Abbey went to the stables, giving Horatio a wide berth. He was bridled, and his saddle rested on the gate of his stall, ready to be put on. Four other horses were quietly making their way through the piles of hay in their stalls. She was terribly thirsty, so Abbey cupped some water from one of the troughs and splashed it on her face. It felt wonderfully cool and refreshing.

			Her instincts were screaming at her to flee again on foot, but she knew she wouldn’t get far if someone like Alfie came after her on a horse. That was sure to happen once he’d spoken to Winston and found out that Ebenezer was dead, and that Winston and the maids thought she was responsible. Running away also made her look guilty, but what choice did she have?

			Abbey couldn’t understand why the butler and the maids would believe that she’d killed their employer and then spent the night in bed with him. Surely, they’d think about it and realise that if she’d murdered him, she wouldn’t just lie there as if nothing had happened. Obviously, they weren’t thinking rationally, so there was every chance they’d send for the police and claim that she killed Ebenezer Mason. She tried to imagine herself on trial for his murder, and she panicked further.

			Abbey knew she had to act quickly if she wanted to get away. She looked at Horatio. He was standing quietly. She wondered if Alfie had lied to her. Without another thought, she untied him.

			“I know you’d be ashamed of me for stealing, Father, but I have no choice,” she whispered, becoming emotional. “I don’t want to hang for killing Mr. Mason when I didn’t do it.” She didn’t waste time trying to saddle the horse before stepping up onto a rail on a stall gate and tossing a leg over the animal’s broad back. She turned him towards the open doors. She gently kicked his flanks and he leapt forward, almost unseating her. “Whoa,” she cried, thinking that maybe stealing Horatio hadn’t been such a good idea after all.

			Abbey soon realised that Alfie had been telling the truth, and that she was riding a very spirited horse, but she turned him down the estate’s long road and hung on. She hadn’t ridden bareback since she and her father had left her aunt’s farm in Ireland. Even then, it had been a farm horse, a gentle, old Clydesdale used for plowing. Atop Horatio she was bouncing around like a novice.

			In no time at all they had nearly covered the length of the road, and Abbey could see the wrought-iron gates quickly looming closer. They were closed. She panicked and tried to rein in the horse, but he wouldn’t slow down.

			“Whoa,” Abbey cried, but the harder she pulled on the reins, the more Horatio stretched his neck out. She was sure they were about to crash headlong into the gates, when at the last second the horse veered to the left and leapt the side fence. Abbey felt them sailing through the air, almost in slow motion. She clenched her teeth and tightened her grip on the horse’s mane. By a miracle, she managed to stay seated when the horse landed and began galloping down the road towards the town of Mintaro at top speed.

			Fields of sheep, eucalyptus trees, and blowing dust whizzed by. In no time at all they had covered the distance to town and were galloping down the main street, past a mix of businesses and houses. Abbey was barely aware of being observed by a handful of startled people in the street. Up ahead the road looked clear, and Horatio showed no signs of tiring.

			They were passing the last few houses on the outskirts of town, when suddenly a large dog ran out, snapping at the horse’s heels. Horatio shied and veered left, but Abbey was prepared and hung on. Then the horse leapt another fence, this time into a paddock of sheep. The ground was uneven, and Abbey was thrown as Horatio stumbled. She landed heavily between the scattering sheep.

			Dazed and winded, Abbey lay still for a few minutes, as she caught her breath and tried to determine if any of her bones had been broken. She was only vaguely aware of the horse heading away across the field at a full gallop.

			When she was sure she was still in one piece, Abbey gingerly sat up. The side of her head hurt, and she felt a lump. She also had a cut on her hand, but other than that, she had survived the fall relatively unscathed. She knew she was lucky. The sheep were grazing again on the far side of the field, ignoring her. Horatio had obviously jumped another fence, as he was nowhere to be seen.

			Now what? Abbey thought. She was only a few miles from Martindale Hall, so she couldn’t walk on the road because Alfie or Winston would soon catch up with her. She also couldn’t ask anyone in the town of Mintaro for help, because she suspected Alfie or Winston would make enquiries there. That meant she had to walk through the countryside, avoiding people and roads.

			Setting off, Abbey began to think about what might have taken place at the Hall. She couldn’t believe the maids were actually convinced she had married Ebenezer Mason by choice. She glanced at her hand and the wedding ring on her finger. Pulling it off, she threw it down the slope she had just climbed. I didn’t marry that man, she thought angrily. She was convinced he had lied to his staff because never in a million years would she have wed him willingly.

			For the first time, it occurred to Abbey that Ebenezer Mason might have drugged her. She hadn’t eaten before she went to the Hall, and she’d been hungry, but a few sips of wine wouldn’t have caused her to lose all memory of the evening. Flashing of that night started coming back to her. She thought about how quickly she had begun to feel strange after sipping the wine. She remembered the minister she’d seen standing near Ebenezer at the far end of the table. At the time, she hadn’t known whether he had been real or imagined.

			Suddenly Abbey stopped, feeling sick again. Ebenezer Mason had planned the whole thing. He’d enticed her to the Hall with the promise of compensation, and then he’d drugged her and brought in a minister. He’d been a cunning devil with no conscience. Just as she’d suspected, he hadn’t let anything stop him from getting what he wanted. She didn’t know how or why he’d died, and would have felt uncharitable for being happy about it, but she still blamed him for the deaths of the two men she loved most in the world.

			Over the next hour, Abbey’s thoughts took her in a direction she didn’t want to go. What if Ebenezer Mason had had forced himself upon her before he died? That might explain the strange feeling she 

			“Oh, God,” she said aloud. Just the thought made her want to be sick. She’d never been intimate with a man before. Her thoughts went even further. What if she was expecting his child? “Please, God, don’t let that happen,” she prayed.

			***

			A few hours later, Abbey had walked quite a few miles and given herself a good talking to. She’d kept off the road, crossing farmland, but avoiding homesteads. She’d been considering her options and decided it was a waste of energy to feel sorry for herself. She didn’t know what had happened to her, but worrying about it wasn’t going to change anything—Ebenezer Mason was dead. She hoped she was heading in the direction of Clare, because she knew if Alfie and Winston were looking for her, they’d look in Burra. Luckily, Clare was only a few miles from Mintaro and in a different direction than Burra.

			By late afternoon, Abbey was weak with hunger, and she collapsed on the side of a small hill, underneath some shady eucalyptus trees. Her face had become quite sunburned after hours in the hot sun. She’d found water an hour earlier in an animal trough on a farm. It hadn’t been very clean or cold, but she’d been too thirsty to care. She’d also picked a few apples that had been on the tree too long and now had stomachache to add to her troubles. She closed her eyes, intending to rest for just a little while before pressing on.

			***

			Abbey awoke with a start. Hours must have passed, and it was getting dark. She hadn’t meant to sleep, but apparently had dozed off. For a moment she was disoriented, not sure which direction to go, or from which direction she had come. Then she caught the smell of food on the breeze, and her stomach grumbled loudly.

			Getting to her feet, Abbey sniffed the air, trying to determine which direction the smell was coming from. She followed the delicious aroma. Soon after, she saw the smoke of a campfire drifting into the sky over the rise of a hill. After climbing the hill, she saw a small group of Aboriginal men and women sitting around a campfire in the valley below. Abbey was wary; there were often clashes between the Aboriginal people and the squatters who’d acquired land from the government for farming. But she was so hungry, and whatever they were cooking smelt heavenly.

			The group was made up of four men and three women. Seeing women bolstered Abbey’s confidence enough to move closer. She’d never been so hungry in her life and that hunger was pushing her fears aside.

			The group members were talking amongst themselves and didn’t see her approaching until she was almost upon them. They had been feasting on meat roasted in the coals of the fire, and there was still a good amount left over. Abbey’s mouth was salivating with hunger. She wanted to grab the meat and tear into it with her teeth.

			Suddenly one of the women saw her and spoke a warning to the others, who all turned to stare at Abbey. The men got up, one of them picking up a spear, and came towards her. Abbey stood her ground and held her palms up in surrender as he began shouting at her and threatening her with the bloodied spear. It took all her courage not to run away.

			“Please, I’m so hungry. Can you spare some food?” she begged.

			The Aboriginal man regarded her with dark, expressionless eyes. He spoke again and gestured for Abbey to go away. Realising he didn’t understand her, she began to cry and pointed at the food and her mouth. The man glanced at the lump on the side of her head and said something to the others, who discussed it amongst themselves. When the man shouted at her again, she began to sob, covering her face with her hands.

			The man backed away, and two women came towards Abbey, but with her face covered, she didn’t see them approach. The women circled her, noting her sunburn, cut hand, and bruising. They discussed her for a few moments while Abbey tried to pull herself together. The smell of food was overwhelming, and she no longer cared what they said or did. She walked towards their fire, sat down and took some scraps of meat, stuffing them into her mouth ravenously. They all watched her with interest and then picked up their few belongings and left. Abbey was only vaguely aware of what they were doing. All she could think about was pushing meat into her mouth and swallowing it as quickly as she could to satisfy her hunger. She wasn’t even aware of what she was eating until she noticed a skin nearby that appeared to have belonged to a kangaroo. Normally she would have been horrified at the thought of eating roo meat, but satisfying her hunger was all she cared about. After eating as much as she could, Abbey was exhausted. It was dark, so she lay down beside the dying fire and closed her eyes.

			***

			Sometime later, Abbey awoke when someone prodded her. She fully expected to see Winston or Alfie standing over her, so she was even more shocked to find herself surrounded by the same Aboriginal men and women whose food she had devoured. Scrambling to her feet, Abbey faced them. In the moonlight she recognised the two women she’d met earlier. Had they returned to kill her for stealing their food? She was terrified.

			“I’m sorry I took your meat. I was just so hungry,” she cried.

			The women spoke amongst themselves, leaving Abbey to speculate about what they were saying. Their conversation, in short, clipped syllables, was rapid and fiery. She was sure they were discussing what to do with her.

			“Please don’t hurt me,” Abbey cried. She felt her life was going from bad to worse, and she just couldn’t cope any more. Overwhelmed, she collapsed again, curling up in a ball on the ground.

			The women went quiet, and then one of them knelt beside her and examined the lump on her temple. She began chanting and the others stood by, looking on. Abbey watched as the woman opened a woven bag tied around her waist and produced what appeared to be ground bones, which she proceeded to sprinkle over her. Abbey gave herself over to whatever they were doing. She was exhausted, physically and mentally; she didn’t have any fight left in her. All she wanted was her father and Neal, and for life to return to what it had been just a few days ago.

			***

			The next morning, flies buzzing around her face and glaring sunlight woke Abbey. She felt refreshed, and for a few moments didn’t remember the events of the previous night. It wasn’t until she stood up and noticed that she was covered in some kind of dust, that she recalled being visited by the Aboriginal women. If not for the evidence, which she brushed off her clothes, she might have thought it a dream. She noted that the sun was rising in the east, and from there worked out which way was north-east. She started walking again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			“Mother, surely one of these girls would be suitable as a companion. They all appear to be qualified.” Jack Hawker had been in Sharp’s Employment Agency with his mother, Sybil, for nearly an hour, and she had been finding fault with every girl that Milton Sharp had on his books.

			“None of them claims to have an interest in music or the theatre, and they’re all too young. I don’t think any of them will do,” Sybil grumbled. “If someone is to be my companion, we must have something in common, and what interests could I possibly share with a young woman? We have two of them in the house now with barely a brain between them, and you know how much they irritate me,” she said, referring to the house servants.

			“Don’t say unkind things about Elsa and Marie, Mother. They do their best. As for these girls, it’s possible they have been exposed to the arts, but if they haven’t, it would be up to you to develop their interest,” Jack suggested. “You’ve worked with plenty of young women in the theatre, so it shouldn’t be a problem for you if you put your mind to it,” he added pointedly.

			Sybil gave her son a doubtful look. “The young women I taught in the city wanted to be actresses, so I didn’t have to encourage them, just guide them.”

			“I agree it’s hard to get a real sense of what the girls are like from a profile, Mrs. Hawker,” Mr. Sharp said, understanding. “But if you’d like to meet a particular girl, or more than one, I’m sure it can be arranged.”

			“I believe it would be a waste of time,” Sybil groused, reluctant to make a decision.

			“You have to make a choice, Mother,” Jack said, losing patience. “You keep complaining that you are lonely during the day while I’m working the farm, so surely somebody would be better than nobody.”

			“If I have to spend all day with her, I must be able to hold an interesting discussion with her,” Sybil stated defensively.

			Sybil Hawker had been living with her son Jack at Bungaree Station for almost a year, since the death of her husband, Gerald, and she was finding the isolation of a country property intolerable. Before moving to the station, she and Jack’s father, Gerald, had been living in the city of Adelaide. There, Sybil had been very involved with a local theatre company. She’d been an actress before marrying Gerald, but had given that up to raise a family with him in London. When the boys were grown up, the family migrated to Australia, where Gerald believed there were great opportunities in farming. He leased a large parcel of land in the Clare Valley from the government and divided it up for his three sons to work as they saw fit. Sybil, however, was adamant that she and Gerald would live in the city so that she could pursue work in the theatre again. Gerald agreed, but only after spending six months helping their sons to become established farmers. At the time, Sybil felt it was the longest six months of her life.

			Jack originally bought five thousand Merino sheep and planted crops on his portion of land. His brothers William and Tom had both purchased three hundred head of cattle to run on their properties, as well as small flocks of sheep. The cattle needed a much larger area to feed, especially in the summer months, and they soon discovered they didn’t have the good underground water that Jack’s Bungaree Station had, so they sometimes struggled. Between the three properties they also had one hundred and fifty horses.

			After his father’s sudden passing, Jack had asked his mother to move to Bungaree, where he could keep a closer eye on her. At first she had resisted, but she changed her mind after suffering a short illness. She missed city life terribly, however, especially her work designing sets and costumes for the Rubenstein Theatre Company that performed at Her Majesty’s Theatre on Grote Street in Adelaide. Putting all her valuable knowledge to use in training young actresses had also given her great satisfaction.

			To be suddenly thrust into the country, amongst sheep, flies, and dung, was nothing short of a shock for Sybil. She’d held a glimmer of hope that there would be some sort of theatre life in Clare, but quickly discovered that all country folk cared about were livestock, crops, and wool prices.

			Jack was certain that a suitable companion for his mother was the answer. If he’d been married, then his mother would have had company in their big house, but that was not the case, and Jack was taking his time about it, much to his mother’s annoyance. He had been casually courting Clementine Feeble, a dressmaker in the town of Clare, but he had so far avoided the state of matrimony. Clementine was quite attractive, but she could be moody and even a little malicious if she didn’t get her own way. Jack had always imagined himself settling down with a girl who had an agreeable disposition, someone who was interested in life on a farm. But as there weren’t an abundance of suitable women to choose from, he still held on to Clementine.

			“I’d love a decent cup of tea,” Sybil complained. “Could we go to a tearoom up the street, Jack?”

			Jack felt embarrassed for Milton Sharp, who’d already given his mother a cup of tea, which was now cold. “I think we should make a choice first, Mother,” he said, hoping to convey that the decent cup of tea would be a reward if she chose a companion. He looked at Mr. Sharp’s list again. “How about Miss Marcia Budgeon? She sounds nice.”

			“How can you tell?” Sybil asked caustically. “The only information Mr. Sharp has on her is that she’s been a governess, and she’s twenty-one years old.”

			“For one thing, under ‘Personal Attributes’, it says Miss Budgeon is patient. As your companion, patience would be a valuable asset,” Jack snapped.

			Sybil gave her son a withering look.

			“Miss Budgeon’s father is a friend of mine,” Mr. Sharp interjected. “So, I know her quite well, and she’s a very nice young lady.”

			“There, you see, Mother?” Jack said. “Miss Budgeon has a good recommendation.”

			“I don’t want to spend my time with someone who will treat me like a child in her charge,” Sybil grumbled.

			Jack rolled his eyes in sheer frustration.

			“I’m sure she wouldn’t do that,” Mr. Sharp said.

			“I don’t know. Miss Budgeon doesn’t sound appealing.” Sybil rolled the girl’s name off her tongue in a melodramatic tone that was not complimentary.

			“Her name doesn’t have to be appealing, Mother,” Jack complained. “Many good people have unfortunate names.”

			“Miss Bethany Bimble is also a very nice girl,” Mr. Sharp said, trying to prevent the brewing argument. “Her father is the manager of the Savings Bank here in Clare, and her mother is president of the Country Women’s Association.”

			“Bethany Bimble,” Sybil said and laughed.

			Jack was not amused and frowned. “I’ve had enough, Mother. Are you going to choose someone, or shall we begin the journey home?”

			Sybil pouted.

			***

			It was extremely hot, and Abbey was terribly weary when she came upon the township of Clare. She knew she was dangerously dehydrated because her head ached, her lips were cracked, and her legs were wobbly, but she couldn’t afford to buy a drink, so she began a search for a communal well. She was walking down the main street, receiving strange looks from people she passed, when she began to see spots before her eyes.

			“Oh, dear!” Sybil suddenly got to her feet and looked out the office window. “Did you see that?”

			“What?” Jack asked, disinterested. He was fed up with his mother and didn’t bother to look at what his mother was referring to.

			“A young woman just collapsed outside,” Sybil said.

			“Are you sure?” Jack asked, wondering whether his mother was deliberately creating a distraction.

			“See for yourself,” Sybil said, pointing through the window.

			Mr. Sharp went to the window, and Jack went outside to indeed find a girl lying on the footpath. Two elderly women had also stopped and suggested that the girl must have fainted. They commented that she was rather dirty, and neither recognised her. Jack bent to examine her. When she wouldn’t wake up, he gathered her in his arms and carried her inside the agency.

			“Have you some water to splash on her face or a wet cloth?” he asked Mr. Sharp’s shop assistant after depositing Abbey on a sofa in the front of the office, which served as a vestibule.

			“Yes, Mr. Hawker,” Miss Brown said and went to fetch the water and cloth.

			Jack, his mother, and Mr. Sharp looked Abbey over, noting her cut hand, scratches, and bruises.

			“What could have happened to her?” Sybil asked, thinking aloud. “She looks like a vagrant.”

			“I don’t know,” Jack said, puzzled.

			Miss Brown arrived with the water just as Abbey began to awaken. Jack put the glass to her lips and suggested she take a few sips.

			With shaking hands, Abbey clasped the glass and drank it all. “May I have some more?” she asked breathlessly. She was still so thirsty.

			Giving her a strange look, Miss Brown took the glass away to refill it.

			“Are you feeling better?” Jack asked Abbey.

			She nodded but her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. “I’m just terribly thirsty,” she said in a voice that was little more than a hoarse whisper. “What happened? Where am I?”

			Miss Brown brought another glass of water, which Abbey drank just as quickly as the first.

			“This is the Sharp Employment Agency,” Jack said. “You fainted on the footpath outside.”

			“Oh! I’m sorry,” Abbey said, dismayed that she was causing trouble.

			“There’s no need to apologise. Can we give you a ride home?” Jack asked.

			“No,” Abbey said hastily. “I don’t have a home,” she admitted, seeing that Jack looked confused. “I just arrived in town.”

			“Oh, where from?” Jack asked curiously.

			“I used to live in Burra,” Abbey said, trying not to cry when she thought of her father.

			“How did you get here? I didn’t see a horse outside.”

			Abbey self-consciously looked down. “I was driven part of the way,” she said. “But I walked from Mintaro.”

			Jack blinked in surprise. “Strewth! No wonder you fainted. Mintaro is at least ten miles away, and it’s terribly hot. You’ve been hurt. What happened?”

			“I fell,” Abbey said evasively. She could hardly admit that she had stolen a horse, and it had thrown her.

			“Do you know anyone in Clare you can stay with?”

			“No. I have to find work and somewhere to live.” Abbey tried to stand up, but her head began to spin.

			“Perhaps I can help with the employment,” Mr. Sharp said. “What sort of work have you done before?”

			Abbey paused, embarrassed. “I’ve never had a job,” she said in a small voice.

			“You’ve never been employed?” Mr. Sharp enquired in surprise.

			“No,” Abbey admitted. “But I’m a quick learner, and I’ll do anything.”

			Jack had an idea and glanced at his mother, who was standing in the background regarding Abbey with a frown on her face. “Perhaps we can offer you something,” he said to Abbey.

			Looking up at Jack, Abbey didn’t see the look of shock on his mother’s face.

			“We’re here to find a companion for my mother,” Jack said. “And you don’t need any qualifications for that position.”

			Sybil was flabbergasted and couldn’t hold her tongue. “At the very least she needs to be presentable,” she said rudely.

			“I’m sure she’ll clean up well,” Jack said casting an appraising eye over Abbey. He noted her azure blue eyes and raven hair, even the bits of grass in it. He also noted her fine features: high cheekbones and a determined chin, complete with a smudge of dirt. Her lips were also a pleasant shape, so he imagined she’d have a beautiful smile. “Would you be interested in the position?” he asked.

			“A companion,” Abbey said, considering. “What kind of work would I have to do?” It sounded like she’d simply have to keep his mother company, but surely there had to be more to it. After what had happened with Ebenezer Mason, she was not as trusting of strangers.

			“My mother is lonely on the farm, so she needs someone to make conversation with. There might also be the odd outing to town, but in general she needs someone to keep her amused.”

			“Let’s not be hasty,” Sybil said, wide-eyed.

			Jack chose to ignore her. Addressing Abbey again, he said, “You’d have your own room in our house, and your meals would be provided.”

			Abbey couldn’t believe her ears. She’d never met anyone who could afford to employ someone just to keep them company. The offer was certainly tempting.

			“Jack,” Sybil interrupted. “I think we should discuss this.” She couldn’t believe her son was offering this girl the position outright without talking it over with her. He’d have to be blind to see that she wasn’t suitable!

			“You’d also receive a small stipend,” Jack said to Abbey, as if he hadn’t heard his mother. As far as he was concerned, this girl had fainted on the agency doorstep at just the right time, and he wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass. If his mother wasn’t prepared to choose a girl from those on offer, he was going to do it for her.

			Abbey thought the job offer sounded wonderful, and her blue eyes lit up with delight.

			Sybil stepped forward and took her son’s arm, leading him to the other side of the vestibule. “Have you gone mad?” she hissed. “She’s Irish, for God’s sake, and terribly untidy. Just look at the state of her!”

			“A bit of soap and water will clean her up,” Jack said. “Be reasonable, Mother. She has walked for miles in the heat and fainted on a dirty footpath.”

			Sybil couldn’t believe Jack was serious. He wasn’t usually impulsive, which was why Bungaree was doing so much better than Anama or Parrallana, his brothers’ properties. “We don’t know anything about her, not even her name,” Sybil said, panicked.

			Jack turned to Abbey, who could hear every word Sybil Hawker was saying. “What’s your name, young lady?” he asked.

			“Abigail Scottsdale,” Abbey replied. “But call me Abbey. What’s yours?”

			“Forgive my rudeness,” Jack said, coming back to her to offer his hand. “I’m Jack Hawker, and this is my mother, Sybil. We live at Bungaree Station, just out of town. Station life is never boring,” he said. “But”

			“That’s a matter of opinion,” Sybil added sarcastically from the background.

			Jack ignored her. “But it is very quiet if you’re used to living in a town. Do you think you could handle it?”

			Peace and quiet and somewhere to keep out of sight for a while was just what Abbey needed. “Yes,” she said. “I would like the position, but only if it’s what” She looked past Jack to his mother. “Only if it’s what you want, too, Mrs. Hawker.”

			For a tense moment, Sybil glared at Abbey with her lips pursed. She was very aware that Jack was giving her a scolding look, but she ignored him. “It seems my son has made up his mind, so that’s that,” she said and walked out of the vestibule and back to where she had been perusing Mr. Sharp’s candidates as her potential companion.

			Abbey was dismayed, but improving her desperate situation had to take precedence.

			“Please excuse my mother, Miss Scottsdale … Abbey,” Jack said kindly. “She’s missing life in the city, and is missing my father, who passed away about eighteen months ago. At the time of his death, he and my mother were living in Adelaide, and she was very involved in the theatre, which is a passion of hers. As you can imagine, life at Bungaree with me is very different for her.”

			“I understand,” Abbey said, thinking of her own father and Neal, missing both terribly.

			“I’d be very grateful if you took up the position of companion to her, but I won’t lie and say it will be easy. I suspect it will be quite the opposite, in fact. Challenging! Are you up to it?” Somehow, he thought a girl who would walk so far alone was undoubtedly quite brave. He also suspected she had spent the night in an open field, and that suggested she had gumption.

			Abbey knew she had no alternative. She needed work and a roof over her head, and she was being offered both. “Yes,” she said. “I’ll take the position.”

			Visibly relieved, Jack smiled at her. “I’ll be right back,” he said. He left the vestibule and went after his mother.

			“Would you still like to visit the tearoom before heading back to Bungaree?” Jack asked his mother.

			“Not if you insist on taking that girl inside in the state she’s in,” Sybil said, not caring that Abbey overheard.

			“I’ll wait outside,” Abbey said, humiliated. She didn’t want to cause further disagreement between a son and his mother.

			“You must be very hungry,” Jack said to Abbey, appearing in the doorway.

			“I’m fine,” Abbey lied. She was actually weak with hunger, and Jack could see it. He had an idea.

			“Mother, I will meet you at the Carlisle Tearoom,” he said. “Please order tea, sandwiches, and cakes.”

			“Where are you going?” Sybil asked.

			Without answering her, Jack helped Abbey up from the couch. He then said good-bye to Milton Sharp, thanking him for the pains he had taken, and set off down the street with Abbey.

			***

			“A friend of mine owns this hotel,” Jack said when they reached the Railway Hotel. “He won’t mind if you use the bathroom to freshen up.”

			Abbey was dying to clean off the grime that coated her, but she hesitated, wondering if Jack was ashamed of her. She wouldn’t blame him, but it was humiliating.

			Jack noted her uncertainty. “You don’t have to, but I thought it would make you feel more comfortable. I know what I feel like when I come in from a day of droving sheep. I can’t wait to get the dust and sweat off me.”

			Abbey felt better knowing that Jack was just being considerate, so she followed him into the hotel’s cool interior. He showed her where the ladies’ facilities were and told her he’d wait in the lounge.

			***

			When Abbey emerged fifteen minutes later, with clean face and hands, she felt so much better. Her dress was still a little dishevelled from her fall from Horatio, but at least she looked more presentable.

			Jack smiled when he saw her. “Feel better?” he asked.

			Abbey nodded. She was very grateful for his thoughtfulness, but she suspected he also wanted to pacify his mother.

			Back at the tearoom, Sybil was pouring herself a second cup from the pot she’d ordered. When Jack walked in with Miss Scottsdale, she said nothing. When they were seated, Sybil passed around the sandwiches, while casting an appraising eye over her new companion. She could see she had indeed cleaned up quite well and imagined she’d look even more presentable in clean clothes. But she still wasn’t convinced that Abbey was the right choice as her companion. She’d been thinking and decided that Miss Scottsdale must have a questionable history. A girl who’d been brought up in a stable environment with good values wouldn’t be wandering the countryside looking like a vagrant.

			Abbey was absolutely ravenous, and although she tried to eat slowly because she knew that her new employers were watching her closely, she couldn’t help taking enormous bites and gulping them down so quickly that she gave herself indigestion. She’d finished her second cheese and tomato sandwich and started on the cakes before Jack and his mother had finished their first sandwich. Jack smiled, amused, but Sybil was not impressed.

			Seeing how hungry she was, Jack made no attempt to start a conversation with Abbey, and Sybil was in a sullen, contemplative mood. There were plenty of questions Jack wanted to ask Abbey, but Sybil was just hoping that Abbey wouldn’t be around very long.

			After the tea, and without further delay, they set off for Bungaree. Jack and his mother rode at the front of the carriage, and Abbey sat in the back, grateful for the overhead canopy that kept the sun off them. Sybil had asked her if she had any luggage and had rolled her eyes when Abbey had said she had nothing. Sybil still thought Jack was mad for hiring the girl, but when he made up his mind about something, there was no changing it. He was like her in that regard, so they often clashed.

			On the journey, Abbey had plenty of time to think about the twists and turns her life had taken since her father’s death. She was worried that the authorities would be looking for her in regard to Ebenezer Mason’s death. She needed to support herself, but there was another reason she was quite happy to take up the position of companion to Mrs. Hawker. She was unlikely to be found on a station outside Clare … or, at least she hoped not. She prayed that a doctor would examine Mr. Mason’s body and declare that his death was by natural causes, but that might take a few days.

			***

			The first thing Abbey noticed when they turned onto the road to Bungaree was a church on the left. It was something she was very surprised to see. St. Michael’s sat behind a fence with ornate iron gates and was built of stone with a stringy bark roof. It also had beautiful stained glass windows. On the opposite side of the road was a large cottage, also fenced, and a man was just coming out of the gate. Jack pulled back on the reins, and the horse brought the carriage to a stop near the man.

			“Good afternoon, Elias,” he said.

			“Afternoon, sir,” Elias replied, wiping crumbs of bread from his drooping moustache. “Afternoon, Mrs. Hawker,” he said to Sybil. He gave Abbey a speculative look from beneath the broad brim of his battered hat. He had a ruddy, darkly-tanned complexion, she noticed, a good indication that he spent most days outdoors. He also had a wiry frame and large, calloused hands, suggesting he worked hard.

			“Elias, this is Abigail Scottsdale. She’s to be Mother’s companion,” Jack said. He turned to Abbey. “Abbey, this is Elias Morton, my manager.”

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Morton,” Abbey said, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt.

			“Ma’am,” Elias said, tipping his hat without really looking at her again.

			Abbey decided that he was either a brooding kind of man, or he didn’t like her. She wasn’t yet quite sure which.

			“Have the fences been mended behind the shearing sheds?” Jack asked Elias.

			“The boys are doing them now,” Elias said. “I was just going up there to check on them.”

			“Good. Let me know how they’re going,” Jack said. “When they’re done, we’ll move the ewes from the bottom paddock into that paddock to lamb. I’ll be up at the house for around a half hour if you have news for me.”

			“Yes, sir,” Elias said, and walked towards his horse, which was tied to a rail under a shady tree.

			Jack turned to her. “Elias may appear to be a strange character, but you’ll get used to him,” he said, as if reading her mind. “He doesn’t give much away, but he doesn’t miss much, either, and that’s a very handy trait in a manager.”

			“I thought it was just me he didn’t like,” Abbey admitted softly. As a former resident of the Creek Street dugouts, she was used to being considered an inferior member of the community. The residents were often shamed and derided, so Abbey had always felt lesser. Now she had the added burden of being a suspect in Ebenezer Mason’s death. Although the Hawkers and Elias had no way of knowing her history, she felt as if her shame were written all over her.

			At her comment, Sybil glanced over her shoulder, giving Abbey a scornful look that made her feel even more unwelcome. If she hadn’t needed somewhere to live and a job so badly, she would have headed for the gate and walked back to Clare.

			They travelled further down the road and passed a blacksmith’s shop. A young man was working a pair of giant bellows, fanning the flames of a fire, while an older man was hammering a white-hot horseshoe. Jack waved to them.

			“That’s Ben Dobson and his son, Michael,” he said to Abbey.

			The smithy’s muscled arms glistened with perspiration, soaking his shirt, and sweat dripped from his face, sizzling as it hit the glowing horseshoe. Several horses were tied up outside, waiting to be shod. Behind the blacksmith’s shop were many stables.

			They then passed a store and headed through another gate with a slab wall on either side. A garden opened up to the right. Abbey was in awe of the sweeping lawns and the variety of exotic and native trees.

			“Oh, my goodness,” she whispered.

			Suddenly the carriage jerked to a standstill, and Abbey turned to look at the house and gasped. It wasn’t quite Martindale Hall, but that was a good thing, as the Hall looked like a mausoleum. Jack Hawker’s home was large and far more beautiful than she had imagined it might be. It was two stories, colonial in style, and built from sandstone quarried in the area. It had a shady veranda along three quarters of the front of the house and on one side, allowing for wonderful views of the gardens, orchard, and sloping valleys beyond. There were four bay windows, three on the lower floor, with two at the front, one on the side, and one on the second floor. Green ivy crept up around the front windows, softening the stone, while a white balustrade trimmed the upper floor. The roof was topped with red stringy-bark shingles, cut from trees on the hills south of Clare.

			Abbey was still admiring the house when Sybil climbed down from the carriage and headed for the front door, seemingly in a hurry. She went inside, leaving the door open and began calling someone, a servant presumably.

			Jack helped Abbey out of the carriage.

			“Your home is wonderful, Mr. Hawker,” Abbey said sincerely. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined living in such a home, as far removed from a dugout in a creek bed as she could possibly be. But she still felt herself to be a fraud, as if she didn’t belong there.

			“Call me Jack, Abbey,” he replied. “And thank you. You wouldn’t know it now, but the house was originally a three-roomed mud slab hut with a detached kitchen.”

			Abbey couldn’t believe it, and her expression revealed her thoughts.

			“I’ve built onto it every year, but I think it’s big enough now, considering I’m a bachelor,” he laughed.

			Abbey hadn’t even contemplated that there could be a Mrs. Jack Hawker, but now she felt delighted that there wasn’t. His difficult mother was going to be enough to contend with, let alone a wife.

			Abbey turned to look over the garden again, admiring all the trees and shrubs. “I hadn’t expected anything like this,” she said, almost at a loss for words. “You have so many varieties of beautiful trees.”

			“Yes, there are Canary Island date palms, black wattle, pepper trees, jacaranda, cypress pines, and the blue gum, which is my personal favourite.” He pointed in the direction of a stately gum tree. It was tall and lofty—majestic, even. Beneath its wide, shady boughs was a bench.

			“Why is the blue gum your favourite?” Abbey asked curiously.

			“That particular tree was already here when we arrived, but I’ve since planted blue gums all over the property. Their wood is durable, strong, and useful as a building material. I won’t ever chop this one down, though. At the moment, it’s home to a family of possums and kookaburras. I think the flowers are quite spectacular, and they produce beautiful nectar that smells and tastes like honey and attracts beautiful birds, like honeyeaters.

			“Establishing Bungaree has been a lot of hard work,” Jack went on, “and I’ve still got lots to do in regard to the farming side, but I’m very pleased with how everything is coming along. Luckily, the climate here is excellent for growing almost anything, so the gardens have flourished.”

			Abbey noticed that Jack’s brown eyes became even warmer when he spoke of his property. Obviously, his heart belonged to the land. “I don’t know how you manage to keep your lawns and trees so healthy when it’s so hot and dry in this part of Australia,” she said seriously.

			“The main reason I wanted to settle on this particular spot was the good underground water supply, just eight feet below the surface,” Jack said. “Water is the key to surviving out here, and we use a bore to bring it up. Without it, a farm is doomed. We planted the gardens, orchard, wheat, barley, oats, and fields of potatoes when we first settled here about six years ago. At the time, I bought five thousand sheep, which were walked overland from New South Wales. Wool prices jumped dramatically in the first five years, and they’re still holding steady. The return on greasy wool is sixteen percent, but it’s twenty-five percent for washed wool. Again, you need plenty of water, but clean wool fetches the best prices. Those record prices for wool meant I was able to build up the original home, making it what it is today.” Jack thought of his brothers, who were still living in mud slab huts, like the one he had built the first year on the property. The price of beef had varied dramatically over the years, but the smaller number of sheep his brothers kept had compensated a little and kept their farms afloat. “I was also able to buy some of the land originally leased by my father, so I now own Bungaree outright. I just hope my brothers can do the same in the near future.”

			“Oh, you were a squatter.” Abbey couldn’t imagine how hard Jack must have worked to achieve what he had. She admired him for that. Squatters were new immigrants who were leased a parcel of land by the government. If they made a success of their farming, they were then in a position to buy the land. Those who could afford to buy the land outright tended to resent those they referred to as squatters, because they believed they were getting their land the easy way and without risk.

			“Yes, originally we were on fourteen-year leases and between my brothers and me, we had 267 miles of farm land. We leased it at ten shillings per square mile. We don’t have that much land now. I don’t know whether you are aware of the ill feeling towards squatters leasing large tracts of land, but a great deal of pressure has been put on the government to make changes. Buying as much of the land as I could was the only safe way to protect what I’ve invested here before the farm was reclaimed and split into much smaller lots.”

			Abbey was impressed with what Jack was telling her, but Bungaree was such a large undertaking. “You must employ many people,” she said. Everything looked well-cared for.

			“The amount of staff I employ fluctuates. In the past it has varied due to the gold strikes in Victoria and New South Wales. At times, I’ve employed as many as a hundred people and as few as a dozen. At the moment, though, I’m down to about a dozen or so because there’s been another major gold strike, this time at Cape River in northern Queensland. Everyone wants to strike it rich on the goldfields, so they flock there in the thousands, leaving the labour force down here severely depleted. That means a lot of extra work for me, and that’s why I need you to keep my mother occupied. I’m rarely at the house.”

			“I noticed that you have your own store and church?”

			“Yes, the store is convenient for my workers, and so is the church. It was too far to travel to Clare every Sunday to St. Barnabas, so I had St. Michael’s built. Father John Quinlan holds the services. He lives in a cottage behind the church and sometimes does odd jobs when we’re busy, so you’ll be sure to run into him.” Jack didn’t add that Father Quinlan was usually “counselling” one of his workers, which was just an excuse to get drunk with them, something he was especially fond of. “My workers and their families are housed on the property in homes built by my hut builder. We stock all the staples at the store, including flour, sugar and tea, also rice and oatmeal, and of course there’s always meat. We also stock stone fruits in season, cheeses, vegetables, soap, slop clothing, and tobacco. When I built Bungaree, I wanted to create a village atmosphere and although the ‘village’ is quite deserted at the moment, I think I’ve succeeded. Everything purchased at the store is credited against an individual worker’s salary account. We also note their accounts for doctor’s visits, tradespeople, or hawkers. The workers’ wives can purchase children’s boots, clothing, or materials for dressmaking and tailoring. So, if you need anything, you can get it at the store and it will be deducted from your salary. Doris Hubert runs the store and does all of Bungaree’s bookwork. Her husband also works on the property. Thankfully, they’re too loyal to desert me.”

			“Oh, thank you.” Abbey was relieved because she had absolutely nothing.

			“Our vegetable garden feeds the staff and itinerant workers like shearers, but our surplus is taken to nearby settlements and even the mining town of Kooringa, at Burra. At times, I’m called upon to judge produce at agricultural and horticultural shows, so I have access to the best seeds for our gardens here. Our peaches, nectarines, and other fruit are some of the best you’ll ever see,” he said proudly.

			Abbey was amazed and not only with the gardens. “Looking after your gardens must be a lot of hard work,” she said. She could see a man digging in a plant bed in the distance.

			“I have only one gardener at the moment, Frank Fox. He does a great job, though. Let’s move inside and out of this heat, shall we?”

			Abbey was feeling the full force of the sun now beating down upon her, so she readily agreed, and they walked towards the shady veranda. After climbing the three steps, she stopped by the front door.

			“I really need this job, Jack, so I shouldn’t be saying this, but I don’t know anything about the theatre. I’ve never even seen a play. I don’t know what I should discuss with Mrs. Hawker.” Just the thought of trying to make conversation with the woman was frightening.

			“I sense you are a bright girl, Abbey; you’ll find something to talk to my mother about. If you are not interested in the theatre and plays, you could pretend to be. I need my mother occupied so I can concentrate on the farm. I’d appreciate anything you can do to please her.”

			“I’ll do my best,” Abbey said. She knew he had gone against his mother’s wishes in hiring her, so she didn’t want to let him down.

			“Good girl. Now let’s go inside and I’ll introduce you to Elsa and Marie.”

			As soon as she stepped into the entrance hall of the large stone house, Abbey felt the temperature drop. Jack was right behind her, but they stopped abruptly when they heard Sybil shouting hysterically at someone.

			Alarmed, Abbey turned to Jack. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

			“That’s only Mother arguing with Sabu,” he said casually. “You’ll get used to it.”

			“Sabu?”

			“Our Hindustani cook. I don’t know why we put up with him. Well, actually, I do. My mother won’t let me fire him, and as she hasn’t been very happy here, I don’t want to make the situation even worse. He does have some very peculiar habits, though, and I’m losing patience. Refusing to cook when he’s fasting is one of them.”

			“It sounds as if your mother and the cook don’t get along,” Abbey commented, confused as to why his mother wouldn’t let Jack fire him.

			“You’d think that was the case, but it’s not. She’d deny it vehemently if you asked her, but I believe they are actually quite fond of each other.”

			Abbey could hear pots banging and the cook shouting from the back of the house, but Jack’s mother was giving just as good as she got. If that was how she behaved when she liked someone, Abbey suddenly became very afraid of what she had in store.

			Jack ushered Abbey into the hallway, where she could see through a doorway into a large drawing-room and library. Beautiful rugs adorned the floors, and the furniture was polished and sumptuous. The perfume of freshly cut flowers hung in the air. Unlike Martindale Hall, this house was welcoming, and Abbey couldn’t wait to explore.

			A young girl suddenly appeared with a duster in her hand. She looked no older than fifteen and rather nervous.

			“Mr. Hawker,” she said, startled to see Jack. “The Missus and Sabu are fightin’ again.”

			“I can hear them, Elsa, but don’t be alarmed. This is Abbey Scottsdale. She’s to be Mrs. Hawker’s new companion.”

			The girl looked Abbey over with what appeared to be a mixture of awe and sympathy.

			“Elsa is one of the servant girls,” Jack said to Abbey.

			“Good day,” Abbey said, wondering how many servants there were.

			“Good day,” Elsa replied cautiously.

			“Where’s Marie, Elsa? I’d like her to meet Abbey and show her around,” Jack said.

			“She’s fetchin’ the washin’ in, Mr. Hawker,” Elsa supplied. “She wants to get it done before the dogs come home for the day.”

			“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Jack said, looking at the duster in her hand. “I can see you are cleaning, but will you show Abbey to her room, Elsa? The rose room should be comfortable for her. She hasn’t any luggage.”

			Elsa couldn’t hide her surprise, and Abbey didn’t elabourate on why she didn’t have any personal belongings.

			“Yes, sir, Mr. Hawker,” the servant girl said. “Come this way, Miss Scottsdale.” Elsa headed towards the stairs, so Abbey followed.

			“I’ll see you at dinner tonight, Abbey, but it might be sandwiches again,” Jack called after them. He rolled his eyes as he headed for the backdoor.

			As they climbed the stairs, Abbey asked why it was important that Marie bring in the washing before the working dogs returned for the evening.

			“Because of Max,” Elsa said. “He’s Mr. Hawker’s best working dog, but he always pulls the washing off the line. If there’s a breeze movin’ the washin’, he won’t stop until it’s all on the ground.”

			“Why not chain him up?” Abbey suggested.

			Elsa’s eyes widened. “Mr. Hawker doesn’t believe in it. He says the dogs work hard, and they deserve the run of the yard and a good meal at the end of the day. He’s very kind that way.”

			At the top of the stairs, Elsa led Abbey to a room at the end of a hall in the back corner of the house. “The rose room is nice,” she said, with what Abbey thought was a hint of envy. “I’m sure you’ll like it, Miss Scottsdale.”

			“You can call me Abbey.” As she hadn’t ever had a room of her own in her whole life, she was excited at the prospect.

			Elsa pushed open a door that led into a good-sized room. A beautiful quilt, embroidered with roses, covered an iron-framed bed. Two of the walls were covered in rose-printed wallpaper, and a large wardrobe was set in the corner. A washstand stood near French doors that led out onto the veranda. The doors were draped in white curtains with small roses stitched around the edges. On the washstand sat a rose-printed jug and a white bowl. As her gaze wandered around the room, Abbey thought she had never seen anything so pretty, and her eyes suddenly welled with tears.

			“What’s wrong, Abbey?” Elsa asked.

			“The room is so lovely,” Abbey said, overwhelmed.

			“It is nice,” Elsa said. “Me and Marie have rooms at the back of the stables, but we go home on the weekends.” Their rooms weren’t nearly as nice, but they were large and comfortable.

			“Home? Are you sisters?”

			“No,” Elsa giggled. “But we live near each other.”

			“In town?”

			“No, our parents have farms. They’re small, though, nothin’ like Bungaree. With us gone, they appreciate the extra space, ‘cos between our families there are seventeen children. That’s why we work instead of going to school. Our families need the extra money. Where did you come from?”

			“Burra,” Abbey said, not wanting to mention the dugouts. “My father was a miner, but he was recently killed in a mining accident.” She wanted to add that it could have been avoided, but she dared not. It was all she could do to hold back a flood of tears.

			“Oh, that’s sad. Why haven’t you got any luggage?” Elsa asked inquisitively.

			Abbey quickly thought about what she could tell the servant girl. The truth wasn’t an option. “I didn’t know I’d be coming here, so I didn’t pack any clothes. I’ll go back and get them when I have an opportunity.” She knew they’d be stolen from the dugout over the next day or so, so that wouldn’t be necessary. It made her sad to think that nothing of her father’s would be left, either, but she couldn’t risk going back to get his things. It suddenly occurred to her that Vera Nichols might collect them for her, if she was lucky.

			“I’d better get back to work,” Elsa said.

			“What shall I do?” Abbey asked.

			“I suppose you had better find Mrs. Hawker and keep her company,” Elsa said. “That is your job.”

			“What’s Mrs. Hawker like, Elsa?”

			Elsa hesitated, obviously not sure what to say.

			“I won’t repeat what you tell me. I just want to know what to expect,” Abbey said.

			“Don’t be expectin’ an easy time of it,” Elsa said and turned for the door.

			Abbey felt nervous again, but she followed Elsa downstairs.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Abbey searched the downstairs rooms of the house, looking for Sybil. She found her in the sitting room, looking intimidating with her arms crossed and her posture erect.

			“There you are, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said from the doorway, injecting feigned cheerfulness into her tone.

			Sybil Hawker was sitting in a wing-backed, floral-patterned chair on the far side of the room near the window. “What do you want?” she snapped with barely a glance in her direction.

			Abbey’s heart was racing as she tried to think of something to say. “I’ve been shown my room, and it’s very nice.” She faltered, angry with herself for not coming up with anything more interesting. She wanted to blurt out that she’d never had her own room, but held back.

			Sybil turned her head towards the window, tight-lipped.

			A full minute passed in awkward silence.

			“I heard you shouting at the cook,” Abbey said.

			There was no reply.

			Abbey thought about what Jack had said about doing her best to keep his mother engaged. “Your son said the cook is fasting today, but I don’t understand why he won’t cook for you.”

			“Hindus fast certain days of the week, based on their beliefs,” Sybil said with obvious impatience.

			“But it’s his job to cook, isn’t it? Whether he eats or not.”

			Sybil turned to glare at Abbey. “Sabu is a very complex person and a valued member of the household. I advise you not to start dictating his duties to him.”

			“I wasn’t going to do that. It’s not my place,” Abbey said quickly. “I was just trying to understand why he’s refusing to cook.”

			“It’s Navaratiri a Hindustani holy day. You wouldn’t understand, and I don’t want to discuss it,” Sybil snapped, irritated further. She turned away dismissively and gazed through the window at the front garden.

			“All right,” Abbey said. Discussing Sabu’s religious beliefs wasn’t a high priority for her, anyway. “But I imagine your son will want dinner after working hard, so why don’t you cook?” It was a helpful suggestion, or so Abbey thought.

			Sybil took it as a criticism. Her head snapped around, and she blinked in surprise. “Me? Cook? I haven’t cooked since” She seemed to think about it. “Since Jack and his brothers were little. Even then I wasn’t good at it. My late husband was a better cook than I was. Artistic people don’t have an aptitude for menial tasks.” That was something she had pointed out to Gerald many times when he had come home expecting her to have prepared a meal and cleaned the house. Eventually he had given up and hired help.

			Abbey was astonished by this statement. She believed it was nonsense, but thought better of saying so. “Is there anything you’d like me to do for you?” she asked.

			“I don’t care what you do, as long as it’s not around me,” Sybil snapped. “And don’t think about stealing any valuables from the house because I’ll be keeping an eye on you and my jewellery.”

			Abbey flinched as if she’d been struck. Did Sybil Hawker really believe she was a thief? She desperately fought the urge to cry again, but hot tears pricked her eyes, so she turned away from the doorway, determined that the woman wouldn’t see that she had hurt her. After taking a few steps down the hallway, she stopped and leaned on the wall, suddenly overwhelmed with grief. She missed her father and Neal so much that she felt physical pain in her chest. She could easily have sunk to the floor and cried her heart out, but struggled to hold her emotions in check. “I won’t let her get to me, Father,” she whispered. “I won’t.”

			When she had herself under control, she walked through the silent house. She was about to pass the kitchen doorway, but stopped. There was no one in the kitchen, so she took a moment to glance around. The kitchen had a large window that overlooked the back garden. She could see Elsa near the washing line, talking animatedly to another girl, presumably Marie. She suspected they were discussing her, the new employee. A grassy area surrounded the washing line, and she could see several kennels along the side fence. Along the back of the garden stood the walls of three other small buildings. Two had doorways that opened into the garden, while the third building faced the other way so its back wall faced the garden, offering a shady area on a sunny afternoon.

			Turning her attention back to the kitchen, Abbey thought it was large, but rather cluttered. There was quite a variety of different skillets and pots hanging from hooks over a counter. There were also jars of strange-looking condiments on shelves, items Abbey had never seen before. She thought about the last three years and how she’d battled to cook a meal for her father over an open fire in the dugout with only one pot and one pan. To cook in such a roomy kitchen, with so many pots and utensils, would be a luxury, indeed.

			Suddenly it occurred to Abbey that she could cook dinner. Jack deserved a good meal when he came home, and surely it would please him. Besides, Sybil didn’t want her company, and she’d rather be useful than bored.

			Abbey had a look in the larder. There were a lot of foreign ingredients in there, too, most she didn’t recognisepowders and pastes and strange-looking roots and dry leaves. But there was a large ham and plenty of fresh vegetables and eggs. She also found butter, cream, bread, and cheese. She could easily put a tasty dinner together with these ingredients.

			Abbey washed her hands and then set about peeling and chopping some vegetables and slicing the ham. She was still busy when Elsa and Marie came in.

			“What are you doin’, Abbey?” Elsa asked, alarmed and bewildered to find her in the kitchen preparing food.

			“I’m preparing dinner, but I’m not sure how many to cook for.”

			“You can’t use Sabu’s things,” Marie said, aghast. She was a thin, freckle-faced girl with tight, curly ginger hair. She appeared to be at least a couple of years older than Elsa. “I’m Marie, by the way,” she added.

			“Yes, I thought so,” Abbey said. “My name is Abbey Scottsdale. Call me Abbey. As for Sabu’s things, I hadn’t planned to use his spices, but the utensils and produce belong to Bungaree, don’t they?”

			“Yes, everythin’ is from the store on Bungaree,” Elsa said very cautiously. “But you don’t understand, Abbey. Sabu has a temper that would frighten the Devil himself, and he gets very angry if we so much as put a cup out of place in the kitchen. He’ll have a blue fit if he sees you in here cookin’.”

			It was obvious Elsa feared the cook, but Abbey suspected the cook may have given her cause. “I don’t see why. Where is Sabu, anyway?”

			“He’s meditating in the hay barn,” Marie offered. “But don’t think about disturbing him. He wouldn’t tolerate that.”

			“Why are you both so afraid of him? He’s only a servant. Anyone would think he was the master around here.”

			The girls looked at Abbey as if that notion had never occurred to them.

			“He may not be master of the house, but he’s certainly made it clear he’s master of the kitchen,” Marie said.

			“Will he be returning soon?” Abbey asked, doubts invading her mind about whether cooking dinner had been such a good idea. If he came in, she’d do him the courtesy of explaining what she was doing, but she didn’t believe she needed to seek his permission to cook, surely.

			The servant girls glanced at each other and then shrugged.

			Abbey took it that they didn’t know. “Mr. Hawker should be given a good meal after working so hard all day,” she said, continuing to chop the vegetables. “If Sabu won’t make dinner, then I can. I’ve nothing else to do since Mrs. Hawker is in an ill temper.” She looked at the girls again. “You didn’t say how many there are for dinner.”

			Marie spoke up. “When Sabu is fasting, he only eats fruit. So that means there’ll be five,” she said. “That’s counting you. We usually eat in the kitchen, depending on what kind of state Sabu is in. If he’s irritable, we usually take our meal to our rooms. Mr. Hawker and his mother eat in the dining room. I’m not sure where Mr. Hawker expects you to eat.”

			“I’ll eat in the kitchen, of course,” Abbey said. There was a large table surrounded by six chairs. After eating on the dugout floor, the kitchen table was going to be a luxury. “Could one of you light the oven for me?” She was nervous about using the large oven, but intended to watch how it was done, so she could do it next time.

			There was a basket by the stove containing wood and kindling, but when Elsa opened the tinderbox under the oven, it had already been laid with wood, ready to be lit. The servant girl put a match to it and closed the door.

			“What are you making?” Marie asked inquisitively.

			“Sliced ham with a white sauce and some roasted vegetables.”

			“That sounds nice,” Elsa said. “Sabu’s cookin’ is very spicy, and it doesn’t always agree with my stomach.” She glanced around as if she were nervous that he might overhear her comment.

			“We’ve got to prepare the sheep-dogs’ food,” Marie said to Elsa.

			“Oh,” Abbey said. “I won’t be in the way, will I?”

			Elsa looked astonished. “Sabu makes us do it in the laundry across the garden,” she said.

			“What?” Abbey was surprised.

			“We chop up lots of raw meat, so it’s a bit messy,” Marie said. “When Sabu is fasting, he doesn’t even like to see meat.”

			“He isn’t here, so you can do it in the sink,” Abbey suggested.

			“No, we better do it outside,” Elsa said. She took a sharp knife and apron from the kitchen, and Marie did the same, and then the girls left Abbey alone.

			After Abbey put the vegetables in the oven to bake, she went out into the back garden to have a look around. She could hear the girls talking through the open doorway of the laundry, so she went to see how they were doing. They were cutting fresh meat off the bones of a lamb haunch and distributing it between three dog bowls. Flies were buzzing around, and both girls had blood smeared on the aprons they were wearing.

			Now Abbey understood why it was a job best done in the laundry. “When will the dogs be back?” she asked. She’d always loved dogs, but had never had one of her own.

			“Any minute now,” Marie said. “Elias brings them back here once they’ve finished work for the day. They start at daybreak, so they’re always very hungry by 4:00.”

			She’d no sooner said the words than the back gate opened, and Elias called the dogs into the yard. They came into the garden quietly enough, but when Elias shut the gate behind them and went back to his horse, they dashed for the laundry and began circling Elsa and Marie excitedly.

			“All right, stay down,” Elsa said, carrying two bowls outside. Marie followed with one more.

			“Sit,” Marie said, and two of the dogs, Rex and Jasper, obeyed immediately. They were black and white Border Collies. The third dog, Max, was a mixed breed. His coat was jet black, apart from a streak of white on the tip of his tail. One of his ears drooped down and was scarred as if he’d been in a fight, and he had a long, lolling tongue that hung from the side of his mouth. He was the largest of the dogs and continued to circle Marie, almost pushing her over to get his dinner.

			“Sit, Max,” Elsa said in a sterner voice, “or you won’t get your food.” Reluctantly, the dog obeyed. After Elsa and Marie put their bowls down, the dogs leapt forward and began eating. In less than a minute, their dishes were being licked clean. They then headed for the water buckets and had a good drink.

			“They are beautiful dogs,” Abbey said. Rex and Jasper came up to her, sniffing her with their tails wagging, but Max stayed back, regarding her suspiciously.

			“They’re amazing to watch when they’re rounding up the sheep,” Elsa said. Pretty soon Rex and Jasper were lying down in the shade, enjoying a well-deserved rest, but not Max. He’d gone into the laundry looking for scraps, and Marie went after him to chase him out.

			“Is Max still hungry?” Abbey asked.

			“He’s always hungry,” Elsa said, “and he’d steal food if given the opportunity. He can even open the back door if he has a mind to, so be careful about what’s left out in the kitchen. He’s scared of Sabu, though, because he’s chased him with a broom more than once.”

			“Max sounds mischievous,” Abbey said, now understanding why he was wary. To her amazement, however, he came close and sniffed her, so she stroked his head. She liked him, but he still seemed mistrustful of her. Abbey had the feeling he didn’t give his affection as easily as the other dogs.

			“I think Max is Mr. Hawker’s favourite,” Elsa said. “He mightn’t look as pretty as the other two, but he’s an excellent working dog.”

			Abbey wasn’t surprised. Jack had taken pity on her when she must have looked like a bedraggled puppy. She flushed just thinking about what a state she’d been in when he picked her up off the ground in Clare.

			***

			An hour later, Abbey was dishing up the meal. The white sauce had turned out creamy, and the vegetables had baked to perfection. She was very pleased with herself. All she needed now was for Jack to come home. A few moments later she heard the backdoor open and assumed it was him. But when she found herself confronted by an angry stranger, she knew without any introduction that he was Sabu.

			Abbey had been expecting a large, intimidating man, so she was very surprised that the Hindustani cook was a small man of slight frame, at least three inches shorter than Abbey, completely bald, with slightly pointy ears. He was wearing a white smock-style shirt and baggy white trousers. Even his shoes were white. Abbey looked him over and decided he didn’t look very frightening, but he took one look at her and the plates of food on the counter, and he started yelling.

			“Who are you, and what are you doing in my kitchen?” he demanded loudly, the expression on his olive complexion turning apoplectic. “How dare you touch my things? Get out, now!”

			“I haven’t touched your things,” Abbey said. Her heart was racing as the Indian man came towards her, but she stood her ground. She had the feeling that the way in which she reacted to him now was going to set a precedent.

			“This is my kitchen,” Sabu yelled, banging his fist so furiously on the counter where the plates of food were laid that the dishes jumped. Elsa and Marie had been setting the kitchen and dining tables, but they quickly backed into the hallway, leaving Abbey to face the cook’s wrath alone.

			Abbey took a deep breath and then continued spooning white sauce over the ham, which she’d warmed in the oven. Ignoring Sabu, she called the servant girls to take their meals before they got cold, but they were hesitant to come out of hiding in the hallway. Abbey intended to keep Jack and his mother’s meals warm in the oven.

			“Do you hear me?” Sabu yelled, infuriated that she was disregarding him.

			“I’m sure they can hear you in Clare,” Abbey said in an even tone. She was determined to show no fear, even though she was trembling.

			Sybil appeared at the kitchen door. “What’s going on?” she asked.

			“This person,” Sabu said in a derogatory tone while gesturing insolently in Abbey’s direction, “is invading my kitchen. And it’s Navratri, and she’s serving meat.” His eyes were wide in horror. He picked up a fork and stabbed the ham on one of the plates. “Did you tell her to do this?” he asked, waving the piece of ham in the air, while the white sauce dripped to the floor.

			“No, of course not. Abbey is a new staff member,” Sybil said in a tone that conveyed she wasn’t pleased about it. She glared at Abbey. “What do you think you are doing, Abbey?”

			“Preparing dinner,” Abbey said, snatching the fork from Sabu and putting the meat back on the plate. “You have to eat, Mrs. Hawker, and so does your son.” She glared at the cook, silently daring him to try and touch the food again.

			“You should have asked if you could use the kitchen. You can’t just do as you wish here,” Sybil said.

			At that moment, Jack came in the door. “What is all the yelling about?” he asked. He glanced at the meals on the counter, and then at Abbey, who was wearing one of Sabu’s aprons. “Did you prepare this food?” he asked her.

			Sabu folded his arms and glared at Abbey, confident that Jack was going to scold her.

			Abbey couldn’t tell whether Jack was angry or not. “Yes, Mr. Hawker,” she answered, suddenly feeling uncomfortable calling him by his first name. “I thought you’d be hungry.”

			“I am,” he said, glancing at the food appreciatively. “Let’s eat before it gets cold.” He went to pick up two plates. “Does it matter which plates?” he asked Abbey.

			She pointed. “Those two are yours and Mrs. Hawker’s.” She glanced at Sabu, who looked utterly betrayed.

			“Grab yours, and join Mother and me in the dining room,” Jack said. Ignoring the Hindustani cook, he headed for the dining room. Sybil glanced helplessly at Sabu before following him.

			Stunned for a moment, Abbey stared after Jack and his mother, but she removed the apron she was wearing and picked up a plate, leaving two on the counter. As she went after Jack, she told the girls to help themselves to the remaining meals. As she passed Elsa, whose eyes were wide in wonder, the servant girl handed her the knife and fork she’d put out on the kitchen table for her.

			At the dining room doorway, Abbey stopped. Jack had pulled out his mother’s chair for her, and she sat down with a stony expression. He looked up and saw Abbey and pulled out another chair. “Please sit down, Abbey,” he said, smiling warmly.

			“Shouldn’t I eat in the kitchen with Elsa and Marie?”

			“No, you’re Mother’s companion, so you eat in here with us.”

			Abbey took her place, but she didn’t feel comfortable.

			“Dinner smells good,” Jack said, taking a seat opposite her. “And I’m ravenous.”

			Abbey dared to steal a glance at Sybil, who was staring at her plate in silence. It was obvious that she was furious. Abbey had been hungry, but suddenly her appetite was gone.

			For a few minutes Jack ate in silence while his mother picked at the food on her plate.

			Abbey took a few mouthfuls, casting furtive glances at the Hawkers.

			When he’d finished, Jack looked at Abbey. “That was delicious, Abbey. I really appreciate you making dinner. Who would have known you were a good cook?” He spoke as if finding her had been a blessing, indeed. It was unfortunate his mother didn’t feel the same way.

			“My mother died when I was quite young, so I’ve been cooking for my father for many years,” Abbey explained. She was too embarrassed to mention the dugouts.

			“Oh. Where is your father now?” Jack asked.

			“He recently passed away,” Abbey said. She didn’t want to go into detail for fear she’d break down.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jack said sincerely.

			Abbey noticed that Sybil’s expression remained stony and that her gaze stayed fixed on the plate in front of her.

			“You are certainly a good cook, and it’s a welcome change not to be presented with food laden with chili and other spices I’ve never heard of,” Jack said, smiling.

			“You work hard, so it doesn’t seem too much to ask that you come home to dinner at the end of the day.” Abbey glanced at Sybil again. She hoped Sybil didn’t think she was criticising her.

			“I agree wholeheartedly,” Jack said.

			“I didn’t know my cooking would upset Sabu so much, though. I didn’t want to cause trouble.” It was obvious Sybil was seething.

			“Sabu is very temperamental,” Jack said, “but if he doesn’t want to cook, he has no right to object to someone else using the kitchen. As a matter of fact, I’m going to speak to him right now.” He stood up. “Please excuse me.”

			“Jack, the kitchen is Sabu’s domain,” his mother said angrily. “And today is the holy day of Navratri.”

			“Not at Bungaree, it isn’t,” Jack said. “And the kitchen should be his domain, at least during working hours. But, frankly, I’m displeased with his unpredictable moods and the fact that he uses holidays in India to avoid working.”

			Jack left the dining room. Abbey could hear the cook banging pots and pans around in the kitchen. She presumed he was cleaning up after her. The two women listened as Jack spoke to him.

			“Sabu, you were hired to cook,” he said sternly. “From now on, you’ll only be paid for the days you work. If you don’t want to cook, then Abbey will have free rein in the kitchen, and she is not to be subjected to your angry tirades.”

			“You call that slop she served up dinner?” Sabu said defiantly. “I’ve seen better food served to dogs in India.”

			Abbey flinched, colour creeping into her cheeks.

			“That meal was delicious,” Jack said. “I thoroughly enjoyed it.” He turned to look at Elsa and Marie, who were keeping their heads down as they ate. “What do you think of Abbey’s cooking, girls?”

			Their plates were almost clean, but they glanced at Sabu hesitantly.

			“It’s good,” Elsa said, not daring to make eye contact with the Indian man.

			“There, you see, Sabu. If you don’t want to cook, you are replaceable. Keep that in mind!” Jack walked out of the kitchen, leaving Sabu swearing under his breath in Hindustani.

			Back in the dining room, Sybil was glowering openly at Abbey.

			“I honestly thought a meal for everyone would be better than nothing,” Abbey said in a small voice.

			“Is that right? I think you just wanted to impress my son,” Sybil said coldly.

			Not sure she liked what Sybil was implying, Abbey’s eyes widened. “I doubt I’ll ever be able to repay the kindness your son has shown me,” she said, “but I wish I could.”

			“Jack is a bit soft, like his father was. He wouldn’t turn a stray dog away,” Sybil said tartly. “You’ve made a grave mistake, however. Taking over the kitchen was foolish enough, but now that Jack is going to dock Sabu’s pay, your stay here is guaranteed to be very unpleasant. You’ll be lucky to last the week.” Sybil stood up and walked away from the table, leaving Abbey to stare at her barely touched meal.

			“That went well,” Abbey whispered sarcastically. “I’ve been here one day and have two enemies.” She stood and went to pick up the plates and then changed her mind. She didn’t want to go back to the kitchen; she could hear Sabu banging things around in there. Instead she went upstairs to her room.

			***

			Abbey sat on her bed for a few minutes, thinking that she should be happy to have her own space to escape to, but her lovely room felt more like a prison with the walls closing in. She opened the French doors and went out onto the balcony. Standing at the railing, she gazed out at the view, but she was in no mood to appreciate it. Her eyes welled with tears, and her vision blurred. Nothing she did was right, and her life had gone from bad to worse since losing her father. Obviously, Mrs. Hawker would have preferred a desert taipan snake as a companion, and it had only taken Abbey an hour to anger another staff member at Bungaree. If that weren’t enough, she was probably wanted by the police in relation to Ebenezer Mason’s death. Could things get any worse?

			“Father, I need you,” Abbey whispered. Her voice croaked with pain, and her heart ached with grief. She leaned over the railing, allowing her tears to spill down her cheeks.

			Suddenly, something below caught Abbey’s eye. From the corner of the balcony she could see into the backyard where something quite large had been thrown across the garden from the direction of the back door. Abbey thought she recognised the lump of ham she’d cut slices from for dinner, but surely not. In an instant, Max was after it. He pounced on the ham and began devouring it. When the other dogs came towards him, he picked it up and ran off with it. Abbey leaned further over the railing to see Sabu at the back door with a look of pure malice on his face. He’d thrown the remaining ham out the door, presumably because he was angry with her. She could not believe that someone could be so spiteful.

			Sybil stepped out of her bedroom onto the balcony and gasped when she saw Abbey leaning over the railing. She rushed to her side and clasped her arm. “What are you doing?” she asked sharply.

			Abbey was startled and looked at Sybil with watery eyes.

			“Don’t you dare do something stupid,” Sybil growled, almost shaking her.

			“What?” It took Abbey a few moments to realise that Sybil thought she was going to throw herself off the balcony. She went to explain what she had been doing and then realised she couldn’t tell her that the cook had thrown a perfectly good ham to the dogs. That would only make things worse.

			“I’m not doing anything,” Abbey said, turning her back to the railing so Sybil wouldn’t see Max eating the ham. She certainly wasn’t brave enough to jump from such a height, but it was hard to believe that Sybil cared.

			“You weren’t going to?” Sybil looked confused.

			“What? Throw myself off the balcony? Of course not, but what do you care?” Abbey asked. “I’m sure you’d be only too pleased to see the back of me, one way or another.”

			“I should have known you were only seeking attention,” Sybil said snidely. She went back to her room, leaving Abbey alone.

			Abbey sighed and dabbed her tears. If not for Jack’s kindness and the fact that she didn’t want to spend another night sleeping outside, she’d have run away from Bungaree as fast as she could.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Winston had been expecting Ebenezer Mason’s son since he’d sent him a message the day his father died. When he heard his carriage roll to a stop outside the Hall, Winston hurried to open the front door. Heath Mason took the steps to the door two at a time, his expression conveying his irritation. Winston wondered if he had heard the news of his father’s death from someone else, but he didn’t think that possible.

			“Good morning, sir,” Winston said by way of a greeting, but Heath ignored him and went inside. He didn’t even notice that the butler’s expression was unusually grave.

			Once through the vestibule, Heath turned on the butler. “This had better be important, Winston. I assume my father is ill?”

			Winston’s heart sank. Obviously, Mr. Mason’s son didn’t know what had happened, and now he had the difficult task of telling him. “Why didn’t you come right away, sir? Two days ago, I sent word that you were required here before lunch and that it was very important.” The news had been too upsetting to be delivered in a note.

			Heath looked indignant. “If you must know, I was entertaining a very beautiful woman. She went back to the city an hour ago, unfortunately, or I wouldn’t even be here now.” He neglected to add that she was supposed to be visiting family in the country and that she had a husband waiting for her. “Has the old man got a cough? I’m sure it’s nothing life-threatening.”

			Heath shrugged out of his jacket. Although it was quite hot outside, he prided himself on always being attired in the style of a country gentleman. He had a penchant for tailored suits from the finest cloths. He wore them well, too. He was a tall, strikingly handsome man. Light brown hair and hazel eyes accompanied high cheekbones and a strong jaw. His nose was straight and fine, unlike his father’s. In fact, he looked nothing like Ebenezer Mason.

			Looks were not the only trait the two men did not share. Although Heath was charismatic, he could not balance a simple budget. Ebenezer Mason, however, was a canny businessman. He had kept Heath on as the agent for selling stock kept on the estate’s vast farmlands. Heath had a generous income from the commissions he earned.

			Winston was angered by the young man’s attitude, but he tried not to show it. “He hasn’t got a cough, sir,” he said in a solemn tone as he took the man’s jacket.

			“I thought not,” Heath snapped, snatching the jacket back. “On what silly pretence has he sent for me this time?” His father had never shown him or his mother even the slightest sign of affection, so Heath felt no remorse in being cold towards him. He wasn’t even sure if his father had ever loved him; he’d certainly never said so.

			Winston straightened his shoulders, but kept his gaze downcast. “The master has passed away, sir. Please accept my condolences.”

			Heath froze. “What?”

			“One of the maids discovered him dead in his bed two days ago in the morning, sir. We presume he passed away during the night. I sent word for you to come immediately.”

			Heath paled when he thought of how he had discarded the note in favour of a romp with Florence Berkshire. “I hadn’t realised the magnitude of the situation,” he said, heading for the smoking room. This news was the last thing he’d expected to hear, and he needed a stiff drink. He hadn’t enjoyed cordial relations with his father for quite some time, not since his father’s last marriage, in fact, but he hadn’t expected him to die at fifty-three years of age. Taking a bottle from the drink cabinet, he poured himself a large whisky and drank deeply.

			The oak-paneled smoking room had been his father’s favourite room. The smell of his cigar smoke still lingered there, which made his death seem surreal. As Heath gazed around the room at the trophies and mementos that his father had collected while travelling through Africa and the jungles of Ceylon, he tried to remember the last time he’d seen his him. He couldn’t. It suddenly occurred to Heath that the ceremonial Samurai suits, the Persian swords, and the spears collected in Papua and showcased in the smoking room were all his now. So, what did it matter if he couldn’t remember the last time he and his father had exchanged words? “Where is my father’s body?” he asked the butler, who was hovering near the doorway.

			“It was picked up yesterday afternoon by Samuel McDougal of McDougal’s Funeral Parlor, sir.”

			Heath’s mind was racing. “Did you call a doctor when you found my father?”

			“Yes, sir, Dr. Vernon Mead attended.”

			“What was the cause of death?” Heath asked. He still couldn’t believe his father had gone.

			“Dr. Mead believes it was heart failure, sir.” Winston almost lost his composure when he thought about how upset Vernon Mead had been about the virility potion and opiate he’d given Mr. Mason. In fact, he’d made Winston search until he found it and then had taken it with him.

			Ebenezer Mason had suffered from circulation problems, as well as a weak heart. The circulation problems caused his impotency. The potion increased his blood flow, allowing him to be virile, but made him lightheaded and caused his heart to race, which was why it was so dangerous. In a healthy man, this would not be a problem, but Ebenezer’s heart had been weakened by scarlet fever as a child. To what extent, Vernon Mead could not be sure, and over the years Mr. Mason had pressured him to ignore the risks.

			The doctor’s last words had sent a chill through Winston: “I can only hope that his son does not suggest an autopsy be performed,” he had said before leaving. “Or the whole sordid story will come out, and I’ll lose my practitioner’s licence.”

			“Perhaps an autopsy should be performed,” Heath said, as if reading Winston’s thoughts.

			Winston paled. “Do you think that will be necessary, sir?”

			“I should think so. My father was not an old man.”

			“He did have a weak heart, sir,” Winston said. “It affected his health for some years.” He didn’t wish to speak about the virility potion, but he was hoping he could steer the conversation to a place where he could divulge the news that Heath’s father had remarried the night he died. He knew it was going to come as a shock, so he couldn’t just blurt it out. Winston remembered only too well that the young man had detested Mr. Mason’s second wife. Heath was going to be outraged that his father had married a girl not yet out of her teens, and it would certainly look suspicious that Ebenezer had died the same night. Winston just hoped that he and the rest of the staff wouldn’t be blamed for not protecting Mr. Mason. As it was, he already felt some responsibility, even though there was nothing he could have done to prevent what happened.

			Suddenly, the young man headed out of the room. It took Winston a few moments to realise he was about to leave the house. Winston panicked and went after him, but Heath was much younger and quicker, so he was down the steps and at his carriage before Winston got to the front door.

			“Where are you going, sir?” Winston called after him.

			“I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Ask Mrs. Hendy to have lunch ready,” he replied tersely as the carriage rolled away.

			Winston sighed. Was this to be his future—working for a man who led a disorganised life of sordid affairs? A life in which lunch was required in the middle of the afternoon after a long morning spent between the sheets with a beautiful young woman? Mr. Mason had enjoyed the company of women, but fortunately he’d been quite disciplined when it came to routine, obsessively so, in fact. That was why the young maid, Louise, had investigated when Ebenezer hadn’t appeared for breakfast by 7:30.

			Winston became aware of the housekeeper at his elbow.

			“How did he take the news that the master had remarried?” Mrs. Hendy asked soberly. She knew the young man well. His father’s death wouldn’t be as upsetting as his unexpected marriage to a girl young enough to be his sister.

			“I didn’t get a chance to tell him, but he says he’ll be back for lunch in a couple of hours.”

			The housekeeper consulted the clock in the hall and tut-tutted. “I’ll be preparing supper at that time,” she said.

			“I know,” Winston said glumly as he shut the door.

			***

			Heath Mason didn’t bother to knock on the door of Edward Martin’s office in Auburn, five miles south of Mintaro. He just walked in. Edward had been Ebenezer Mason’s solicitor for many years, but he’d also been one of Ebenezer’s only real friends. Edward had received a letter the previous afternoon from Winston, informing him of Ebenezer’s death, so he’d been expecting Heath. He’d been studying Ebenezer’s will all morning, going methodically over every detail. What he’d found was disturbing and sure to ruffle Heath’s feathers.

			“Good morning, Heath,” Edward said. “Please accept my condolences.”

			“Let’s not pretend my father and I were close, Mr. Martin,” Heath said.

			Edward wasn’t surprised that Heath would say such a thing. “You may not have had a real affection for the man, but he was still your father,” he said, taking a seat behind his desk. “I’m still finding it difficult to believe he’s gone.” Ebenezer had been a complex and difficult man, but obviously Edward would miss his friend more than Heath would miss his father. “Especially as the circumstances of his death are questionable,” he added thoughtfully.

			Heath was startled by the remark. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			Edward dropped his chin and looked over the rim of his spectacles, scowling at Heath. “Didn’t you know your father was found dead in bed?”

			Heath relaxed. “Oh, that, yes, Winston mentioned it. It’s not the worst place to die, is it?”

			Edward was becoming mildly offended by Heath’s continued irreverence. “Did Winston also mention that Ebenezer’s new bride was lying beside him?”

			Heath’s mouth fell open.

			“I’ll take that as a no,” Edward said, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “I was a bit surprised myself, as I had no idea of Ebenezer’s plans to take a wife. Apparently, he married a young woman on the night he died. Mrs. Hendy seems to think the young woman had something to do with his death, although from what Winston said in his note, he isn’t as certain.”

			“What? Who is she?” Heath asked. Two such shocks in one day almost beggared belief.

			“Her name is Abigail Scottsdale.”

			Heath tried to recall ever hearing the name. He couldn’t. “I’ve never heard of her. Where is she from?”

			“You won’t believe this,” Edward said. “But Mr. Holbrook was instructed to pick her up from a dugout in Burra. Apparently, her father had been a miner, but he was killed at the mine several days ago.” Edward watched as confusion washed over Heath’s face. “You knew that the Morphett Engine failed and that three miners were drowned in a shaft?”

			“No,” Heath admitted. He had barely seen daylight over the last few days because of the beautiful Florence Berkshire. Her husband was a well-known politician in the city. Heath was only mildly shocked that his father’s bride of a few hours had come from a lower station, however.

			“I was at Crystal Brook at a stock auction,” he said as an explanation for his ignorance. “But knowing my father, I would believe it,” he added. “He may have had an arrogant attitude with his workers, but when it came to a comely woman, his head turned every time. If she had a voluptuous figure or a pretty face, he’d do anything to bed her. I’m sure you were also aware that his standards dropped as he grew older, but I suppose that was inevitable. Lately, if the girls were nubile and willing, they didn’t even have to be that pretty.”

			Edward couldn’t argue with Heath’s estimation of Ebenezer. Every word was true.

			To Heath, these women were just parasites, coming after his inheritance. He’d been vigilant about chasing most of them away over the last few years, but when his father had married his second wife, Meredith Barton, Heath had been just nineteen. She’d been an ambitious twenty-two-year-old minister’s daughter from Saddleworth, but her untimely death, falling from the rooftop of Martindale Hall, saw an end to any threat that Heath would lose his birthright. Since then he’d had spies in Burra and Clare keep an eye on his father’s activities to make sure there were no more Merediths.

			“At least this Scottsdale woman didn’t have enough time to get her grubby hands on the old man’s money,” he commented acidly.

			Edward Martin did not reply.

			After a few moments, Heath noted that the man looked unsettled. “My father’s affairs are in order, aren’t they, Mr. Martin?”

			“His will hasn’t been changed for some years. In fact, I was just looking it over.”

			“Good, because I will be needed to run the mine. That position can’t be left unattended for long, especially if there’s been an accident that has cost lives. I will be needed to restore morale.”

			“I’m afraid things aren’t quite as simple as that,” the solicitor said, squirming and flipping through the will again.

			“What do you mean?” Heath was becoming concerned.

			“As I said, your father’s will has remained unchanged since he was married to the late Mrs. Mason.”

			“Yes,” Heath said. “If I remember correctly, in the event of her demise, everything went to me.” He’d been furious that his father had made Meredith Barton his primary beneficiary, but that had been her influence. Luckily, her unfortunate accident saw everything put right.

			“That’s correct. The will states that Ebenezer’s estate goes to his wife, and only upon her death does everything revert to you.”

			“That’s how I understood things,” Heath said. “Meredith died, so I became his sole heir again.”

			“But he now has another wife,” Edward said, watching Heath’s reaction closely. “He married this Abigail Scottsdale on the night he died. The servants were witnesses, so I am assured everything was legal.”

			Heath went white, and his eyes widened. “But the wife mentioned in the will was Meredith and if that wasn’t changed.”

			“The will states that Ebenezer’s legal spouse at the time of his death is to inherit his estate. It does not specifically state her name.” Edward remembered that Ebenezer had explicitly asked for that wording in the event he got rid of Miss Barton and replaced her with a younger woman. Edward hadn’t been happy about it at the time, but he had carried out his friend’s instructions. Miss Barton had not noticed the possible duplicity of the wording, so she had therefore not felt threatened. It was common knowledge amongst those closest to her that she had no intention of ever being replaced. Rather, she saw her future as rosy, especially as she believed she would one day be a wealthy widow.

			Heath leapt to his feet. “Are you telling me that this new wife is the sole heir to my father’s fortune?”

			“I’m afraid so,” Edward said, upset for Heath. He hadn’t been particularly fond of the way Heath had treated Ebenezer, but in all fairness, he had to admit that Ebenezer hadn’t been a very good father.

			“That can’t be right, Mr. Martin. Surely something can be done.”

			“I’ve been studying the will, and I can’t see what could be done. You can contest it in court, of course, but I don’t like your chances of winning.”

			“This woman, whoever she is, can’t know about this,” Heath said, livid.

			“She has to know, Heath. It can’t be kept from her.”

			“She wasn’t at the Hall, well, at least I don’t think so. Winston would have said something.” When he thought about it, Heath realised he hadn’t given the butler time to tell him about her.

			“I believe she left the Hall soon after it was discovered that Ebenezer was dead, before she could be detained. That leads me to believe she may have played a part in your father’s death, even if it were unintentional.” Edward flushed just thinking about the implication. “I think an autopsy should be performed.”

			“After hearing this, I agree,” Heath said angrily. “I’m going back to the Hall to see what I can find out. Do me a favour, Mr. Martin, and do not speak to this girl until I’ve had time to ask questions.”

			“Legally, we have twenty-eight days before she has to be notified of her inheritance, Heath, if we can find her. In the meantime, you could take over the running of the mine. If Abigail Scottsdale is responsible for your father’s death, and it’s deemed a murder, then you can apply through the courts to become the heir to your father’s estate.”

			Heath felt a small measure of relief. He had a month to sort this mess out, and he was determined to do it.

			“We can’t discount the possibility that your father died of natural causes, however,” Edward added.

			“Natural? My father was only fifty-three years old,” Heath stated.

			“He did have a very young bride and a weak heart.” For a moment Edward’s imagination was vivid, and he squirmed. “That could be a lethal combination.”

			“Dr. Mead apparently believes his heart gave out,” Heath said. “I suppose it’s a natural conclusion, but could his new bride have been that lucky? I don’t think so. To marry him and have him die that night sounds like a convenient coincidence to me. I’m sure the police will see how suspicious that is.”

			“I doubt the young woman knew about the will, especially the wording,” Edward said.

			“We know nothing about her; she might be quite cunning,” Heath replied thoughtfully. He had every intention of finding this woman, getting to know her, and drawing his own conclusions. One way or another, he would see to it that she did not get her hands on what was rightfully his.

			“Yes, indeed, but stranger things have happened,” the solicitor said, thinking of another convenient coincidence. “No one could explain how a fit and healthy woman like the late Mrs. Mason, just happened to fall from the roof of the Hall, but it happened.”

			“I’ve always believed that she jumped,” Heath said callously.

			“Why do you say that?”

			“I never told anyone this, Mr. Martin, but she was quite infatuated with me. She was obsessive, if truth be told, and she became quite unstable when I did not respond to her advances.”

			Edward didn’t remember her that way at all. He’d always thought her to be a confident woman, very shrewd, in fact. “I was under the impression that you two hated each other. Everyone thought that was the case.”

			“I disliked her, but as I said, she was infatuated with me. When I wouldn’t betray my father and become intimate with her, she became unbalanced. That is why I think she jumped from the roof of the Hall.”

			Edward thought about the heated arguments he’d witnessed between Heath and the woman. He couldn’t believe she’d had any feelings for him other than contempt. He also couldn’t believe that Heath would feel any loyalty towards his father, especially where a young woman was concerned. But that was the past, and it didn’t have any bearing on the situation at hand.

			***

			When Heath got back to Martindale Hall, he could see that Winston was upset.

			“I’ve just been to see Edward Martin, Winston, so I know about this Scottsdale woman marrying my father.”

			Winston lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, sir.”

			“I didn’t give you a chance,” Heath said, interrupting. “But please, tell me all you know.” Heath had decided on the journey back to the Hall that he needed the staff on his side if it came to pass that he had to contest his father’s will in court, especially if he had to mount a case against Abigail Scottsdale. That meant he had to treat them respectfully. Of course, if she were found guilty of killing his father, that was a different situation. He’d be free to do and say as he wished because he’d be one of the wealthiest men in South Australia.

			Winston looked uncomfortable and cleared his throat. “Your father didn’t confide in me very much about the women he was interested in, sir, but I know he sent Mr. Holbrook to fetch this girl from Burra. I wasn’t aware that he planned to marry her until the minister arrived. Not long after that, Miss Scottsdale and the master asked Mrs. Hendy and myself to witness the nuptials.”

			“And did you witness the marriage?” Heath had to be certain it was legal.

			“Yes, sir, we did.” Winston had no intention of sharing his suspicions that his employer had laced the girl’s wine with an opiate. It wasn’t the first time Ebenezer had drugged a young woman so that he could have his way with her, but it was the first time he’d married one while she was in that condition.

			When Abbey had arrived at the Hall, she had been especially attractive and alert. He could tell that Miss Scottsdale was spirited, and that she didn’t want to be at the Hall, let alone become intimate with Ebenezer. But when he and Mrs. Hendy had been called in to witness the marriage less than an hour later, the girl had barely been able to sit upright in the chair while the minister conducted the brief service. She’d been almost incoherent, despite having barely touched her wine.

			But he’d remain silent about the matter. He’d always given Ebenezer Mason loyal service and would remain faithful to his memory.

			Winston had no explanation for how or why his employer had died, but he worried it was going to be discovered that he had overdosed on the potion he’d taken to have his way with the girl. Winston suspected that apart from his lust for the girl, Ebenezer Mason wanted to compromise her innocence so she couldn’t seek an annulment the following morning. She couldn’t claim she was an unwilling party if she couldn’t remember.

			“I’m not sure of her motive, but I believe she must have had one,” Heath said angrily.

			“I am fairly certain Miss Scottsdale had no idea of your father’s plans for her,” Winston said without thinking. As much as he felt loyal to the deceased, he couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for the girl because she’d been so young and naïve. Ebenezer Mason had obviously only considered her a means to bear him another legal heir.

			“Then why did she go through with the marriage?” Heath asked bluntly.

			Winston thought about how much he should disclose. “Your father gave her wine, and it may have gone to her head, sir,” he said.

			“I doubt there just happened to be a minister on hand, Winston. It must have been planned.”

			Winston looked uncomfortable.

			“I’m going to speak to Mr. Holbrook and see if he knows where I might find Miss Scottsdale,” Heath said. “Is he aware that my father married her?” He needed to find the young woman so that he could determine whether she knew anything about his father’s will.

			“No, sir. Apart from you and Mr. Martin, only myself, Mrs. Hendy, and Louise know.”

			“Let’s keep it that way, Winston.”

			“As you wish. Mrs. Hendy has your lunch prepared, sir,” Winston said.

			“I’ll have it when I get back from the stables,” Heath said.

			“Of course, sir,” Winston replied, knowing Mrs. Hendy would be cross that she had to keep it warm.

			***

			Heath found Alfie Holbrook in the stables, rubbing Horatio down after a long ride.

			“Good afternoon, sir,” Alfie said when he approached. “Please accept my deepest sympathies about your father.”

			“Thank you. I’m sure the staff will miss him.”

			“Yes, sir. Will you be moving into the Hall now, sir?” Alfie wasn’t sure how he felt about the change of guard. Mr. Mason hadn’t been an easy man to work for, and he suspected his son wouldn’t be, either.

			“Yes,” Heath said too quickly, but then stopped himself from saying more. He couldn’t bring himself to imagine Abigail Scottsdale becoming mistress of Martindale Hall. He’d sooner die than accept it. He cleared his throat. “I believe you brought a young woman to the house on the night my father died.”

			“That’s right, sir.”

			“What do you know about her?”

			“Not much, sir. Your father gave me a note to take to her in Burra, and I was instructed to wait for her. I brought her here, where she stayed the night.” Alfie cleared his throat uncomfortably, not sure how much Heath knew of his father’s dalliances with much younger women. “The next morning she appeared at the stables, asking to be taken back to Burra. I told her I’d have to see the master first, so I went up to the Hall. It was then I found out the master had passed away. When I got back to the stables, the girl and Horatio were missing.”

			“She stole Horatio?” Heath said in disbelief.

			“That’s right, sir.”

			Heath hadn’t thought he could think less of this girl. “What did you do next?”

			“I didn’t think she’d get far on Horatio because only the master and I can ride him, so I took another horse and followed the road to Mintaro. It was there I found Horatio at the smithy’s stables. The locals told me they’d seen him galloping through town with a young woman astride. A few minutes later he appeared riderless near the stables, so Mickey Boon, the smithy’s assistant, caught him.”

			“Did you look for her in case she’d been hurt?”

			“Yes, I followed the road to Burra, but there was no sign of her. I even went to the dugout where she’d been living, but she wasn’t there, and no one had seen her.”

			“That’s odd,” Heath said. “You’d think she’d go back to her home, such as it was.”

			“She might think she’s in some kind of trouble. I believe Mrs. Hendy accused her of killing the master, not knowing that, according to the doctor, his heart had actually failed. She can’t be blamed for heart failure, can she?”

			“No, I suppose not,” Heath said. “But that may have to be looked into more closely.” He was puzzled. “Do you think she may have gone to Clare? It’s closer to Mintaro than Burra, and she might have thought you’d be looking for her in Burra. Horse-stealing is a serious offence.”

			“That is possible, sir,” Alfie said, embarrassed that he hadn’t thought of it.

			“Have my carriage ready in half an hour. Mrs. Hendy has my lunch ready, but after that I think I will go to Clare and have a look around.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Heath took a close look at his father’s horse. “Horatio is a fine animal,” he said.

			“Yes, he is,” Alfie said proudly. He’d been brushing his coat, and it glistened with health. He was very fond of the horse.

			“He should fetch a tidy sum at auction,” Heath added before he walked away.

			Alfie’s face fell in disappointment. He had hoped that Mr. Mason’s son, who would inherit a grand estate and a mine, would be generous enough to give the servants something of the late master’s possessions. But it seemed that hadn’t occurred to him. Alfie had secretly hoped for Horatio. He couldn’t afford to purchase such a valuable animal with just his own wages.

			***

			The town of Clare was made up of several small villages in and around picturesque valleys, eighty miles from Adelaide. Settlers from England, Ireland, and Poland had initially established the villages. One of the first settlers in the area was John Horrocks, in 1839, but it was Edward Burton Gleeson who had established the town itself and named it after his former homeland, County Clare, Ireland. Jesuit priests from nearby Sevenhill had been some of the first to start growing grapes for wine in the Clare region, but from its first days, the town had depended on the local farming community.

			When Heath reached Clare, it was already late afternoon, and he had no idea where to start looking for Miss Abigail Scottsdale. Alfie had given him a description of her, but that was all he had to go on. He stopped every person he knew and asked if they’d seen the woman, giving them a vague description, but no one had seen or heard of her. He was standing in the main street, looking around and trying to work out where she would go and what she would do, when he saw Milton Sharp coming out of his employment agency, and he had an idea.

			Heath knew Mr. Sharp quite well, as the employment agency owner often supplied Martindale Hall with farm labourers and drovers when cattle and sheep were to be moved.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Sharp,” Heath said, approaching him.

			“Good afternoon, sir. What brings you to town?” Mr. Sharp asked.

			“Actually, I’m looking for someone, and I was hoping you could help,” Heath said.

			“Intriguing. Who is it?” Mr. Sharp asked. It had been an unusually slow day at the office, so a diversion was welcome.

			“Her name is Abigail Scottsdale. Has someone of that name stopped at your agency asking for work?”

			“As a matter of fact, she fainted outside the agency,” Mr. Sharp said.

			Heath was delighted, not that she had fainted, but that he was back on her trail.

			“She was an attractive girl, but rather dishevelled,” Mr. Sharp said. “Apparently, she’d walked to Clare from Mintaro in this heat wave.”

			“That must be her,” Heath said excitedly. “Do you know where she is now?”

			“Indeed, I do. I had Jack Hawker and his mother in my agency at the time, and Mr. Hawker offered Miss Scottsdale employment.”

			“Really?” Heath said with narrowed eyes. “So, I will find her out at Bungaree Station?”

			“That’s right. Mr. Hawker hired her as his mother’s companion.”

			“Thank you for your help, Mr. Sharp. Good day,” Heath said, heading back to his carriage in a hurry. That was easy, he thought happily.

			Most farmers in the Gilbert Valley region knew each other, so Jack Hawker and Heath were acquainted, but not exactly friends. Even so, Heath had no hesitation about visiting Bungaree Station uninvited.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Abbey, Jack, and his mother were having dinner when Heath reached Bungaree. Sabu, who’d stood guard over the kitchen with a meat cleaver since dawn, had prepared the meal. The food was a fiery lamb korma, and Jack and Abbey were perspiring copiously.

			“Sabu has overdone the chili in this curry,” Jack complained, dabbing his forehead with a napkin and gulping down half a glass of water.

			“It is quite hot,” Abbey wheezed as she reached for the water jug to refill her glass for the third time, hoping to put out the fire in her mouth and throat.

			“I think it’s delicious,” Sybil said in defence of the cook. She had avoided Abbey all day by staying in her room. At loose ends, and wanting to steer clear of Sabu, Abbey had spent a good deal of the day in the garden with Frank Fox, discussing plants. Later she had helped Marie and Elsa feed the dogs.

			Jack cast his mother a weary look. “I don’t know how you can say that, Mother. You know Sabu is just trying to prove a point.”

			Sybil was about to argue, but was silenced by the sound of horse hooves on the gravel road. From his seat at the table, Jack could see a carriage through the living room window. “We have a guest,” he said, rising to answer the door.

			Abbey’s heart began to race as she wondered if the police had caught up with her. She strained to see through the window, but she did not recognise the gentleman coming up the path.

			Sybil noted that her hired companion looked anxious. “Is something wrong, Abbey?” she asked suspiciously.

			“No,” Abbey said breathlessly, but she’d gone very pale. “Why should anything be wrong?”

			“I haven’t any idea,” Sybil said, studying her attentively.

			Abbey wanted to be excused from the table, but knew she’d arouse the older woman’s suspicions even more, so she continued to eat as casually as she could. It was difficult; her throat was so tight that it was almost impossible to get anything down.

			The two women fell silent and strained to hear any snippets of conversation as Jack opened the front door just as Heath climbed the steps to the veranda.

			“Mr. Mason, what brings you to Bungaree?” he asked in a friendly tone.

			“I must apologise for the hour,” Heath said, consulting his pocket watch. “Have I disturbed you?”

			“We were having an early dinner, but I’m pleased to step away from it.”

			Heath looked confused.

			Jack lowered his voice. “It’s a very hot curry, and my lips are on fire. Please, come in.” He drew Heath into the living room. “Would you like some refreshment, a glass of wine or perhaps some tea? Or perhaps, if you’re game, you’d like to join us for dinner.”

			“I had a very late lunch, so nothing for me, thank you,” Heath said, wanting to get on with the business at hand. He glanced from the living room through the open doors to the dining room, where he could see two women. He presumed the older woman was Jack’s mother, but he’d never met her. The younger woman had her head down, so he couldn’t see her face.

			“What can I do for you this evening?” Jack asked when he was seated.

			“I’m looking for someone, and I believe she’s in your employment,” Heath said, glancing into the dining room again.

			“Oh,” Jack said.

			“I was told you recently hired a young woman as your mother’s companion.”

			“That’s right,” Jack said, becoming curious. “Miss Scottsdale.”

			Heath glanced through to the dining room again, where the young woman still had her head down. “Would that be Miss Abigail Scottsdale?”

			Upon hearing her name, Abbey almost fainted. She had no idea who the man was, but she suspected he was an investigator, possibly hired by the staff at Martindale Hall.

			“Yes, that’s right,” Jack said. “Do you know Miss Scottsdale?”

			“I’ve not met her, but I’d be grateful if I could have a word with her.”

			“She is presently dining,” Jack said protectively. “If you’d like to wait?”

			“It’s important,” Heath stated gravely.

			Abbey dared to lift her gaze to meet the other woman’s glare. Abbey then glanced into the living room, where Jack appeared to be mildly bewildered. After what he’d done for her, she felt terribly ashamed for not having been honest when he had offered her a position in his home. It was time to make amends, and she knew that was what her father would expect her to do. Taking a deep breath, she stood up and walked into the living room.

			Sybil watched her with interest.

			“I’m Abigail Scottsdale,” Abbey said, standing before the two men.

			Heath stood up and took her measure. He’d been anticipating that she might be quite pretty, but now he was startled by just how attractive she was. Just for a moment he was stabbed with jealousy that his father had married such a beautiful, young wife, even if it had only been for a few hours. Her raven hair was tied back, but he could see it was thick and wavy, and her skin was velvet smooth, although the bridge of her nose was tinged pink from the sun. Her dazzling blue eyes mesmerised him, and for just an instant he forgot what he’d come for. Then he thought of his inheritance, and his anger surged.

			“My name is Heath Mason, Miss Scottsdale,” he said. He once would have found it difficult to believe that someone so young and beautiful could be cunning, but Miss Meredith Barton had opened his eyes, and now he knew that deception came in all kinds of packages.

			Upon hearing his name, Abbey felt light-headed. Her heart began to race. This must be Ebenezer Mason’s son. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Mason,” she said in little more than a whisper. She couldn’t see any resemblance between this man and his father, but she had yet to compare their characters.

			“I’ll leave you to discuss your business,” Jack said, going back to the dining room table.

			Abbey glanced back at him, wishing he and his mother were not within earshot. Feeling quite faint, she sank down onto the nearest chair.

			“What can I do for you, Mr. Mason?” Abbey asked in a soft voice. She held her breath, dreading the answer.

			“I think you know why I’m here,” Heath said sternly, sitting back down. “I’m sure you recognise my name, since I believe it is now your name, too.”

			Abbey stared at the man silently. She hadn’t given a thought about her name changing.

			“You did marry my father just two days ago, didn’t you?” Heath stated tersely.

			Abbey opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

			“Well, Miss Scottsdale, or should I say Mrs. Mason, that is what happened, isn’t it?”

			“I didn’t know I had married him,” Abbey whispered.

			Heath regarded her suspiciously. “How is that possible, Miss Scottsdale? How does someone marry and not know it?”

			In the dining room, Jack and his mother had heard what was said, and were looking at each other in astonishment.

			“I know it sounds difficult to believe,” Abbey said, flustered.

			“Indeed,” Heath replied sarcastically.

			Abbey was becoming more agitated by the second. She wanted him to understand, but she could tell he didn’t really want to listen. “I was at the Hall two days ago, and the last thing I remember, before waking up, apparently married to your father, was having a glass of wine in the dining room.”

			“Surely you are not claiming a lapse in your memory, Miss Scottsdale,” Heath said angrily. “I want a satisfactory answer, or I’m going to call in the police on this matter.”

			Confronted with her worst fears and Heath’s hostility, Abbey burst into tears.

			“Oh, dear Lord,” Heath said angrily. “Don’t think tears are going to work on me, lady.”

			Jack came through to the living room. “Now see here, Mr. Mason, I don’t think I appreciate the tone you are using with my employee. Can’t you see how much you are upsetting her?”

			Heath stood up. “I want an explanation of how my father died while sleeping beside her,” he said angrily. “I don’t think that is too much to ask.”

			Abbey had her hands over her face, so she didn’t see Jack looking down at her in a state of shock.

			“Perhaps you had better come back when Miss Scottsdale is more composed,” Jack said after a few moments.

			Heath was fuming. He’d expected tears, but he hadn’t expected the girl to have Jack defending her.

			Abbey got to her feet. “No, wait,” she sniffed. “I’ve nothing to hide, so I’ll tell you all I know,” she said. She looked at Jack with watery eyes. “I should have told you what happened before you hired me. I didn’t want to deceive you, but I was in shock. I’d lost my father and then”

			“And then you found yourself married to a wealthy man, and he died a few hours later,” Heath said spitefully.

			“That’s enough, Mr. Mason,” Jack said sharply. “I understand you are grieving the loss of your father, for which I’m very sorry, but please don’t shout at Miss Scottsdale.”

			Heath pursed his lips in frustration.

			“If you are up to it now, Abbey, I think an explanation would be most welcome,” Jack stated.

			Abbey nodded, relieved to have Jack’s protection. “I’ll start at the beginning,” she said. “My father and two other men were killed at the mine a few days ago.” She looked directly at Ebenezer Mason’s son. “When your father came up to the cemetery, after my father’s funeral, I told him I thought he was responsible for the loss of lives at the mine because he hadn’t maintained the equipment.”

			“Were you after money?” Heath asked in an acid tone.

			Abbey was shocked by the suggestion. “I was angry that he didn’t care enough to come to the mine after three of his employees were killed, or to the cemetery for my father’s funeral. I had wanted him to pay for the funerals, yes, but that is all,” she said defensively.

			“Go on, Miss Scottsdale. I’m intrigued to hear how you married a man you thought responsible for your father’s death.”

			“That was not just my view, Mr. Mason, but also the opinion of most of the miners. Your father disagreed, but he also told me that my father and he had come to an agreement that involved me.”

			“What kind of agreement?” Heath asked with narrowed eyes.

			“From what my father said the night before he died, I believe your father wanted to marry me,” Abbey said. “However, I did not want to marry him. I was in love with Neal Tavis, who was killed alongside my father.” Tears began to stream down Abbey’s cheeks again. She missed Neal so much. Jack handed her his handkerchief, which she gratefully accepted.

			“Are you trying to tell me that you wanted to marry a miner, but you were not interested in marrying a very rich man?” Heath said in disbelief.

			“That’s exactly what I’m saying, and that’s what I told my father. When your father mentioned this so-called agreement, I told him I didn’t believe such an agreement existed, and to be honest, even if I had believed him, I don’t think I could have honoured it. I couldn’t tolerate the thought of marrying an old man that I didn’t love.” Her voice trembled with emotion.

			Disbelief was written all over Heath’s face, but Abbey went on.

			“I told your father that I was going to find employment and support myself.”

			“And did you?” Heath asked with a hint of sarcasm.

			“No. I couldn’t find work anywhere, and I believe your father was responsible.”

			“How so?” Heath asked in an openly hostile tone.

			“It’s no secret that he has a lot of influence in Burra.”

			“That may be true, but why should it matter to him whether you found work or not?”

			“I can see you find this hard to believe, and I did, too, but I think he was trying to force me to be reliant on him.” Abbey knew her story sounded preposterous, but she was desperate to be taken seriously. “My circumstances were dire when your father’s carriage driver brought me a note from your father. The note said that he had reconsidered his responsibilities towards the miners’ families, and he wanted to discuss compensation.”

			Heath didn’t think this sounded like his father at all. He never parted with a penny unless he had to. Heath did know the note existed, though, because Alfie had told him about it. As for the contents, he’d need to see that for himself. “Do you still have this note?”

			Abbey thought about it. “I did, but I must have left it where I was living in Burra.” She prayed it would not be needed as evidence in her favour as she thought about how angrily she had torn the note into pieces.

			“In the dugout,” Heath said derisively.

			Abbey blushed, but nodded.

			“How convenient,” Heath sneered. “So, you jumped at the chance to discuss compensation, and yet you didn’t want my father’s money, except for funeral costs.”

			Abbey became very upset. “Neal’s mother died just hours after her son, from a broken heart. That left his two sisters orphaned. Your father owed them something, surely. I had no money to give my father the funeral he deserved,” she said, with tears streaming down her face. “Yes, we lived in a dugout, but my father was a good, hard-working man, and his coffin was a plain pine box.” Abbey began to sob uncontrollably.

			Heath finally felt a tinge of sympathy for her, but he didn’t feel so sorry that he would let her have his inheritance. “I didn’t mean to be so harsh in my treatment of you,” he said. “But put yourself in my place. I’ve just found out my father married you and died the same night.”

			Abbey blew her nose and took a few deep breaths, while Sybil entered the room and passed Jack a glass of water to give to Abbey. Jack handed the water to Abbey and introduced his mother to Heath.

			“What happened next, Abbey?” Jack asked gently when Abbey had sipped the water and composed herself. He thought it best to get the whole matter out in the open.

			“I went to the Hall. When I got there, Mr. Mason said we were going to have dinner. I told him I wouldn’t share a meal with him when I believed he was responsible for my father’s death. He insisted I have a glass of wine. I drank only a little, but I felt very strange afterwards. I hadn’t had a real meal in days, though, so I thought that was why. The next thing I remember was waking the following morning to a woman screaming.”

			“Who was it?” Jack asked.

			“At the time I had no idea, but I later realised it was one of the Hall’s maids. I was in a strange room in a strange bed. Then I saw someone beside me. It was Ebenezer Mason. At that point, I didn’t know he was dead, but I was horrified to find him lying beside me. I leaped out of bed just as the maid and the housekeeper came back into the room. They told me I’d married Mr. Mason. I didn’t believe them because I had no recollection of doing so, but the housekeeper pointed to the ring on my finger. I thought I was having a bad dream. The housekeeper then examined Mr. Mason and said he was dead. I didn’t believe it and tried to wake him, but she ordered me out.” Abbey looked at Ebenezer Mason’s son, who appeared more confused than ever. “I’m sorry you lost your father. I don’t know why he died, but I had nothing to do with it, and that’s the truth, honest to God.”

			“Then why did you steal my father’s horse to get away?” Heath asked angrily.

			Abbey glanced at Jack and saw the shock and disappointment in his eyes. “I’ve never stolen anything in my life, but I panicked when I was accused of killing your father. I’m far from perfect, but I could never do something like that.” Abbey began sobbing again.

			“I’m sure you’d like us to believe that,” Heath stated coldly. He was thinking of the massive inheritance that his father was leaving behind. If the girl knew about it, she could be putting on the act of a lifetime. But there was no way he was going to let her have it.

			“I think you had better go, Mr. Mason. There’s nothing more to be gained by putting Miss Scottsdale through so much upset,” Jack said firmly, not quite knowing what to make of Abbey’s story.

			“I’ll go, but believe me, this isn’t the end of the matter. An autopsy may be performed on my father.” Heath went towards the door, and Jack followed.

			Abbey watched him go with fearful eyes. Being confronted about Ebenezer Mason’s death had been her worst nightmare, and she knew it wasn’t over yet.

			She turned to find Jack’s mother watching her with arms folded and an impassive expression. In the background, she could hear Mr. Mason apologising for disturbing Jack at dinnertime and the two men bidding each other goodbye.

			“I should have told you all this before I came here,” Abbey said in a small voice to Sybil.

			“Why didn’t you? And give me the real reason,” Sybil said.

			“The real reason?” Abbey thought about it. What did she have to lose now? “I needed a way to support myself and somewhere to hide away and sort out everything in my mind. When your son offered me a job at Bungaree, it seemed perfect. I thought that once a doctor worked out how Ebenezer Mason died, no one would be looking for me because I know I didn’t do anything to harm him.”

			Sybil had seen Ebenezer Mason in Clare, and in all honesty, she couldn’t imagine a slip of a girl like Abbey doing any real harm to a man three times her size.

			“This secret has been a burden on me,” Abbey said, “and you may not believe me, but I’m glad everything is now out in the open.”

			By this time, Jack had returned and was standing beside Abbey. “You did seem traumatised when we found you in Clare, but we never imagined that anything like this had happened.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry,” Abbey said sincerely. “My mother, brother, and sister died when I was quite young, so my father was all the family I had. Losing him and my fiancé, Neal, in the mine was a terrible blow. Then to be told I’d married an ogre like Ebenezer Mason, who was found dead beside me, was more than I could take in. I still should have told you what happened, but I could hardly absorb it myself. You had a right to know, however. I gained this position under false pretences, and I don’t deserve to be here. I’ll leave right away.” Abbey went to walk away.

			“Wait, Abbey,” Jack said, looking at his mother, who was glowering at him.

			Abbey stopped and glanced at both of them.

			“I’d like you to stay,” Jack said. “I believe your version of events. I’m not sure what happened, but then again neither are you, and we may never know the truth, since Ebenezer Mason is dead.” He was a good judge of character, and Abbey did not seem the kind of woman to do the things Mr. Mason’s son had accused her of.

			Abbey felt relieved. Not only was Jack prepared to let her stay, but he believed she was telling the truth. She was almost certain that his mother wouldn’t feel the same, however. “It would be best if I moved on,” she said. Abbey had no idea where she would go, but she was certain Sybil would make her life unbearable now that she knew the truth.

			Jack looked at Abbey intently for a few moments. “Would you like to stay?”

			She hesitated, but then nodded with a fearful glance in his mother’s direction.

			“Then it’s Mother’s choice this time,” Jack said. He looked at his mother, who appeared to be mildly surprised. “You’ve treated Abbey with hostility since she came here, and that can’t go on. If you ask her to stay, then that must change. If you don’t want her to stay, then I’ll go along with your wishes.” He looked at Abbey again. “I’ll leave you and my mother to discuss your future,” he said and walked away.

			Her fate was in the hands of his mother. It was almost certain then that she would be leaving. She looked at the floor, because she didn’t want to see the satisfaction in Sybil’s eyes. But after a long moment of silence, Abbey could take no more, and looked up.

			Sybil was regarding her closely, but she didn’t look angry for once. “My son is a clever man,” she commented.

			Abbey didn’t know what she meant.

			“He knows that if I ask you to stay, I’ll no longer have reason to be angry.”

			“But you won’t ask me to stay,” Abbey said, sure this was the case. “You knew I was hiding something. And you were right, and that pleases you.”

			“It does,” Sybil admitted with satisfaction. “I pride myself on reading people. As an actress, you learn to pick up on nuances. Now that your secret has been uncovered, I feel vindicated.”

			Abbey dropped her head and turned.

			“Wait a minute, young lady,” Sybil said sternly. “I haven’t dismissed you yet.”

			Abbey turned to look at her. Apparently, Sybil wanted the satisfaction of telling her to go. “As you wish. I deserve what’s coming,” she said. She clasped her hands in front of her and looked resignedly at the carpet.

			A few moments passed in silence. When Abbey looked up, Sybil was regarding her intently again.

			“You’ve been through quite an ordeal,” Sybil said. “I may have seemed heartless, but I do feel for you, losing your father and the man you loved.”

			“Thank you,” Abbey said, remembering that Sybil had lost her husband only eighteen months ago.

			“I’ve heard rumors about Ebenezer Mason in Clare, and by most accounts he’s known to be a lusty old rogue. I don’t doubt for a minute that he’d take advantage of an attractive young girl all alone in the world.”

			Abbey blinked in surprise. Sybil was being civil, even empathetic. “Does that mean … ?”

			“That I want you to stay? Yes, it does. Do you still wish to be my companion?”

			“Yes,” Abbey said quickly.

			“I haven’t been very kind to you. So why do you want to stay? Is it because of Jack?”

			Abbey’s eyes welled with tears again. “I haven’t had a real home since my mother died. I’ve never even had a room of my own.”

			“So, you simply want somewhere to live and three square meals a day,” Sybil stated.

			“Who wouldn’t want to live in this house?” Abbey admitted.

			“At least you are being honest this time,” Sybil replied.

			Abbey wondered if she’d hurt Sybil with her candidness. “This isn’t just a house, Mrs. Hawker. It’s a truly amazing home that you share with a son worthy of your pride. You’ve no idea how lucky you are. Yes, I’d like to be part of it, but I know I’m not the person you wanted for a companion. I’m well aware that we don’t have anything in common. I come from a poor Irish family. I’ve never been to the theatre, and I probably never will, but I’d like the opportunity to learn about it from you. I know I don’t have anything to offer you, but perhaps if we try, we could get along quite well.”

			Sybil appeared to feel quite moved by Abbey’s words. “You could be right,” she said, her voice betraying her emotions. “I’m prepared to try if you are.”

			Abbey nodded.

			“Run along and wash your face,” Sybil said. “I’d like to play cards this evening, if you feel up to it.”

			Taken aback, Abbey blinked. “Cards?!”

			“You do play, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” Abbey replied. “I used to play cards sometimes with my father and his friends.”

			“Did you win?”

			“Now and again,” Abbey said, remembering those nights fondly.

			“Good, because I like a challenge,” Sybil replied. “Now hurry along. I have indigestion, so I’m going for a walk in the gardens, but I’ll meet you in the living room in half an hour.”

			“That curry was hot, wasn’t it?” Abbey said, grimacing.

			“Yes, it was,” Sybil admitted. She planned to have words with Sabu.

			***

			After Abbey had washed her face, she came downstairs. Sabu was cleaning in the kitchen, and she didn’t want another confrontation with him, so she tiptoed down the hall and out the backdoor. Jack was playing with the dogs on the lawn. He looked up when she appeared.

			“So, Abbey. Are you staying?” he asked, in a tone that seemingly lacked any concern.

			Abbey was puzzled. “Yes,” she said, “but when you left the decision to your mother, I thought I would be sent packing for sure.”

			Jack came towards her, smiling. “I didn’t. My mother was cross because I hired you without consulting her. Giving her the option of firing you or keeping you made her happy.”

			Abbey was still bewildered. “I’m pleased to still be here, but I don’t understand why Mrs. Hawker didn’t fire me.”

			“My mother is a stickler for honesty, Abbey.”

			“And she knew I was hiding something,” Abbey said, ashamed.

			“Yes, but given the opportunity, you had no hesitation in telling the truth.”

			“I promise I won’t ever keep anything important from you again.”

			Jack nodded. “My mother also thrives on drama, even other people’s. She was an actress, after all. Personally, I can live without drama, and I’m sure you can, too.”

			“I’ve had enough to last me a lifetime,” Abbey admitted. “But I don’t think that it’s over yet.”

			Jack’s expression softened. “You could be right.” He was almost sure of it, but he didn’t want to frighten her.

			“I wonder how Heath Mason found me here.”

			“I’ve been thinking about that. He’s very well acquainted with Milton Sharp of Sharp’s Employment Agency, so Mr. Sharp must have told him that I’d hired you.”

			“I don’t blame young Mr. Mason for being so angry and upset,” Abbey said. “He just lost his father, and he wants answers. I can understand that.”

			“You’ve just lost your father, too, but he didn’t seem to be taking that into consideration,” Jack replied. “I also know that he wasn’t close to his father. In fact, I believe they rarely saw each other.” He wondered if the man had been curious about his father’s new wife. But that wouldn’t explain his hostility towards her, unless it was jealousy.

			“I’d heard gossip that they’d had a falling out, but it’s only natural that he’d be shocked that his father died.”

			“It must have been frightening for you to wake up beside a dead man.”

			Abbey became emotional again. “It was worse than frightening. I’ve had a few nightmares since. And then to be told I’d married him” Abbey shuddered as she thought again about whether Ebenezer Mason had violated her. She blushed and glanced at Jack, searching his gentle features. “You really don’t believe I had anything to do with his death, do you?” She lifted her hand. “I’m sorry, that’s a silly question. You don’t know me, so you can’t trust that what I say is the truth, especially after I hid certain facts about myself. I really have no idea what happened after I had a glass of wine in Mr. Mason’s dining room, but I believe with all my heart that I couldn’t hurt anyone, not even him.”

			“I follow my instincts most of the time,” Jack said. “And my instincts are telling me that you don’t know what happened to Ebenezer Mason.” He suddenly had an idea, but needed to consider it further. “You must wonder how you came to be in bed with him, and not knowing whether or not he took advantage must be very upsetting.”

			Abbey dropped her chin, and her lip trembled. “It is,” she admitted shakily.

			“Do you want to see a doctor? I can arrange it,” Jack said kindly. “I can make sure it’s discreet if you wish.”

			“I don’t know,” Abbey said truthfully. Being examined by a doctor to determine her virginity would be a humiliating experience that she wasn’t sure she could cope with. She appreciated his kindness, though.

			“Talk to my mother. She’s very wise. Perhaps she can allay any fears you are having.”

			Abbey nodded, on the verge of tears. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me,” she said. “I doubt I’ll ever be able to repay your kindness.”

			Jack placed his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to. But remember, if you ever want to talk, I’m here,” he said.

			Abbey nodded, and Jack went back to playing with the dogs.

			***

			As she walked towards the back door, Abbey thought about what a good man Jack was. He was very kind to her and gentle with her feelings, which she appreciated. In those ways, he reminded her of Neal, whom she missed terribly. A lot had happened in the past few days, with so much to think about and absorb, and she almost felt guilty for not thinking of Neal more often. She’d believed he was the love of her life, but she’d lost him while she was still so young. Perhaps, one day, there’d be another man whom she’d think of as the love of her life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			Heath suffered a vast array of tumultuous emotions as he headed for Auburn, intent on seeing his father’s solicitor, Edward Martin, again. He was angry, bewildered, frustrated, and generally taken aback. He didn’t know quite what to make of Abigail Scottsdale. One part of him thought she had done a terrific job of acting like the wounded party and pretending that she did not have knowledge of his father’s will that gave everything to his spouse. Another part of him thought it possible that she was just his lecherous father’s innocent victim. Currently, he tended toward the former, but, either way, he couldn’t leave anything to chance.

			Edward Martin’s office on the main street in Auburn had closed, so Heath went to his home, which was just around the corner.

			Edward had just finished dinner and was sitting on the front porch reading the newspaper and enjoying the coolness of the approaching evening. His wife, Sophie, who chattered non-stop like a parrot, and their daughter Bryony had just taken their dog for a walk, so Edward was basking in a few minutes of solitude. He was finding it difficult to concentrate on the contents of the paper, however, because he couldn’t stop thinking about the death of his friend and the message he’d received from Frank Bond, the manager of the mine in Burra.

			When Heath Mason arrived, Edward immediately noted that his demeanor hadn’t improved.

			“I’ve just been out to Bungaree Station,” Heath said, forgoing greetings as he came through the front gate.

			“What for?” Edward asked.

			“Because that is where Miss Abigail Scottsdale is now residing. She’s taken up the position of companion to Jack Hawker’s mother.”

			Edward couldn’t begin to imagine how Heath had found that out so quickly. “Did you speak to her?”

			“Yes,” Heath said, sitting down on another chair on the veranda. “I spoke to her. Not that it did me any good. I don’t know what to think.”

			“What was she like?” Edward asked, curious. He knew of his friend’s dalliances with young women, but apart from Meredith Barton, Ebenezer had not been inclined to marry any of them. He imagined Abigail Scottsdale would have to be quite special.

			“Young and very attractive,” Heath replied. “She claims my father sent her a note, saying that he wanted to discuss compensation for the loss of her father, who was killed in the mine.”

			“That doesn’t sound like your father,” Edward commented dryly. “Since he bought the mine, quite a few years ago now, many employees have been killed, and he’s never offered compensation to any of their families. In fact, he’s always instructed me to see to any who had even the slightest inclination to cause him trouble.”

			“She could be lying about that, as well as everything else,” Heath snapped. In the back of his mind he could imagine his father saying something like that to lure the girl to the Hall, but he kept that thought to himself. “She claims she drank a glass of wine, and that was the last thing she remembers until being woken the next morning, when the housekeeper told her that she and my father had married, and that he was dead.”

			“That doesn’t sound plausible, does it?” Edward said.

			“No, it doesn’t, especially as it was only a single glass of wine. Of course, she used her tears, and Jack Hawker felt sorry for her and asked me to leave because I was upsetting her.”

			Edward didn’t know what to think. “I received a note an hour ago from Frank Bond, the mine’s manager,” he said.

			“What did he want?” Heath asked. He’d met Frank Bond a few times before he and his father had fallen out. But back then Frank had been a foreman.

			“Some important papers needed signing at the mine, and he’d had a messenger bring them to the Hall. Winston sent the messenger back to the mine with a note for Mr. Bond, saying that he’d be contacted shortly. Mr. Bond was confused and sent me a message to find out what was going on. Obviously, Winston couldn’t inform him of your father’s death, as it is not his place.”

			“Did you send a reply to Mr. Bond?”

			“I sent a brief message saying that someone would come to the mine tomorrow.”

			“I will go first thing in the morning and tell the workers what’s happened,” Heath said.

			“Good. You’ll have to take over running things until Miss Scottsdale is notified that she’s the new owner.”

			Heath gasped. “For God’s sake, that can’t happen,” he snapped.

			“I know it’s not right, but it might just happen if it can’t be proved that she harmed your father,” Edward said. “You know your father’s death will be fodder for the papers.” He wanted to prepare him for what might be written.

			“Yes,” Heath admitted. He’d been giving it some thought.

			“There will be speculation because your father hadn’t been ill, and he wasn’t particularly old. You must swear the staff at the Hall to secrecy about his impromptu marriage if you don’t want it to get into the papers, at least for the time being.”

			“I will certainly do that.”

			“The marriage will come out if Miss Scottsdale inherits everything, however.”

			“That’s not going to happen while I still have breath in my body,” Heath stated vehemently. “I’m going to see Vernon Mead right now, to see if he’ll perform an autopsy on my father before he’s buried. If there is anything suspicious about his death, the police will be notified, and Miss Scottsdale will have what’s coming to her, and it won’t be the fortune she might be expecting. Jack Hawker won’t be able to protect her then.”

			***

			Heath travelled to Burra immediately. By the time he got there, it was dark. Vernon Mead lived alone behind his surgery. He was making himself dinner when Heath knocked on the door. The aroma of sizzling lamb chops drifted throughout the house. Vernon paled when he recognised Heath through the fly screen door. He suspected he knew the reason the young man had come. Winston had confided to Vernon that a young lady had been in bed with Ebenezer Mason after Vernon had commented about the indentation in the pillow beside the man’s body.

			Vernon hadn’t been surprised that there’d been a girl in bed with Ebenezer. He knew why the man had wanted the virility potion. As for the opiate, he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that Ebenezer had drugged any of his companions, but the thought had crossed his mind. He’d even bravely broached the subject once with Ebenezer, who’d appeared mortified. He claimed the opiate was to calm his own nerves with all the worry of the mine, but his explanation had not completely assuaged Vernon’s suspicions. He‘d made up his mind when Ebenezer Mason had strolled into his offices without an appointment and demanded the opiate and virility potion that it would be the last time. He hadn’t an inkling that it would turn out this way, and he worried that he could lose his licence to practice medicine over it.

			“Good evening, sir. I’m very sorry about your father,” Vernon said when he opened the door to him.

			“Good evening, Dr. Mead. I’m sorry to disturb your evening meal, and I won’t keep you but a few minutes. My father is the reason I’m here.”

			“Oh,” Vernon said, going back to the kitchen, with Heath following. Vernon was afraid that the man had learned about the potion and opiate he’d given his father. “What about him?” he asked as calmly as he could.

			“I would like an autopsy performed,” Heath said.

			Vernon was alarmed, but tried not to show it.

			“I know you may not want to do it,” Heath said. “After all, you and my father had known each other for many years.” They couldn’t truthfully be described as friends. His father was a man who rarely opened himself up to close friendships. “But perhaps you can suggest a colleague from a town nearby.”

			Vernon stiffened. “Why do you want an autopsy? You know your father had a bad heart.”

			“I know, but I think his death may be suspicious. Did you know he was in bed with a young woman when he died?”

			“Yes, Winston told me. Again, I stress that his heart was weak. I believe he may have been overdoing things and thus suffered a heart attack.” Vernon panicked at the thought of an independent doctor performing an autopsy.

			“Were there any suspicious marks on his body?”

			“No, nothing,” Vernon said. “I checked him thoroughly. He had no wounds at all. In fact, he appeared to have died peacefully.” Vernon had been worried for some time that the increased rush of blood through the man’s heart would do him harm, and it seemed as though his worst fears may have come true. If only the man had listened to his concerns.

			“If he’d been poisoned, would you have noticed any signs?”

			“Poisoned? Yes, of course.”

			“What indications would you have seen?”

			Vernon busied himself with his dinner preparations as he spoke, despite his appetite having vanished. “If he’d ingested a poisonous substance, his lips would have been blue, or he would have had a strange odor coming from his mouth. His skin would have been flushed or yellow, and his eyes weepy. A rash would have been present somewhere on his body, but I saw nothing like that or any other suspicious symptoms. As I say, he seemed to have died peacefully.” Vernon prayed his explanation would put the young man’s mind at ease.

			“I believe the woman with him may have done him harm, Dr. Mead,” Heath said. “But I need to prove it.”

			“I saw no evidence of that.” Vernon suspected that if Ebenezer had taken too much of the virility potion before retiring, it could have killed him quite quickly. “If you wish me to perform an autopsy, to put your mind at ease, I will do so.” It might also put his own mind at ease, but he doubted it.

			“I would appreciate it. As I said, if you don’t want to do it, I’d be just as happy for someone else to do it.”

			“No,” Vernon rushed to say. “If anyone is to do it, it should be me. That’s what your father would have wanted.” Vernon would usually do such procedures at the local hospital, where there were better facilities, but he couldn’t risk someone discovering his findings. He would have to do it in his own office.

			“Very well,” Heath said, satisfied. “Please do it as soon as you can, and contact me immediately with the results.”

			“I’ll do it first thing in the morning and bring you the results myself,” Vernon said, but he planned to do it that evening when there was no chance of being disturbed.

			“I’ll make the necessary funeral arrangements as soon as I have the report from you.” With that, Heath left, contented that if an act of treachery had been conducted against his father, it would be uncovered.

			***

			When Abbey entered the house after talking to Jack, she met Elsa and Marie in the hallway. They told her they had finished their work for the day and were about to retire to their rooms.

			“Do you play cards?” Abbey asked them spontaneously.

			The girls looked surprised. “Not really,” Elsa said. “Why do you ask?”

			“Mrs. Hawker wants to play after her walk, and it’s more fun if there are several players.”

			Marie was startled that they’d be considered, but found the idea more appealing than doing nothing for the evening. “I’d like to play if you’ll teach me,” she said.

			“Me, too,” said Elsa. “But would Mrs. Hawker mind us joining in?”

			“Oh, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. If she wants to play with me, she won’t object to you playing, too. Let’s get the table set up. Do you know where Mrs. Hawker keeps the cards?”

			“Yes, in the sideboard drawer,” Elsa said. “I’ll fetch them.”

			The three girls were in the kitchen, getting ready for the card game, when Sabu came in. He appeared displeased to see them.

			Abbey glanced at him warily. She felt they had to make peace sometime if they were all going to be residing under the same roof and saw an opportunity to do it. “Do you play cards, Sabu?” she said.

			Sabu glared at her. “Cards?” He wondered if she was being facetious.

			“Yes, we’re all going to play. Would you like to join us?”

			Marie and Elsa waited tensely for his reply. They were sure playing cards would be against his religion, since most everything else seemed to be.

			“What game will you be playing?” Sabu asked, mildly interested when he could see she was serious.

			“Perhaps a version of poker. It’s called Liar’s Poker. I have to warn you that I used to play it with my father and his friends, so I’m quite good.”

			Sabu was intrigued. Her words sounded like a challenge. “Will there be stakes?”

			“Do you mean a pot?” Abbey asked. Her father and his friends had always put money on the table and referred to it as ‘the pot’.”

			“Of course, I mean a pot. You can’t play poker without a wager.”

			Just then Jack walked in the door. He glanced at the deck of cards on the table. “Are you going to play cards?” he asked, happy to see Abbey getting along with the rest of the staff. Sabu wasn’t shouting, either, which was a pleasant surprise.

			“Yes, it was your mother’s idea,” Abbey said. “We were discussing playing poker, and Sabu suggested a pot, but” She felt embarrassed to admit that she didn’t have any money.

			Jack understood immediately. “I can give you an advance on your salary if you’d like to make a little wager,” he said. “But only on one condition,” he added.

			“What’s that?” Abbey dared to ask.

			“That I can join in,” Jack said, pulling some notes and coins from his pocket.

			Abbey was delighted. “There just happens to be a seat here with your name on it,” she said happily.

			Jack looked at the cook. “Are you in, too, Sabu?”

			“If there’s a pot, I’m in,” the cook said, taking a seat. He was still resentful that he would not be paid for the days that he was fasting and didn’t cook, so the thought of winning money from Abbey was very appealing.

			A few moments later they heard Jack’s mother calling Abbey from the living room.

			“I’m in the kitchen, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey called back.

			Sybil walked in and stared at them all incredulously. She couldn’t believe that Jack and Abbey were seated at the kitchen table with the servants. Then she saw the cards.

			“What a great idea, organising a poker game, Mother,” Jack said, picking up the cards to shuffle them.

			“Poker?!” Sybil gasped. She looked at Abbey. “I thought we’d play whist, cribbage, or Old Maid,” she said.

			“I don’t know how to play those games, Mrs. Hawker, but I used to play Liar’s Poker with my father.”

			“Liar’s Poker!” Sybil said, aghast. It sounded like the type of game the Irish would play in the back alleys of Dublin.

			Jack stood up and pulled out a chair for his mother. “I hope you have some money for the pot, Mother,” he said, excitedly.

			Sybil was incredulous, but noticed his enthusiasm. “Surely you aren’t going to gamble,” she said, sitting down at the table. It was the first time she’d ever been seated beside the servants, and it felt strange.

			“It’s more fun that way,” Jack said, grinning widely. “Are you afraid I’ll win your money, Mother?” he teased.

			Sybil had a reputation with her sons for being prudent with her money. It was something they often teased her about, but not something she could change. Her father had been a doctor in a country town, and had been doing quite well for himself until, at one point in her childhood, he had become very ill. It was two years before he could work enough to support the family again. In that time, her mother had struggled to keep the family fed and clothed. As the eldest of five children, Sybil had taken it upon herself to help out by cleaning and doing laundry for the local shopkeepers. She had learned the true value of every penny, and she had never forgotten that lesson.

			Sybil also recalled all the times she’d asked Jack to play cards with her, and he’d claimed he was too busy. “I’ll wager you can’t,” she said, standing up to fetch some coins from her purse. Although Jack teased her, he hadn’t let her spend a penny since she’d come to live with him, so she didn’t mind placing a small wager. She thought she could even win; she was often lucky in card games.

			Jack laughed. “You better not be sour if I do,” he said.

			“Likewise,” Sybil said, getting into the spirit.

			Abbey explained how to play Liar’s Poker, telling those at the table that it was a bar game and that money from the till was usually used.

			Sybil was not surprised to hear this.

			Abbey simplified the game, explaining that it was just a numbers game that combined reasoning and bluffing, and she offered an example.

			“Once the cards have been dealt, I could place a bid that there are three sixes amongst all of us. One of you can then bid a higher number, like three sevens or four fives, or challenge my bid. If my bid is successful, I win threepence, sixpence, or a shilling from each of you, depending on what we decide the stakes are. But if my bid is unsuccessful, I must pay each of you what we are wagering.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. “Shall I deal?”

			Soon they all were absorbed in the game. After many hands, in which they all had some luck, Jack showed the women how to play straight poker. He also brought out a bottle of wine, and Sabu made some snacks to share. Jack offered Sabu a glass of wine, which he accepted, but Abbey refused the wine, becoming a little emotional. Jack realised that it reminded her of her visit to Martindale Hall.

			“I’m sorry, Abbey,” he whispered to her when he noted her discomfort. “I didn’t mean to be thoughtless.”

			“That’s all right. You and Mrs. Hawker have a glass, and don’t worry about me.”

			“We don’t have to,” Jack said, trying belatedly to be considerate.

			“No, I insist. I’ll have a glass of milk with Elsa and Marie.”

			They played another four hands, and Jack and Abbey won two apiece. The servant girls sat the rest of the rounds out, and Sybil won three straight hands after that, thrilled with her success. Before they knew it, it was eleven o’clock.

			“We’d better go to bed,” Marie said to Elsa, stifling a yawn. “We have to be up early in the morning to do our chores.”

			Elsa was getting tired, and she and Marie had won enough hands initially to break even overall.

			“Thank you for allowing us to play,” Marie said to the Hawkers. “We’ve had fun.”

			“So did we,” Jack said, glancing at his mother. He was pleased that she had so obviously enjoyed herself, too.

			Sabu stood up and took away the plates that he’d served snacks on. “You had beginner’s luck,” he said to Abbey. “Next time I will win my money back.” He bid everybody good night and left the kitchen.

			Abbey smiled, secretly pleased with herself for getting the better of him. She was also relieved that he didn’t look too angry about it.

			“I’m going to retire, Mother,” Jack said. “I have to be up very early to check on the new lambs.” He stood and bent down to his mother.

			“Good night,” Sybil said, as he kissed her cheek.

			“Good night, Abbey,” Jack said. “I enjoyed learning how to play Liar’s Poker.”

			She was pleased, and it showed in her smile. “Good night, Jack.”

			He headed for the stairs.

			“I’d love to learn how to play whist. Would you show me? Or, are you tired?” Abbey asked Sybil. The rush of such a successful evening was swirling about in her mind. She knew it would be a while before she could fall asleep.

			Pleased with Abbey’s interest, Sybil shook her head. “No, not at all. I’ll gladly show you,” she replied.

			***

			The two women played cards for another hour before packing everything away.

			“I hope you don’t mind me asking Sabu, Elsa, and Marie to join us tonight,” Abbey said, as they headed upstairs to bed.

			“No, it was nice to play in a group.” Sybil would never have thought of asking them. “We should do it again sometime,” she said. It was the first evening since arriving at Bungaree that she’d really enjoyed herself, and she knew Abbey was the reason. “It was nice playing cards with Jack.”

			“He asked to be included,” Abbey told her.

			“Did he? I’ve asked him to play cards with me quite a few times, and he’s always claimed to be too busy.”

			“I learned from my father that if there’s gambling involved, you can’t keep men away. It’s in their nature to be competitive, but even more so when there are stakes.”

			“You are probably right,” Sybil said, thinking that Abbey was wise for her age.

			“Maybe we should have a weekly card night,” Abbey suggested.

			“That’s a good idea,” Sybil agreed.

			As they started climbing the stairs, Abbey became sombre.

			“What’s wrong?” Sybil asked when she noticed.

			Abbey stopped and looked at her. “I almost feel guilty for having fun,” she whispered.

			“Because of your father?”

			Abbey nodded, her eyes filling with tears.

			“He wouldn’t want that,” Sybil said.

			“No, he wouldn’t,” she said. “I know he’d be happy that I was safe and living here with such a nice family.” She began climbing again.

			Sybil thought that was a lovely thing to say. She knew it was a sincere remark, and not something said to win favour, but she didn’t comment as she continued up the stairs after the girl.

			“What shall we do tomorrow?” Abbey asked when they reached the top landing.

			“I believe Clementine Feeble is coming to lunch,” Sybil said.

			“Is she a friend of yours?” Abbey asked her.

			“She’s Jack’s lady friend,” Sybil said in a hushed tone because his room was nearby.

			Abbey was surprised. “His sweetheart?”

			“I suppose you’d call her that,” Sybil said. “They started seeing each other just after I came to live here, although I believe they have known each other for quite some time.”

			“What’s she like, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			Sybil thought about Clementine. “She’s difficult to describe, but you can judge for yourself when you meet her tomorrow.”

			Abbey hoped she was nice. She believed Jack deserved to be with someone nice. Thinking of him having a sweetheart was strange. Perhaps because I am no longer part of a couple, she thought sadly.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Setting his lamb chops aside because he had lost his appetite, Vernon went to see Samuel McDougal. As he approached the funeral parlor, Samuel was just pulling up with the hearse, carrying a body.

			“Who’ve you got there?” Vernon asked. “Not a patient of mine, I hope.” He didn’t want to be distracted, although he sincerely hoped it wasn’t another child from Creek Street.

			“No, Dr. Mead,” Samuel said. “It’s Melody Michaels. You know she wouldn’t go near a doctor. She made all her own remedies and claimed doctors were charlatans who experimented on their patients. And she did have a point. She lived to a ripe old age, while many of your patients haven’t.” He laughed, but Vernon was in no mood for funeral parlour humor.

			Samuel didn’t notice the doctor’s preoccupied state of mind. “Just these last few months Mrs. Michaels blessed herself every time I passed her while she worked in the garden,” he added. “I think she knew her time was near.”

			“She was ninety-five years old, so it had to have been near,” Vernon said. Despite his mood, he remembered Mrs. Michaels fondly. She had been one of Burra’s most eccentric characters, with a strong, unrepentant view on just about everything. She was also one of the hardest workers he’d ever met. While most of the other residents in Burra had dusty, dry gardens, Mrs. Michaels had an abundance of greenery and flowers in hers, mostly from succulent plants and cacti that didn’t require much rain. She took great pride in her knowledge of plants that could survive the harsh Australian climate, and she would be sorely missed.

			Vernon’s thoughts turned back to the reason he was standing in front of the funeral parlor, and he scowled. “I need Ebenezer Mason’s body brought to my surgery tonight,” he said.

			“Tonight?! What for?” Samuel was puzzled by the odd request.

			“His son has just been to see me, and he said he wants me to perform an autopsy.”

			“That’s odd, given that he died in his own bed. Does he suspect something is wrong?” Samuel asked.

			Vernon had to be careful. “It’s simply to ease his mind. Ebenezer Mason wasn’t an old man.”

			“I wouldn’t have thought he cared. It’s common knowledge that they have barely spoken a word to each other in years.”

			Vernon didn’t want the other man to start speculating. “I think deep down the young man cared for his father.”

			“Don’t you want to do the autopsy at the hospital?” Samuel asked.

			“It’s just as easy here, and I have some documents to attend to,” Vernon said as casually as he could. “Can you have one of your assistants bring the body over right away?”

			“Yes, I’ll have Günter do it after I get Mrs. Michaels inside. I’m assuming Heath Mason is going to come and see me about his father’s funeral. That is what Mr. Mason’s butler told me, but I haven’t heard from him yet. In this heat, I can’t hold a body for very long.”

			“He’ll be here tomorrow,” Vernon said, determined to go out to the Hall very early the next morning. “He told me so just a short while ago.”

			***

			An hour later, Vernon was working on Ebenezer Mason’s body alone in his surgery. His suspicions were soon confirmed. Ebenezer had suffered an aneurism where his aorta met his heart. Vernon suspected he had taken too much of the virility potion, which would have caused a rush of blood through the weakened artery, but he was stunned to also find that Ebenezer’s larynx was eroded, and his upper gastrointestinal tract was ulcerated. His liver and kidneys were also in poor condition, and his brain was slightly swollen. This stunned Vernon. Had the opiate and virility potion done this to Ebenezer? He couldn’t think what else would cause such damage, since he’d never had cause to suspect that the man was a particularly heavy drinker.

			Vernon sewed Ebenezer Mason up and then went to his office with a bottle of brandy and slumped in a chair before pouring himself a generous glassful. He coughed and felt quite faint as the fiery liquid went down his throat.

			His mind was racing as he dabbed perspiration from his face. He made up the potion and opiates himself. Had he done something incorrectly? Had he used too much of a certain ingredient? Arsenic was a component in the virility potion, but when used in small amounts, it was therapeutic. He was certain arsenic wasn’t the problem. But perhaps long-term use had caused an adverse reaction.

			“Oh, God,” he groaned.

			An hour later, Vernon felt no better when Samuel McDougal’s assistant arrived to take Ebenezer back to the funeral parlor. Vernon was by now three parts drunk. He wasn’t known as a drinker, so Günter was quite startled to find the man in such a state. He presumed the autopsy had been difficult.

			“Are you all right, Dr. Mead?” Günter asked after he’d loaded Ebenezer Mason’s body into the hearse. He’d noticed that some small medicine bottles had been smashed on the floor of the surgery and wondered if the doctor had fallen and knocked them over.

			“What? Yes, yes,” the doctor said, distractedly waving him on his way and shutting the surgery door.

			Günter left with the hearse, but reported what he’d seen to Samuel McDougal. Concerned, Samuel went to the surgery, but the door was locked. He knocked and called out, but there was no reply. He assumed the doctor had gone home to bed. Worried, he went to Dr. Mead’s home, but the door there was also locked, and no light shone from the windows.

			***

			The next morning, Vernon rode out to Martindale Hall quite early.

			Winston was startled to see him when he opened the front door. “Dr. Mead, what brings you to the Hall?” he asked.

			“Mr. Mason requested an autopsy of his father, so I’ve brought the results,” Vernon said as he entered the vestibule. He hadn’t included all of his findings in the report, just what the young man needed to know.

			Winston thought the doctor looked terrible. “Are you feeling well?” he asked.

			“Yes, I’m fine,” Vernon snapped. He had slept fitfully, sitting alone and depressed in his darkened house for most of the night. He felt like a wrung-out rag, but he had to get this over and done with.

			Winston wondered what the doctor’s report was going to say, but he dared not ask.

			“Mr. Mason is breakfasting in the dining room, sir,” Winston said.

			Vernon made his way to the dining room, where he could smell toast and boiled eggs.

			“Good morning, Mr. Mason,” Vernon said, noting that the young man didn’t look like he had slept much, either.

			“Good morning, Dr. Mead,” Heath said. He’d spent half the night thinking about Abbey Scottsdale and the other half trying to work out how he could get his inheritance. He hoped the doctor had some useful news for him. “Have you done the autopsy already? I wasn’t expecting you so early.”

			Vernon steeled himself. “Yes. As I suspected, your father’s heart gave out.”

			Heath was startled. He had truly expected that the man would discover something incriminating. “Are you sure that was all that killed him?”

			“It was enough. If it puts your mind at ease, his death would have been very quick.” This wasn’t a lie, but a wave of unbearable guilt washed over Vernon.

			Winston had been standing at the door that led to the kitchen. He accepted a tray containing a fresh pot of tea from the housekeeper and brought it to the table. He’d heard what the doctor had said, and the two men exchanged meaningful glances.

			“I won’t be staying, Winston,” Vernon said as the butler went to pour him tea.

			Heath pushed his chair back and stood up, unsteadily. “I was certain the woman sleeping with my father had something to do with his sudden death. Could she have given him something to bring on a heart attack?”

			“No,” Vernon said, thinking he’d probably done just that. He desperately wanted to get out of the Hall before his guilt overcame him and he blurted out the truth.

			Heath sank onto his chair again.

			“I told Samuel McDougal that you would be in today to arrange your father’s funeral. In this heat, the body won’t keep for long.”

			Heath nodded. “I will call on himI’ll see him on my way to the mine this morning,” he murmured absently. His mind was already racing ahead to how he would deal with Miss Scottsdale.

			Vernon walked out of the dining room, followed by Winston. In the vestibule, the two men looked at each other.

			“May I ask if the potion had anything to do with the master’s death?” Winston said in a soft tone that lacked accusation. “You can be sure of my discretion.”

			“My assumption is that he took far too much, and it brought on an aneurism,” Vernon said in a hushed voice. “I tried to warn him that it was dangerous to keep taking it, but he wouldn’t listen.”

			Winston could see how guilt-ridden the doctor was. “It’s not your fault,” he said. Despite his loyalty to Ebenezer Mason, he knew the man’s failings. “The master always did as he wished. He was not one to take advice, even if it was for his own good.”

			“Did you ever see him take any other medication, Winston, something from another doctor, perhaps? His liver and kidneys were in a terrible state.” It was a slim hope. Vernon was sure that Ebenezer Mason hadn’t been seeing Dr. Forbes, the only other doctor in Burra.

			“I didn’t, Dr. Mead.”

			“Are you absolutely sure?”

			“If he did take anything, I’ve never seen it.” Winston didn’t add that the man could be secretive when he wanted to be.

			“Did he consume much wine when at home?”

			“He drank almost every day, but usually in moderate amounts.”

			“He told me he took the opiate I gave him to help with the stress of running the mine. I need to know whether this was true, or whether …” Vernon could hardly get the question out. “Or whether he gave the opiate to the young women he wanted to bed.” He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the possibility. It was morally deplorable.

			Winston battled with his wish to remain loyal, but he could see the doctor was upset and was crumbling under the weight of his guilt. “As far as I know, he did not take the opiate himself,” he eventually said. He wasn’t admitting that he believed his master had given it to young women, but he knew the doctor would draw the right conclusion.

			Vernon knew exactly what Winston was alluding to, and he felt physically ill at the thought that his patient had been using the opiate on young women. He did, however, feel a small measure of relief that the opiate had not contributed to Ebenezer’s death. But he’d been taking the potion for at least two years. Had the contents caused such terrible damage to his liver, kidneys, and larynx? Vernon couldn’t stop thinking about the ingredients. He’d made it up several times, but had given it to only three patients in the past five years. Suddenly his heart jolted, and he felt sick. Two of them were now dead! Francis Beadle had died of septicemia caused by what Winston had thought was his appendix, but could the potion have caused tissue to die internally, bringing on the septicemia? Mr. Beadle had pleaded with him for help after marrying a much younger woman. Vernon had even taken the potion himself initially, to see that it worked. But what if he’d used a wrong ingredient by accident when making up the last few batches? He’d been exhausted with his patient load for quite some time, but could he have made such a terrible mistake? He intended to go back to his office and go over his procedures. He had to know the truth.

			***

			Heath staggered out the backdoor and fell to his knees on the lawn, where he violently expelled the contents of his stomach, his entire breakfast. He heaved until his stomach ached.

			“Aren’t you feeling well, sir?” Mrs. Hendy asked, anxiously hovering behind him. In the back of her mind was the fear that it was her cooking that had made him ill. “Shall I call the doctor back?”

			“No,” he said angrily. He couldn’t believe that Vernon Mead hadn’t found anything incriminating in the autopsy. He was utterly devastated. Groaning in frustration, he got to his feet and went back inside. After sipping a glass of water given him by Mrs. Hendy, he went to the smoking room, taking the autopsy report with him. He told the servants he didn’t want to be disturbed, and then shut the door.

			Heath read the autopsy report over and over, but no matter how hard he looked, there was not a hint of evidence that was even mildly incriminating. It stated clearly that his father had died from heart failure due to a rupture of his aorta, which was found to be in a weakened state. This was not something that could be blamed on anyone.

			How could that woman get so lucky? Heath asked himself over and over. What’s more, how could he prevent her from inheriting Martindale Hall and all its treasures, along with the hundreds of acres of farmlands, sheep, cattle, fallow deer, and workers’ cottages? Or the Burra Monster Mine? How?

			Heath opened a bottle of his father’s finest whisky and poured a full glass down his throat. He felt the fiery fluid seep through his body, but it did nothing to numb his pain.

			By the time Winston went to look for him, almost an hour later, he found Heath drunk in the living room. Heath had taken another bottle of whisky from the smoking room and had consumed much of the contents. He was standing before a portrait of his father that hung over the fireplace, dominating the room.

			“Sir, is there anything I can do for you?” Winston asked from the doorway, worried.

			Heath didn’t reply. He had a glass in one hand and the bottle in the other. His feet were spread apart, so he could maintain his balance, and he was staring up at the portrait. In his mind, his father was looking down at him with a derisive expression on his face.

			“Are you laughing now, you selfish bastard?” Heath slurred as he continued to gaze up at the portrait.

			Winston, ignorant of the contents of Ebenezer Mason’s will, did not understand his new master’s anger.

			Suddenly Heath hurled the glass in his hand at the portrait. It smashed, and shards exploded across the room, several pieces striking Heath. He cried out and fell to the floor, holding his face. Winston hurried as best he could to his side.

			“Sir,” Winston said, worried when he saw the blood oozing through the man’s fingers. “Let me see your face.” He feared the worst.

			For several seconds, Heath didn’t move, but then slowly he clambered to his feet, groaning. Winston could see a nasty cut on his cheekbone that was bleeding profusely. There was also a cut on his forehead, but it was much smaller and superficial. Winston’s first thoughts were that his master was lucky he hadn’t lost an eye.

			Heath staggered over the glass shards that littered the floor towards a leather Chesterfield sofa and collapsed, holding his head and groaning.

			“What’s going on?” Mrs. Hendy asked from the doorway, worried to see the portrait of Ebenezer Mason ripped and stained, and shards of glass all over the floor. She gasped when she saw the blood on the floor and Heath’s face.

			“Get a bowl of water, a cloth, and some iodine,” Winston said as he stepped over broken glass to get to Heath. “Hurry.”

			Mrs. Hendy scurried away, returning a few minutes later with a bowl of warm salty water, a cloth, and the iodine. Winston had a clean handkerchief pressed to Heath’s cheek.

			“I have to go to the mine …” Heath mumbled, pushing Winston’s hand away. “I have to tell them that my father is dead.”

			“You won’t be going anywhere for a while, sir,” Winston said.

			Suddenly Heath vaulted forward and vomited again, all over himself, the sofa, and the floor. Winston looked at Mrs. Hendy and rolled his eyes. Ebenezer Mason had been an unyielding and often difficult man to work for, but Winston suddenly missed him terribly.

			***

			Abbey was strangely nervous about meeting Clementine Feeble, especially when she saw the lengths the staff members were going to in preparation for her visit. Marie and Elsa were enthusiastically cleaning, polishing, and arranging fresh flowers that Frank Fox had supplied from the garden. Sabu was busy in the kitchen preparing a cold chicken salad, poached fruit, and whipped cream.

			Sybil had made a special effort with her appearance, dressing in a pretty gown in blue and white, which looked fresh and summery. She was also wearing blue and white beads around her neck. When she came downstairs and saw Abbey in the only dress she owned, Sybil was appalled.

			“You look lovely, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said.

			“I wish I could say the same to you,” Sybil shot back.

			Abbey’s smile evaporated, and Sybil realised that her words had been hurtful.

			“I don’t have anything else,” Abbey said, dismayed as she looked down at her dress. “But I’ll keep out of sight if you wish.”

			“No, I don’t want you to,” Sybil said, sorry for her harsh words. “I might have something you can wear.” She was thinking of a gown that had become uncomfortably tight in the past year. “You’ll need some new undergarments and other bits and pieces, so go to the store and see Mrs. Hubert. She doesn’t have anything frilly, or really any variety, but what she has will do until we get to the stores in Clare.”

			Abbey had been hesitant to go to the station store, even though Jack had said she could. She didn’t want to run up a large bill that she might not be able to pay. On the other hand, she also didn’t want to embarrass Sybil or Jack.

			Sybil noted her reticence. “I’ll give you a note to take to Mrs. Hubert,” she said. She went to a writing bureau in the corner of the living room and scribbled a note, which she folded and passed to Abbey. “You go to the store while I find you a gown that will be suitable.”

			Abbey thanked her and soon was on her way to Doris Hubert’s store.

			***

			When Abbey got to the store, she found a woman busy rearranging goods on shelves and making notes of stock that needed replenishing.

			“Good morning. Are you Mrs. Hubert?” Abbey asked tentatively from the open doorway.

			The woman looked up. “Yes, that’s me. Good morning.” She looked Abbey over. “You must be Mrs. Hawker’s companion. Jack told me to expect you.”

			“Yes, I’m Abbey Scottsdale.”

			“Come in,” Doris said. “What can I do for you?”

			“Mrs. Hawker told me to give you this,” Abbey said, passing the note to the woman, who was short with curly hair and a round, cheerful face from which lively, blue eyes sparkled.

			Doris read the note. “Right,” she said. “Let’s see what we can do for you.” She began selecting undergarments from boxes, including stockings. Now and again she appraised Abbey’s size. She also selected two pairs of shoes that she had Abbey try on. “They’re quite plain and practical, but comfortable,” Doris said. “If you want anything fancy, you’ll have to get in town.” She then went about selecting toiletries, including soap. Finally, she selected a hairbrush, comb, and some ribbons.

			Abbey had been watching her. She’d never had so many new belongings in her life. “Wait, Mrs. Hubert, all this is lovely, but I don’t want to run up a large account.” She felt she had to say something, as the stipend Jack was going to give her wasn’t large.

			“Don’t worry about that, dear. Mrs. Hawker has asked that I put all this on her account, which her son always takes care of.”

			Abbey was shocked and embarrassed. “I can’t have you do that,” she said.

			“Why not?”

			“It doesn’t seem right. Jack said I could have my own account.”

			“Well, of course you can. But I must follow Mrs. Hawker’s instructions.”

			“Then please only give me the bare essentials. I can do without hair ribbons and stockings.”

			“You certainly can’t, dear. As Mrs. Hawker’s companion, you will be accompanying her to town, won’t you?”

			“I suppose so,” Abbey said.

			“And she will receive guests here, so you must look presentable.”

			Abbey knew she was right. She didn’t want to humiliate the Hawkers.

			It was soon obvious that Doris Hubert loved to chatter, but she began asking questions, as well. Abbey claimed to be in a hurry so she could get away quickly. “Mr. and Mrs. Hawker are expecting Clementine Feeble for lunch, so I must get ready,” she stated.

			“Oh,” Doris said in a tone that made Abbey curious.

			“Do you know Miss Feeble?” Abbey asked as Doris put her purchases in a box.

			“I’ve met her a few times, but we’re not friends.” Doris hesitated. “I doubt she has many, to be honest,” she then added.

			“Why do you say that?” Abbey asked. “Isn’t she nice?”

			“Nice?” Doris said, obviously startled by the suggestion. “I don’t know of anyone who would describe her as nice. I can’t deny she’s quite attractive and charming, to be sure, if she puts her mind to it, especially around the men. But I wouldn’t call her nice. She’s not a horrid girl. I don’t mean to imply thatshe just tends to speak her mind too plainly.”

			“Oh,” Abbey said, disappointed for Jack’s sake. She thought he deserved someone nice.

			“I shouldn’t be saying anything, however,” Doris said. “Promise you won’t mention what I said to Mrs. Hawker. If Miss Feeble gets her way, she will one day be Mrs. Hawker’s daughter-in-law.”

			“Oh, no, of course not,” Abbey said. “To be honest, Mrs. Hawker seemed at a loss to describe Miss Feeble, as well. She told me I could draw my own conclusions when I meet her.”

			“I’ll be curious to hear what your conclusions are,” Doris said. “Stop by anytime for a chat.”

			“I will,” Abbey promised. “Thank you for your help.”

			“That’s what I’m here for,” Doris said, getting back to her work.

			***

			Back at the house, Sybil had found a simple gown for Abbey. At least she thought it was simple. Abbey thought it was simply wonderful. It was cream-colored, and the bodice was embroidered with flowers. A wide sash encircled the waist, emphasising her petite figure. It also had short sleeves, which were perfect for the hot weather.

			When Abbey laid eyes on the garmet, she was overwhelmed. “This gown is too nice to loan to me,” she said. “What if I get it dirty or accidentally tear it?”

			“It’s not a loan, Abbey,” Sybil said. “I’m giving it to you. My waist won’t ever be that tiny again. We’ll go and see a dressmaker in town tomorrow or the next day, and order you some gowns. You’ll need a variety.”

			Abbey’s eyes filled with tears.

			“What’s the matter, dear?” Sybil asked.

			Abbey didn’t know what to say. She felt embarrassed to admit the truth. She’d never had anything so lovely. “I’ve” She clutched the gown to her. “Thank you,” she managed to get out.

			Sybil guessed the truth. Abbey was looking at the dress as if it were an expensive ball gown. “This old thing is nothing to be overwhelmed by,” she said almost gruffly, feeling a little embarrassed by Abbey’s discomfort. “Now what did Mrs. Hubert give you?”

			Abbey showed her the contents of the bag. “I can’t let you or your son pay for these things,” she said. “You’ve already been kind enough.”

			“It’s my place to see that my companion is suitably attired, Abbey,” Sybil said. “Besides, it amuses me to dress you. And my son wants me to be amused, doesn’t he?”

			Abbey wanted to say that she didn’t like being considered a charity case, but she bit her tongue.

			“Run along and get dressed,” Sybil said, glancing at the clock. “You’ve just enough time to do your hair before Miss Feeble arrives. If she’s anything, she’s punctual.”

			Wearing Sybil’s gown and with her hair thoroughly brushed and adorned with a ribbon, Abbey felt like a princess. She couldn’t stop looking at herself in the mirror. When she came downstairs, she was quite excited about meeting Miss Clementine Feeble.

			“Don’t you look nice, Abbey?” Sybil said as she passed her in the hall on the way to check on lunch.

			Abbey smiled with pleasure as she caught her reflection in a mirror in the hall. She hoped Jack noticed the change in her appearance and at the same time scolded herself for that wish.

			***

			At precisely twelve thirty, Clementine Feeble’s carriage rolled up. Abbey was watching through the living room window.

			“Your guest is here, Mrs. Hawker,” she called to Sybil.

			“I told you she’s always on time,” Sybil said, glancing at the clock as she came into the living room.

			Abbey watched Clementine sashay up the footpath, looking about her as if she were inspecting the premises. She was blonde, her hair coiffed into ringlets and adorned with a comb. She wore a pale pink gown that perfectly complemented her fair skin, rosy cheeks, and lips. Suddenly Abbey felt quite plain in comparison.

			Elsa opened the front door. “Good afternoon, Miss Feeble,” she said. She barely received a nod in reply. “Mrs. Hawker is in the living room,” the servant girl added.

			Sybil was waiting for Clementine when she swept into the room. “Good day, dear,” she said, welcoming her.

			“Good day, Mrs. Hawker,” Clementine said in a silky, smooth voice. She took her hands and kissed both of Sybil’s cheeks with lips that barely touched her skin. “How are you?”

			“I’m fine. How have you been since I last saw you?”

			“Busy, busy, in the shop,” Clementine said in a weary tone. “I’m so glad to get away for a few hours, even if it is to travel out here on such a warm day.”

			“It’s good of you to come out to see us,” Sybil said.

			“Well, I wouldn’t see Jack otherwise,” Clementine almost whined. “He’s always so busy on the farm that he rarely gets to town.”

			This sounded like a complaint to Abbey, and Doris Hubert’s words echoed in her mind.

			Abbey was hovering to the side of the chair where Sybil usually sat, content for the moment to remain in the background. She was watching Clementine closely and couldn’t help thinking that every move and word she spoke seemed to be calculated. To what end, Abbey didn’t know. Overall though, there was no denying that Clementine Feeble was quite attractive, although her nose was rather sharp, detracting from the softness of her features.

			“I’ll have Elsa fetch you something cool to drink,” Sybil said. “I believe Sabu has made fresh lemonade.”

			“Thank you,” Clementine said. “I’m rather parched.”

			As Sybil called for the drinks, Clementine looked at Abbey curiously.

			“I’d like you to meet Abbey Scottsdale, Clementine,” Sybil said. “Miss Scottsdale, Miss Clementine Feeble.”

			Abbey smiled. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

			“Abbey Scottsdale?” Clementine said, frowning as she flicked an appraising glance over her.

			Abbey could almost read her mind. She was wondering who Abbey was and what she was doing at Bungaree. It occurred to her that Clementine might think her a new servant.

			“Abbey is my companion,” Sybil explained. “She’s from Burra,” she added.

			“Oh,” Clementine said, her interest fading as fast as ice melts on a hot day. “I don’t know anyone from Burra.” She turned to look out the window. “The gardens look lovely, Mrs. Hawker. I was admiring them as I came up the path.”

			Abbey was quite relieved that Clementine Feeble didn’t know anyone from Burra. That meant she was unlikely to find out that Abbey had lived in a dugout. And Abbey certainly wasn’t going to volunteer that information.

			Elsa appeared with a tray on which there were three glasses of lemonade. Sybil handed one to Clementine and one to Abbey. “Frank Fox is an excellent gardener,” she said as she took her own glass.

			“He certainly is,” Clementine said, admiring a vase of blooms on a side table near the sofa.

			“He could do with some help,” Sybil added, “but it’s hard to come by at the moment.”

			“I know all about that,” Clementine said. “I can’t get any help in the shop. So many men have taken their wives with them to the latest gold rush in Queensland. How are things at Bungaree?” She sat down on the sofa, giving Abbey another brief glance.

			“Fine, fine,” Sybil said, sitting down in an armchair, while Abbey remained standing nearby. “If you don’t count sheep, lambs, flies, and dust, nothing too exciting happens out here.” She looked up at Abbey, giving her a kindly smile. She would have liked to mention the fun they’d had playing cards the previous night, but she suspected Clementine would have turned her nose up at the idea of socialising with the servants.

			Abbey thought it might be helpful if she added something to the conversation that made their lives sound a bit more interesting. “We had fun playing Liar’s Poker last night, didn’t we?” she said innocently.

			Clementine blinked at her in astonishment, while Sybil winced. “Liar’s Poker?!” she said. “What kind of game is that?”

			“It’s just a card game that Abbey taught me,” Sybil said hastily, hoping Clementine would drop the subject.

			“Mr. Hawker was quite good at it, and so were the others,” Abbey added.

			“The others?” Clementine asked. “Did you have guests?”

			“No,” Sybil said, panicking.

			“I was referring to Sabu, Elsa, and Marie,” Abbey responded.

			“The servants?!” Clementine fixed Sybil with a bemused stare. “Things really are quite dull out here, aren’t they?” she said.

			Abbey realised that she had embarrassed Sybil, and she felt mortified when she saw Sybil shift uncomfortably. She could see by the look on Clementine’s face that poor Sybil would be the subject of gossip in town.

			“Where is Jack?” Clementine asked in a tone that was mildly reproachful. “I thought he’d be here to meet me.”

			“He went out earlier to check on the new lambs,” Sybil said, relieved that the subject had changed. “He should be here shortly. Before he left, I reminded him that you were coming for lunch.”

			“Did he need reminding?” Clementine asked. This time there was no mistaking the hurt she felt.

			Sybil had clearly been thrown off balance as the perfect host and stumbled for words. “He’s a wonderful son, and I love him dearly, but he does have his shortcomings like any other man, Clementine,” she said, trying to be humorous.

			Clementine looked slightly annoyed. “I won’t be pleased if he’s forgotten me,” she said.

			“I’m sure he’ll be here,” Sybil soothed. “Now tell me what’s been happening in town.”

			While the two women nattered about different people in town, Abbey slipped out of the living room and went to the kitchen. It had only taken her moments to embarrass Sybil, and she felt terrible about it.

			“What’s wrong with you?” Sabu asked, studying her with a frown on his face.

			“Nothing,” Abbey murmured, avoiding looking him in the eye. She still found him a little intimidating. “I’m going for a walk.”

			“I’m just about to serve lunch,” the cook said disapprovingly.

			“I’m not that hungry,” Abbey replied defiantly. To avoid being seen, she slipped out the backdoor and then out through a gate that put her beside the road that ran past the side of the house. Instead of going in the direction of the shearer’s quarters and sheds, she went the other way. When she walked past the store, the door was open, but she couldn’t see Doris. She was grateful, as she didn’t feel like talking about Clementine. She continued up the road towards the front gate.

			With her head down, Abbey walked slowly, oblivious to her surroundings.

			“Good day, there,” she heard someone call cheerfully.

			Abbey turned to see a man coming around the blacksmith’s shop from the stables. He was middle-aged, with slightly graying hair and a cheerful expression.

			“Good day,” Abbey replied. She wondered who he was.

			“I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said. “I’m Father John Quinlan, but call me John, or Father Quinlan if you wish,” he smiled, extending his hand when he reached her.

			“I’m Abigail Scottsdale, but please, call me Abbey.” She glanced at his shirt to see that he wasn’t wearing a collar.

			“Elias said the Missus had a companion. I take it that’s you.”

			“That’s right.”

			“It’s a sad state of affairs when you have to pay someone to keep you company, don’t you think?”

			His remark was so bold that despite her glum mood, Abbey couldn’t help laughing. “That sounds like something my father would have said,” she said, surprised to find that she could actually remember something like that with fondness, instead of overwhelming sadness.

			“At least you’re smiling,” the priest said. He had noted her dispirited state. “Mrs. Hawker has been very lonely since she moved here. I’m pleased she has company, especially such pretty company.”

			Abbey recognised the twinkle in the priest’s eye.

			“A touch of the Blarney,” she said, and he laughed.

			“Where do you hail from, lass?” he asked.

			“Sligo, and you?” Abbey asked.

			“I’m a Dubliner, born and bred,” Father Quinlan said.

			He was standing quite close to Abbey, close enough that she could see broken capillaries on the end of his nose and smell liquor on his breath. She’d known enough heavy drinkers in her tender years to recognise one in Father Quinlan.

			“Have you seen St. Michael’s yet?” he asked.

			“No,” Abbey admitted. “Not yet.”

			“Come, and I’ll give you the guided tour myself,” the priest said.

			Abbey detected the pride in his voice. She was quite happy to go with him, as she was curious about the church and wanted to be distracted from her thoughts.

			“I hope you will be attending Mass tomorrow,” the priest added seriously.

			“Err, yes,” Abbey said. She hadn’t thought about it, but she knew there was no avoiding it now.

			“It doesn’t matter if you’re not Catholic. People of all denominations attend, not only the workers here, but also shearers and station owners for miles around. It saves them from going to St. Barnabas in Clare. It’s a long journey, and the roads are terrible.”

			“I was baptised Catholic,” Abbey said. She and her father had attended Mass in Burra intermittently, but she wasn’t going to admit that. When they’d lived with her aunt in Ireland, she’d made sure they all attended Mass regularly.

			“Wonderful. St. Michael’s was built of stone quarried nearby, and the shingle roof is made from stringy bark off trees right here at Bungaree. Bishop Short consecrated it two years ago. I arrived here shortly afterwards.”

			“What do you do when you’re not on duty in the church?” Abbey asked, thinking that even if he said Mass every morning, which was unlikely, he’d still have a lot of time on his hands. Confession was generally only weekly, usually on a Saturday.

			“I do all sorts of odd jobs to help out. I’ve even turned my hand to shearing if there’s a shortage of labour.”

			“Mr. Hawker did mention that you sometimes help out on the farm.”

			“I also visit families in the area.” They reached the church, and Father Quinlan opened the door for Abbey, who entered the cool, dim interior. St. Michael’s looked like any other church, with rows of pews with cushions in front of them to kneel on. But the stained-glass windows drew Abbey’s attention. There was an enormous one over the altar and another smaller one at the back of the church.

			When Father Quinlan saw her looking at them in wonder, he smiled. “The windows were done by a father and son team from Penwortham. They’re wonderful, aren’t they?”

			“Yes, absolutely beautiful.” The sunlight shimmered through the vivid blues and reds, casting prisms of colour over the bench pews.

			Abbey became aware of Father Quinlan studying her closely and began to feel self-conscious. “What is it, Father?”

			“You’re a pretty girl not to be married yet,” he said. It was a fair assumption. She wouldn’t have been Sybil’s companion if she’d had a husband.

			At his words, Abbey burst into tears. With everything that had happened over the past few days, her emotions were raw.

			“Oh, dear,” Father Quinlan said, drawing her to a pew. “Sit down, my child.”

			“I’m sorry,” Abbey mumbled, accepting a handkerchief to dab her tears with.

			“Tell me what’s troubling you, child. I may not be able to help, but sharing your troubles will ease your burden.”

			The sacred atmosphere of the church inspired confession. Father Quinlan had a kind face and a warm voice, so Abbey soon divulged her life story in detail, including her awful wedding to Ebenezer Mason and her meeting with Jack and his mother in Clare, when she had fainted outside the employment office. She poured out her heart without reservation. Father Quinlan listened without judgement or comment.

			Abbey blew her nose and sniffled at intervals, but by the time she had purged her soul, she did feel better. “Thank you for listening, Father. I don’t know what you must think of me, since we’ve only just met.”

			“I’m here to do God’s work, and that includes counseling my parishioners,” Father Quinlan said. “Just remember, whenever you are burdened, God’s love can give you comfort, and I am always here to listen.”

			“I miss my father so much,” Abbey said. “I feel so alone.”

			“You’re not alone, my child. Remember that. God is always with you, and he will guide and protect you. I believe he guided you to Clare, where you met Jack and his mother.”

			“Do you think so?” Abbey asked. She had thought it was just a coincidence.

			“Of course I do. You’re right where God believes you should be. Now would you like a wee nip of something to fortify your nerves?” He got up and went towards the pulpit, fishing a bottle out from behind the altar.

			Abbey watched in disbelief as he picked up a small chalice from the altar to use as a vessel for the contents of the bottle.

			“I don’t think I should,” Abbey said. She thought drinking from the holy chalice was sacrilegious.

			“Nonsense. After all you’ve been through, you deserve a wee tipple.”

			Abbey still wasn’t sure he was right, and the wine brought back horrible memories, but she accepted the chalice reluctantly and took a small sip of the wine.

			“Better?” he asked, swigging straight from the bottle.

			“Yes, thank you,” Abbey said, astonished by his behaviour in church.

			“I suppose, as you are Mrs. Hawker’s companion, she’ll be missing you.”

			“I doubt it. She has Clementine Feeble for company right now,” Abbey said. “I had intended to go for a walk when I met up with you, so I’ll continue on my way.” She stood up.

			“I’m going down to see the new lambs,” Father Quinlan said, taking another swig before returning the bottle to its hiding place. “Would you like to come along?”

			“Yes, I would,” Abbey said, smiling thankfully.

			And so they left the church together.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			As Abbey and Father Quinlan strolled towards the paddock behind the shearing sheds, Abbey’s curiosity about the priest was aroused. “Aren’t priests usually assigned to churches in towns, Father? I’ve never before heard of a property having its own church and priest.”

			“You’re quite right. After my training, I was sent to five different churches in various parts of rural South Australia, but I was restless and felt something was missing in my life. I had several meetings with the archbishop, and, frankly, he didn’t know what to do with me. I wanted to serve God, I was clear about that, but I also wanted to do more than just say Mass and hear confessions. When this post came up, the archbishop saw the perfect solution. I could say Mass, hear confessions, and counsel my parishioners, but also help out on the farm when an extra pair of hands was needed. I’m now a contented man.”

			“It must be wonderful to find your place in life, somewhere you know you are meant to be,” Abbey sighed. “To belong and feel useful is all anyone could ask for,” she added.

			“I thoroughly recommend it,” Father Quinlan said. “But don’t worry, lass. You’ll find your place in the world,” he added, sensing a restless soul. “Who knows? It might just be right here at Bungaree. It’s God’s own country. I can vouch for that.”

			Initially, settling at Bungaree had seemed unimaginable. Sybil had seemed to dislike her so intensely. But they’d made progress, and Sybil was now being civil, so Abbey thought there was some hope for their relationship if she hadn’t ruined things today. She still had Ebenezer Mason’s death hanging over her head, however. “My future is so uncertain,” she admitted, feeling sick at the thought of what could happen. “Heath Mason is very upset about the fact that I was with his father when he died. He didn’t say so directly, but I know he thinks I’m somehow responsible. I could see he didn’t believe that I was just an innocent bystander.”

			“Try not to worry, Abbey. It might take a little time, but he’ll come to terms with his loss.”

			“Do you really think so?” Abbey asked, daring to hope the priest was right.

			“Yes, I do. His first reaction came from grief. I’m sure it will soon come to light that you didn’t hurt his father in any way.”

			“I wish that were true, but how is it possible?”

			“Well, for one thing, if he wants to know how his father died, he might ask a doctor to perform an autopsy.”

			“He did mention an autopsy,” Abbey said, clinging to a shred of hope.

			“There you are,” Father Quinlan said. “If that happens, it could prove your innocence.”

			Abbey felt the weight lift from her shoulders just a little. She wouldn’t truly stop worrying until she knew for certain that everything was all right.

			When they reached the shearing sheds, they turned and walked through them. The sheds were empty and silent. Shearing wasn’t due to start for a few weeks, Father Quinlan told her.

			“The northern end of the shed was built first,” the priest said, stopping and pointing. “And the wool shed was extended not too long ago. Apparently, at one time, only the shearing boards were covered, but then Jack had the roof extended to cover the whole shed. That was about two years ago, about the time I arrived here.”

			“How many shearers work at one time?” Abbey asked, looking around her.

			“Up to fifty. Two to each pen, along both sides of the shed.”

			Abbey could almost hear the clicking of the shears and imagined hundreds of sheep a day coming in woolly and leaving shorn. “Phew, it doesn’t smell too fresh in here,” she commented, putting her hand over her nose. The odor was overpowering.

			“Sheep urine is quite strong,” Father Quinlan said, grinning. “But you get used to it.”

			Abbey didn’t know about that.

			Once through the sheds, they came upon a paddock full of ewes, many accompanied by lambs.

			“Oh, look at the lambs,” Abbey exclaimed with delight from the fence railing. “They’re so sweet.” Some were days old, others only hours old. They were snowy white and were either gamboling about in the paddock or snuggled close to their mothers. There was no sign of Jack or Elias Morton, but Abbey could see two men on horseback on the other side of the paddock. Even from a distance she could tell they were Aboriginal men.

			“It’s the first time Jack has tried a late breeding,” Father Quinlan said. “He put the ewes to the rams in mid-July this year, whereas he normally does it much earlier. It’s a bit of an experiment.”

			“Why the change?” Abbey asked.

			“Normally the lambs are on the ground in spring.”

			“On the ground?” Abbey hadn’t heard that term before.

			“That’s sheep farmer talk for the lambs being born,” John explained. “As you probably know, nights in the Clare Valley can still be freezing in the spring, and in the past, Jack has lost a few lambs to the cold, and he hates to lose even one. The feed is good at that time of year after some winter rain, but as Bungaree has a good water supply, Jack doesn’t have to worry about running short of feed. At this time of year, however, the nights are quite pleasant. If he has a shepherd watching the flock, the shepherd doesn’t suffer the cold, either. And in the heat of the day, there are plenty of shady trees for the sheep and lambs to shelter under. I think it’s an experiment that will pay off.” Father Quinlan waved to the men on horseback, and they waved back.

			“What are those men doing?” Abbey asked.

			“They’re stockmen, and they’re guarding the sheep from predators of the animal and human variety. The other Aboriginal men are fond of spearing the sheep for food, and the lambs are an easy target for them or for dingoes. Haven’t you met them, yet?” The two men on horseback started coming in their direction.

			“No,” Abbey said, watching them slowly cut through the sheep. “How long do sheep carry their lambs before they are born?”

			“About five months. Jack also had to pick a few cool days to join the ram with the ewes to minimise stress on the animals.”

			Abbey hadn’t before realised there was so much to consider when it came to raising sheep. Her aunt and uncle in Ireland had kept a few pigs and a cow, but no sheep, so she had been quite ignorant about them.

			“G’day, Father Quinlan!” one of the stockmen said when he reached them. He squinted at them from under a battered hat.

			Abbey was surprised to see he was carrying a rifle. Soon after, the other stockman cut through the flock of sheep and rode along the fence railing to reach them. He, too, was carrying a gun. This stockman was a little older, possibly middle-aged, with a hint of grey hair poking out from beneath his worn hat.

			“G’day, Ernie.” John Quinlan turned to Abbey. “Abbey, this is Ernie Carpney and Wilbur Mandawauy. Boys, this is Abbey Scottsdale. She’s Mrs. Hawker’s companion.”

			“What’s the missus need a companion for?” Ernie asked in all seriousness.

			Father Quinlan laughed, which made Abbey smile, too.

			“She’s from the city, so she’s been finding the quiet life on a station a bit boring,” Father Quinlan tried to explain. He could see the explanation went straight over Ernie’s head. Ernie brushed flies from his face and looked bewildered at the notion that someone would need a person for company.

			“Where’s Jack?” Father Quinlan asked Wilbur.

			“He’s ridin’ the boundary fence with Elias,” Wilbur said, waving his arm in a vague direction. He’d no sooner said the words before Abbey and Father Quinlan saw a cloud of dust coming over the slight rise in the landscape. It was Jack and Elias on horseback. When Jack got close, they could see he was holding a baby lamb, which, sensing the flock of sheep nearby, began bleating loudly.

			“Hello,” Jack called when he saw Abbey.

			“Hello,” she replied. “That little one is not an orphan, is it?”

			“I don’t think so. It looks like it must have been born during the night, but became separated from its mother somehow and wandered in the wrong direction. Hopefully, she’s amongst this lot because she needs milk rather urgently, or she’s going to die.”

			“Could its mother have abandoned it?” Abbey asked, worried for the lamb.

			“The flock might have been frightened by a snake or a rustler, and scattered,” Jack said. “And being a newborn, it got left behind.”

			Just listening to the lamb’s cries was heartbreaking. “How will the lamb find its mother amongst this lot?” Abbey asked seriously. “They all look alike.”

			Jack laughed, and so did the stockmen, but Abbey noticed that Elias wasn’t amused.

			“Like you white fellas,” Ernie said. “Your mob all looks the same, too.” He laughed again, and so did Wilbur, but Jack could see by the flush that had crept into her cheeks that Abbey was embarrassed.

			Jack dismounted with the lamb in his arms. “Don’t worry, Abbey. If the ewe that gave birth to this little one is here, the lamb will find it,” he said, putting the lamb on the ground gently.

			Abbey watched as the puzzled lamb looked around. On wobbly legs, it began wandering from ewe to ewe, bleating.

			Suddenly a ewe that was also bleating broke through the flock, and the lamb ran to it, with its white tail wagging like a happy puppy. The mother sniffed it, and the lamb hurried to feed.

			Abbey sighed with joy, her eyes misting with moisture. She was so pleased to see the ewe and lamb reunited. She imagined that the ewe had been so distressed to lose its young.

			“The ewe wouldn’t allow it to suckle unless the lamb belonged to her,” Father Quinlan told her.

			Abbey was so happy watching the ewe and lamb together that she didn’t notice Jack looking her over approvingly.

			“You scrub up well, Abbey,” he commented.

			It took a moment for his words to register as a compliment, but then Abbey smiled with pleasure. “Thank you,” she said blushing, this time with delight. “Your mother gave me this gown.”

			“I don’t remember seeing it on her, but it looks lovely on you,” Jack replied. “What’s the occasion? Are you and Mother going into town?”

			“No, Miss Feeble is having lunch at the house,” Abbey said, realising in that instant that he’d obviously forgotten.

			Jack’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! I’m in big trouble,” he said. “I’d better get up to the house right away.” He took hold of his horse’s reins. “Are you coming?” he asked Abbey.

			Abbey hesitated. She didn’t want to go back after embarrassing Sybil, but she couldn’t explain that to Jack. “Yes,” she said reluctantly. “But you go ahead. I walked down here with Father Quinlan.”

			“You can ride up with me,” Jack said, leading his horse through a gate that Elias had opened. “You’ve saved my hide by coming down here to remind me about lunch.” He mounted his horse and hoisted Abbey up behind him. She rearranged her skirts to get comfortable, at the same time wondering if Clementine had a fiery temper that Jack feared.

			“Hold on,” he said, taking her arms and wrapping them tightly around his waist.

			Abbey had actually forgotten all about Clementine when she saw the baby lambs. She felt a little guilty that Jack was thanking her for something she hadn’t intentionally done.

			“See you tomorrow at Mass,” Father Quinlan called after them as they rode off.

			***

			Jack cantered the horse back towards the house. “Mother reminded me this morning that Clementine was coming for lunch,” he said. “I don’t know how I could have forgotten.”

			“You were thinking of the sheep,” Abbey said, conscious of how close she was to him and how warm his back felt pressed against her chest. “Those adorable lambs would make me forget everything.”

			Jack turned his head and smiled at her. At such close proximity, she could see flecks in his eyes. “Not many women like sheep,” he said, obviously surprised.

			“I’ve always had a soft spot for animals. Father and I lived with my aunt and uncle on their farm before we migrated to Australia. They kept pigs. Most people don’t like pigs, but they’re very intelligent and quite charming in their own way.”

			Jack laughed. “I think you must be pulling my leg, Abbey,” he said, shaking his head.

			“I’m not,” Abbey protested. “I was very fond of them.”

			Jack couldn’t imagine Clementine saying something like that. He thought that was a shame.

			Jack pulled up beside the gate that led to the back yard and dismounted. He then helped Abbey down, gripping her narrow waist in his broad, tanned hands. The warmth from his skin seemed to burn through the material of the gown; it was a strangely enjoyable sensation. She couldn’t meet his gaze, suddenly feeling shy and awkward.

			Jack tied the horse to a rail, and they went into the back yard. He stopped by the laundry to wash. Abbey waited, and then they went into the house together. Abbey stayed in the background as Jack went into the dining room, where his mother and Clementine were seated.

			“I’m sorry I’m late,” Jack said, kissing Clementine on the cheek.

			Abbey watched the woman’s eyes light up when she saw him, but she still pouted, disapproving of his tardiness.

			“What kept you, Jack?” Sybil asked.

			“I was checking the boundary fences when I found a newborn lamb,” Jack replied.

			Abbey saw Clementine roll her eyes. Clearly, she wasn’t an animal lover.

			“Don’t fret, Clementine,” Sybil said. “Jack would cross the Simpson Desert barefoot for one of his sheep.”

			“Haven’t you got stockmen to do that sort of thing?” Clementine said with just a hint of lingering annoyance.

			“Yes, but they’ve got thousands of sheep to watch, and I’d rather they kept an eye out for sheep rustlers. It’s also rather easy to overlook one newborn lamb in the dark. I believe a snake might have scared the flock during the night, and the ewe and her lamb became separated. The lamb must have wandered away in the confusion. I took it back to the flock, and luckily it was reunited with its mother.” Jack looked in Abbey’s direction and saw her smile at the memory of the ewe and its lamb.

			Clementine noticed and felt a stab of jealousy that they’d obviously shared a private moment.

			Jack felt her watching him closely and thought he had better explain. “Abbey found their reunion quite moving, didn’t you?” he said, turning to face Abbey.

			Sensing Clementine’s scrutiny, Abbey only nodded.

			Sybil turned to her. “I wondered where you were,” she said.

			“I thought I’d give you and Miss Feeble time to talk,” Abbey explained. She hadn’t wanted to further embarrass Sybil, so she had decided to leave her alone with Clementine. “I went for a walk and met Father Quinlan. He showed me the church. The stained-glass windows are beautiful.”

			“They were made by locals,” Jack said.

			“Father Quinlan told me,” Abbey said. “And then we went down to see the lambs,” she said to Sybil.

			“I hope Father Quinlan didn’t offer you liquor to drink,” Sybil said.

			Abbey hesitated to answer. “Umm” She didn’t want to get the priest in trouble after he’d been so kind to her, and she already felt she’d made such a mess of things earlier.

			“Mother! I don’t think that comment was necessary,” Jack admonished.

			“Well, he does have a problem. You can’t deny that. He’d drink with a dead donkey for company if that was all that were available.” Sybil turned to Abbey. “Come and sit down and have some lunch, dear. Clementine and I started without you and Jack because we were so hungry.”

			Abbey wasn’t sure. “I don’t want to intrudeI can have something in the kitchen.”

			“Nonsense, Abbey,” Jack said. “Of course, you’ll join us for lunch. It will give you and Clementine a chance to get to know each other.” He pulled out a chair for her beside his mother.

			Abbey felt she had no choice, so she sat down. She sensed Clementine watching her closely, and it made her a little nervous. She was dreading answering a hundred questions about herself, but as it turned out, she needn’t have worried. Once Jack was seated, Clementine turned her full attention to him.

			“I was just telling your mother that my father is coming up from Adelaide for a month, Jack, so he’s going to help out in the shop. That will give me some free time, which means I’ll be able to come out here more often and spend time with you.” She smiled at him sweetly while laying a possessive hand on his arm.

			Again, Abbey had the sense that none of Clementine’s actions were genuine.

			“That’s a lovely thought, Clementine,” Jack said carefully, “but it’s a busy time of year here on the station, and we’re very short-handed. Apart from the lambing, we’ll be digging bores on Tom and William’s places.”

			“I was about to tell Clementine about that,” Sybil said.

			Clementine was frowning now and dropped her hand. “As far as I can tell, Jack, any time is a busy time at Bungaree. Surely you must have some free time.”

			“It’s truethere is always something going on. If we’re not crutching, shearing, mustering, helping with the lambing, or taking wool to market, then we’re busy mending fences, organising stock for sale, looking at new breeding techniques, drenching sheep for worms, or something else. But that’s just the way it is on a farm, and with so many labourers gone up to the gold rush in Queensland, I’m flat out all the time. Working a farm is very different from running a shop, where you can shut the door and go home.”

			Clementine sulked.

			“How do you know where to dig bores on your brothers’ properties?” Abbey asked. She was genuinely interested, but also hoped to ease the growing tension in the room.

			“We called a water diviner in, and he’s pointed out several likely sites, Abbey,” Jack said, evidently pleased to discuss his plans. “Apparently, the water table is lower on my brothers’ properties than it is here. We’ll have to dig deeper, but hopefully we’ll have some luck. It will make watering the stock on Anama and Parrallana much easier for William and Tom. As things stand now, we have to keep moving stock from one property to another so that the land can rest, and the vegetation can regrow. They also use our drinking water. Putting bores down is going to be a big undertaking.”

			“You’ll be able to spare some time for me, won’t you, Jack?” Clementine whined. She was clearly not going to give up easily.

			“Yes, of course,” Jack said patiently, putting his hand over hers. “I try to have a few hours off on Sundays.”

			Clementine didn’t look pleased to have him only a few hours once a week. She had hoped to advance their courting.

			Abbey had the feeling that Jack was slightly annoyed that Clementine didn’t understand the importance of his work.

			“Are your brothers’ properties as big as Bungaree?” Abbey asked as she began eating her chicken salad.

			Jack looked across the table at her, obviously delighted that she was taking an interest. “No, Parrallana, William’s property, is two hundred acres smaller, and Anama is the smallest of the three,” he replied. “I’ll take you on a tour of their properties, if you like.”

			“I would like to see them. I’d also like to see all of Bungaree one day, too.”

			“Then we’ll go exploring them soon,” Jack said enthusiastically. “Do you ride, Abbey?”

			“Yes, quite well,” she replied.

			Jack looked delighted. “Good, because it’s easier to see the farms by horseback. Clementine doesn’t ride,” he added in a tone that turned Clementine’s expression stony, even as he smiled at her in a kindly fashion.

			“I get around quite well with my buggy, thank you,” Clementine said indignantly. She hadn’t failed to notice that Jack had no trouble freeing up time to tour the farms with Abbey.

			“Of course, you do,” Sybil said. “I’ve never ridden a horse, either.”

			Jack looked back at Abbey. “Originally, the three properties were all one,” he said, choosing to ignore Clementine’s petulant frame of mind.

			“Jack’s father divided them,” Sybil added. “He wanted each of his sons to have his own holding so that they could develop their individual ideas for farming.”

			“Anama is actually quite hilly in places,” Jack said, “but it’s a very pretty spot. Parrallana is flatter country, so it’s more suitable for cattle.”

			“Are your brothers married?” Abbey asked.

			“William is, but not Tom. He’s the youngest and claims not to have any time for courting.”

			“Much like his brother,” Clementine muttered. She hadn’t eaten very much, despite Sybil’s claims that they’d been too hungry to wait for Jack.

			Jack smiled stiffly, and a tense few moments followed.

			“How is Martha?” Clementine asked. She was determined to be included in the discussion. “I haven’t seen her in town for quite some time.”

			“Martha is William’s wife,” Jack explained to Abbey. “And she’s well, Clementine. Actually …”

			Sybil interrupted. “The poor woman is also best described as homely,” she said to Abbey.

			“Mother!” Jack exclaimed. “Don’t be unkind.”

			Sybil tried momentarily to look contrite, but failed miserably. “Well, she is,” she said defensively. “She appears to be a good wife, though. I can’t deny that. She keeps a clean house, and the meals she produces are adequate. I always have the urge to put some rouge on her, though, just to add some color.”

			Noticing the puzzled look Abbey gave her, she added, “She has the type of pallour that makes her look like she’s been locked in the Tower of London for ten years without once seeing daylight.”

			Abbey blinked in surprise. Given the climate, and how hard it was to avoid the sun, such a description was difficult to believe.

			“I’m not exaggerating,” Sybil said. “She has always looked decidedly unhealthy. Isn’t that right, Clementine?”

			Their guest glanced at Jack, obviously mentally searching for a diplomatic answer. “She does have an unusual skin tone, but I think her very dark hair just accentuates it,” she said to Sybil.

			“My daughter-in-law insists on wearing drab-colored clothes, which doesn’t help,” Sybil said. “I know it’s a cruel thing to say about my son’s wife, but I honestly can’t bear to be around her for very long. Even her personality is drab.”

			“That is a harsh thing to say, Mother,” Jack said. “Martha is quiet, but she’s a lovely girl.” He turned to Clementine. “Martha is expecting their first child,” he said. “She’s several months along now and has been quite ill, which is probably why you haven’t seen her in town.”

			“Oh,” Clementine said.

			“Let’s pray the poor child takes after William,” Sybil said, ignoring Jack’s reproachful glance.

			“Do they ever come to visit?” Abbey asked. Her interest was piqued after hearing about them. She was curious to meet them.

			“Rarely,” Sybil said. “Martha is a bit of a homebody, and that won’t change once the baby arrives. If anything, she’ll stick closer to home.”

			“I go over there quite a bit to discuss farming with William,” Jack said. “But you’ll meet William and Tom soon, I imagine. They’re here at Bungaree quite often. If you’d like to meet Martha, you can come with me next time I go to William’s farm.”

			“I’d love to,” Abbey said, not noticing how displeased Clementine looked with the idea. “Perhaps we could take some afternoon tea,” she added, looking at Sybil. Jack had said that his mother moped around the house. Abbey thought tea with another son and his wife might be a good way to get her out and socialising.

			“I suppose we could go one day,” Sybil said, mulling over the idea. “I would like to see William.”

			“Are you excited at the prospect of having a grandchild?” Abbey asked.

			“Yes, I suppose so,” Sybil admitted. She hadn’t given the idea much thought. She’d been quite bored and depressed with farm life.

			Abbey glanced at Clementine, who appeared to be disinterested in the conversation. It was already clear to Abbey that the woman liked to be the centre of attention.

			Clementine put down her knife and fork. “May we go for a stroll in the garden, Jack?” she asked, confirming Abbey’s thoughts.

			“Isn’t it a bit too warm for you outside, Clementine?” he asked.

			“There are some shady spots under the trees,” she insisted, imagining a romantic place to hide away.

			Abbey glanced at Jack’s plate. He hadn’t had time to finish his food, but Clementine either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care.

			“Fine, let’s go,” he said, too polite to tell her he was still hungry.

			“You two go on and enjoy yourselves,” Sybil said. “I feel like taking a nap, myself. What about you, Abbey?”

			“I’m not tired,” Abbey said. “So, I might read something from the library.”

			Jack stood up and pulled Clementine’s chair out for her. Over her head, he looked across the table at Abbey. His expression puzzled her, and she considered the idea that he didn’t have anything in common with Clementine. That was rather sad, and she felt sorry for him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			“What time is it, Winston?” Heath rasped as the butler pulled back the heavy drapes in his upstairs bedroom. The sun was now behind the house, so the light pouring in wasn’t blinding, but Heath still squinted.

			“It’s early afternoon, sir,” Winston replied, turning to face the large bed where Heath lay spread-eagled. He and Mrs. Hendy had struggled upstairs with him hours ago. “I’m sorry to wake you, sir, but another note was delivered from the mine. Mr. Bond is very eager to speak to the master.”

			Heath struggled to sit up. “Oh, hell! I should have gone to the mine this morning, Winston. I” He groaned, putting his hand to his head, which throbbed with pain. “I certainly shouldn’t have started drinking whisky.”

			“No, sir,” Winston said sagely. He couldn’t have agreed more, and Mrs. Hendy was still angry about the vomit she’d had to clean up. “I know you must be grieving your father, sir, but I don’t understand why you were so angry.” Winston was terribly confused. He’d been thinking about the young man’s behaviour for hours and had even discussed it with Mrs. Hendy, but neither of them could make sense of it.

			“I had thought Abigail Scottsdale was responsible for my father’s death. I was convinced of it. Frankly, it was a bit of a shock to find out that wasn’t the case.”

			Winston thought it should have been a relief, not a shock, but he decided not to comment further. After all, he was just the butler. Besides, he’d always thought Ebenezer Mason’s son a bit strange, and he had the feeling he was never going to understand him.

			Heath didn’t want the butler to know that Miss Scottsdale would inherit Martindale Hall and the rest of his father’s estate. Not yet, anyway. “Ask Mrs. Hendy to make me a large pot of sweet black tea, Winston. I’ll be down shortly. Also, have Mr. Holbrook get my carriage ready for a trip to Burra.”

			“Yes, sir,” Winston said, relieved that Heath was finally going to deal with the situation at the mine.

			“What did you tell the messenger from the mine?” Heath asked through the fog in his brain.

			“Just that the master wasn’t here. I didn’t know what else to say.”

			“You did the right thing, Winston. I will take care of it today.”

			Relieved, Winston walked to the door. “As you wish, sir,” he said and left the room.

			***

			An hour and a half later, and feeling much more like his old self, despite a few bruises, cuts, and a lingering headache, Heath arrived at the mine. He called a meeting with the manager, Frank Bond. Bill Hickey, the foreman, also attended, and Mrs. Sneebickler was asked to sit in, as well. Heath explained that his father had passed away in his sleep. The staff was understandably shocked.

			“I will inform the workers,” Frank said. “Please accept our condolences, Mr. Mason.”

			“Thank you,” Heath said.

			Frank felt his condolences were inadequate, but given the truth that Ebenezer Mason had often been absent as the head of the company, anything more would have sounded insincere and hollow. Ebenezer had signed legal documents when it had been necessary and had made financial decisions, but other than that, he had very little to do with the day-to-day running of the mine, preferring instead to concentrate solely on increasing the profit margins that had financed his opulent lifestyle. As far as the mineworkers were concerned, he’d been a cold and distant man, and nobody was going to miss him.

			Frank had heard the rumors that Ebenezer and his son were estranged, so he wondered if the son would grieve his father. He sensed an underlying discomfort in Heath Mason, but not sadness, so he doubted it. He noted the cuts on the young man’s cheek and was curious, but it wasn’t his place to ask questions.

			“Will you be taking over the mine?” Frank asked. They were all fearful of losing their jobs, and hoped that Heath understood. They needed an involved employer who knew how a mine should be operated, or, at the very least, someone who was prepared to learn. They weren’t sure he was up to the task, but there was no one else.

			“For the time being,” Heath said. He had no intention of informing them that the mine now legally belonged to a young woman whose father had been killed in the recent mine accident.

			“I’d like to know if you are thinking of selling the mine,” Frank Bond said. He was a man who did not mince his words, even at the risk of offending others. Knowing where he stood was important to him. When it came to the safety of the miners, he’d clashed with Ebenezer Mason more than once—not that it did him any good. His employer would never budge. It was only Frank Bond’s diplomacy and mediation skills that had dissuaded the mine owner from firing him to save even more money. Frank wasn’t married, but he was thinking of Bill Hickey’s wife and six kids who depended on his wage.

			“No,” Heath said. “I’m not thinking of selling.” This was the truth. “Things will stay as they are, for the time being.” He had plans, but what would come of them, he couldn’t be sure.

			On the way to the mine, Heath had used the time to do some serious thinking. While drunk, he had exhausted his anger, and he was now able to think clearly for the first time in days. He had to accept the fact that his father had married Abigail Scottsdale on the day he died. There was no doubt about that. Call it good fortune, or good planning on her behalf, but that was a fact. He had to handle this problem in an unconventional manner if the outcome were to be to his satisfaction. Fortunately, he was adept at being unconventional when the circumstances called for it.

			***

			Abbey was still on the balcony when Clementine Feeble left Bungaree in her carriage. Abbey had been reclining in a comfortable chair in the shade, enjoying the view while watching Jack and Clementine as they strolled through the gardens. She hadn’t been able to overhear their conversation, but she had found their body language intriguing. Clementine sashayed and beguiled, was coy and even flirtatious. Jack seemed to enjoy the attention, of course, and had been courteous, taking her hand when going up or down the garden steps, but he hadn’t been overly romantic towards her. Abbey found this rather fascinating. The woman was attractive, but Abbey had the distinct feeling that she was fonder of Jack than he was of her. He liked her, obviously, or he wouldn’t have been courting her. But something was holding him back.

			After Clementine’s departure, Jack went back to work, and Sybil was still napping, so Abbey remained on the balcony, relaxing and thinking about her situation. She was still there when she heard another carriage rolling up the drive. Her heart almost stopped when she realised the visitor was Heath Mason. Taking a deep breath, she tried to be brave. She got up and stood at the railing, watching as he stepped down from the carriage. Her heart was pounding.

			“Mr. Mason,” Abbey called from the balcony as Heath walked up the front path.

			He looked up in surprise, for a brief moment startled by how beautiful she looked in a proper dress with her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders and her blue eyes almost glowing.

			“Good day,” Heath said, removing his hat. He’d been to Samuel McDougal’s funeral home after leaving the mine, and had made arrangements for his father to be buried the following Monday morning. It was to be a very private funeral, held on the Martindale Estate.

			Abbey noticed that his tone lacked the hostility it had held during their last encounter. This gave her hope that things could go better between them this time. “I presume you are here to speak to me?” she said as calmly as she could, despite her heart racing like a captured bird’s.

			“Yes,” Heath said. “Could we perhaps take a walk in the gardens?” He didn’t want their conversation interrupted by an overprotective Jack Hawker this time.

			“I’ll come down,” Abbey said.

			Heath was waiting for her on the front veranda when she came through the front door. Up close, Abbey immediately noticed the cuts and bruises on his face. He noted how fetching she looked in the dress she was wearing and with the ribbon in her lustrous hair.

			“What happened to your face?” Abbey asked without thinking. It was none of her business, but given the circumstances, she wondered if his wounds were somehow related to the loss of his father. His injuries did not detract from his devastatingly handsome features, a fact that made her face grow warm.

			“Just a little accident,” Heath said evasively.

			They began walking on the path that wound between lawn, trees, and shrubs, towards a seat and bench in the shade of a blue gum tree.

			Heath said nothing, so Abbey spoke first.

			“You’ve had an autopsy done on your father, and you are here to give me the results,” she said directly. Despite how nervous she felt, she was determined to face this head-on. It was the only way to get any peace of mind.

			Heath was startled yet again. This time it wasn’t by her beauty. “How did you know?” he asked, thinking it was refreshing to meet a young woman who was so direct. He wondered if it was an attribute that his father was drawn to, along with her other obvious qualities.

			“I had hoped you would have one done, and you did mention that you might,” Abbey said.

			“Oh,” Heath now felt foolish for ever thinking she had killed his father. Not only did the autopsy results prove she was innocent, but she’d hardly want an autopsy done if she were guilty of something criminal. That did not exonerate her from knowing about the content of his father’s will, however. She may have planned to stay married to him for as long as it took to inherit his estate, meanwhile enjoying a lavish lifestyle with a rich husband. “I did request an autopsy, as my father wasn’t very old. He apparently died from heart failure.”

			Abbey inwardly sighed with relief. She knew the results must have also given Heath some peace of mind. “Did he have a bad heart?”

			“Apparently he did,” Heath said, searching her features for any hint that she might have known.

			“Didn’t you know about it?” Abbey asked, startled to think he wouldn’t.

			“Dr. Mead mentioned it in passing some time ago, but my father never discussed it with me. I see that astonishes you, but given our volatile history, it wasn’t surprising.”

			“I’m very sorry for your loss,” Abbey said. She had disliked Ebenezer Mason, but he had still been this man’s father.

			“It is I who owes you an apology for my rudeness and hostility,” Heath said as they reached the garden bench. He gestured for her to sit down, which she did.

			“No, you don’t,” Abbey said, a little perplexed that he’d offer her an apology. “I understand that you were upset. When my father was killed in the mine, I vented my anger against your father. He claimed the flooded mineshaft was a tragic accident, but I wouldn’t hear it. I still don’t believe that he maintained the mine properly, which led to my father, Neal Tavis, and Jock McManus dying unnecessarily.” Her eyes sparkled with emotion.

			Heath knew what a miser his father had been when it came to the mine, so he had no doubt that the accident was at least in part, a large part, his father’s fault. “I hope you’ll forgive my rudeness, nevertheless.”

			“There’s nothing to forgive,” Abbey said, and she meant it. “I’m just relieved that you understand that I had nothing to do with your father’s death.”

			“You are most gracious, and I do,” Heath said.

			“I hope you also believe that finding out I was married to your father was as much a shock to me as it was to you. I’m sorry he died, but I’m not sorry that I’m no longer his wife.”

			Heath wasn’t so sure he believed this part of her story. He was desperate to ask whether she’d also give up any entitlements that came with being his father’s wife, but he dared not arouse her suspicions. “I do, now,” he said, masking his true feelings. “Perhaps, as a way of showing my gratitude for your understanding, you’ll allow me to take you to tea.”

			Abbey was flabbergasted by the suggestion. “I don’t know,” she murmured. Her thoughts were racing. A social invitation from him was the last thing she’d been expecting. Her heart was beating faster than it ever had before, and she had no idea how to respond.

			“I’m sorry,” Heath said, feigning mortification. “That is too much to expect.”

			“No, it’s not that,” Abbey rushed to say. She was confused, but flattered. “I’m employed here as Mrs. Hawker’s companion, and no one has said that I have free time to myself.”

			“Surely you must have. No employee has to work every hour of every day. That would not be ethical.”

			He was right, Abbey thought, but she didn’t want to upset Jack. He’d been very good to her.

			“I have an idea,” Heath said, glancing admiringly at the beautiful surroundings. “We could have a picnic here, in the gardens. Perhaps tomorrow. It’s Sunday. Surely no one would object.” He needed to get to know the real Miss Scottsdale. That meant spending time with her.

			Abbey was taken aback by the suggestion, but the idea of a picnic appealed to her. She felt a little hesitant, however. He was Ebenezer Mason’s son. But she reasoned that she couldn’t hold him responsible for his father’s sins. That wouldn’t be right.

			“I can’t see that Mr. Hawker or his mother would object,” she found herself saying. “It’s such a long way for you to come, though,” she added.

			“It’s not that far, and I don’t mind,” Heath said, standing to leave. He prayed it would all be worth it. “Until tomorrow, then. I’ll bring the picnic basket at around one o’clock, if that suits you.”

			“That’s perfect,” Abbey said, also standing.

			Heath put on his hat and, smiling, bid her good afternoon. He then headed for his carriage. Abbey remained in the shade under the tree for a while, digesting what had just happened. She didn’t know what to think. The idea of having a picnic with a handsome man was appealing—but Heath Mason? She wondered how Jack would react.

			***

			Pondering on this unexpected turn of events, Abbey began walking towards the house. She was just about to reach the door when Jack came around the side of the house with Frank Fox, the gardener. He gave Frank some instructions and then turned towards the front veranda.

			“Abbey,” he said cheerfully when he saw her. “Have you been out for a walk?”

			“Yes,” Abbey hesitated. “Actually, Heath Mason was just here, and we talked in the garden.”

			Jack was immediately alarmed. “I hope he didn’t upset you again.”

			“No,” Abbey rushed to reassure him. “He was very polite.”

			“Then what did he want?”

			“He had an autopsy done on his father, and it seems that he died from heart failure.”

			“Oh! Well, that’s good,” Jack said.

			Abbey’s eyes widened.

			“I didn’t mean … It’s not good that he died of heart failure,” Jack said quickly, “but that Mr. Mason now knows that you had nothing to do with his father’s death. I hope he apologised for upsetting you the way he did.”

			“He did, but I understood that he was in shock and wanted answers. I’ve been in that place, so I can sympathise with his frustration.” Thinking about her father made Abbey emotional for a moment. “Actually, Mr. Mason will be back tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Back?! What for?”

			“He’s bringing a picnic basket.”

			Jack looked confused. “A picnic basket?”

			“He wants to have a picnic with me in the gardens,” Abbey explained. “That is, if you don’t mind,” she hastily added.

			Jack’s mouth fell open, and he stared at Abbey for a few moments in silence. “No, I, um, don’t think so,” he finally said.

			Abbey wasn’t sure what to make of his reaction. “Do you think Mrs. Hawker will mind?” she asked.

			“Why should she?”

			“I should be spending my time with her.”

			“Sundays are your free day, Abbey. I should have told you that. We usually attend Mass at St. Michael’s at eight o’clock, but you don’t have to.”

			“I promised Father Quinlan that I would go,” Abbey said.

			Jack nodded and looked thoughtful.

			“Is there anything else?” Abbey asked. She could see there was something else on his mind.

			“Actually, yes, Abbey,” Jack hesitated. “Did you ever have that talk with my mother, about … ?” Jack didn’t quite know how to word it, but Abbey understood.

			“No, not yet,” she murmured, dropping her gaze to the ground.

			“Well, perhaps you should,” Jack said. He thought it wise, especially if Heath were going to be seeking her company.

			***

			Abbey changed into her old gown and then helped Elsa and Marie feed the dogs. She didn’t have to, but she liked spending time with the dogs, and Max was taking to her.

			Meanwhile, Jack had a cup of tea with his mother in the living room. It wasn’t long before she noticed that he seemed distracted.

			“What’s wrong, son?” she asked, when he kept staring out of the living room window.

			“Nothing,” Jack replied absently. He couldn’t stop thinking about Heath Mason and what his motives were.

			“Nothing, indeed,” Sybil said thoughtfully. “Then, why is the garden suddenly so interesting?”

			“Did Abbey tell you that Heath Mason came here today?” Jack asked.

			“No, but I haven’t spoken to her since I had a nap after lunch. What did he want?”

			“She claims he came here to tell her that an autopsy proved that his father died from heart failure.”

			“I’m sure Abbey is pleased that she is no longer under suspicion for anything more sinister,” Sybil said.

			“Yes, but Mr. Mason is returning tomorrow to have a picnic with her in the gardens. What do you suppose that is all about?”

			Sybil contemplated the idea. “It’s a bit of an about-face, but I suppose he feels guilty for his behaviour,” she finally said.

			“Do you think that is all there is to it?”

			Sybil could see that Jack was concerned. “He probably finds her attractive. His father obviously did.”

			“Mother!”

			“She was his father’s wife,” Sybil pointed out.

			Jack thought it was deplorable that Ebenezer Mason had taken advantage of a young, innocent girl. “Perhaps legally, but not by choice.”

			“Maybe not, but from what I’ve heard about Ebenezer Mason, he was a lecherous old sod. You don’t think his son takes after him, do you?”

			“I should hope not,” Jack said vehemently, his initial concerns coming to the fore again. He couldn’t help wondering if Heath was up to something, but what?

			“Abbey is a very pretty girl,” Sybil added. “Unfortunately, she’s also very young and naïve. Look how easily she fell into the late Mr. Mason’s trap. She must have a sturdy backbone to go through so much and still be standing on her own two feet.”

			Jack had to agree, but he still felt very protective of her.

			At dinner that evening, which was a light pastry filled with spicy vegetables and served with a garden salad, Sybil broached the subject of Heath Mason.

			“Jack tells me that Heath Mason was here today, Abbey,” she said.

			“Yes, he came to tell me the results of his father’s autopsy. That was kind of him, wasn’t it?”

			“Indeed,” Sybil said, wondering if the handsome young man had turned her head. “I just hope he’s nothing like his father, Abbey,” she added.

			Abbey seemed shocked by her candid comment. “I hope so, too,” she said, “but he doesn’t appear to be.”

			“Just remember, an apple never falls far from the tree,” Sybil warned. “My mother always told me that, and I’ve often found it to be true.”

			Jack could see by Abbey’s expression that she was slightly alarmed. He didn’t like to see her upset, but he did want her to be careful and to see Heath for the man he was, and not the prince she might like him to be.

			“Would you like to take a look around Bungaree on horseback tomorrow morning after church, Abbey?” he asked.

			“Yes, that would be lovely,” she said, delighted.

			***

			In the early evening, Jack went to check on the lambs, which left Abbey and Sybil alone in the living room.

			“May I talk to you about something quite personal, Mrs. Hawker?” Abbey asked in a small voice.

			Sybil was intrigued. “Yes, of course. Would you like to do it here, or should we go upstairs so that we’re not overheard?”

			“Upstairs would be better,” Abbey said. She wouldn’t like Elsa, Marie, or, especially, Sabu to overhear their conversation, and they were all still busy inside the house. “Perhaps we could sit on the balcony.”

			Once the two women were settled on the balcony, Sybil waited for Abbey to speak. Unfortunately, Abbey didn’t know where to start. It was not going to be an easy conversation to have.

			“Well, Abbey, what is it you wanted to speak to me about?” Sybil asked, becoming impatient. She’d had a few moments to think about what it might be, and she had an idea. She didn’t think it was the young Mr. Mason. “Is it about your marriage to Ebenezer Mason?” she said gently.

			Abbey blushed and couldn’t look at her. Sybil knew she was near to the heart of the matter. She could see the girl looked uncomfortable, and she pitied her.

			“Are you concerned that you might be with child?” Sybil asked softly. She could well imagine what a horrific idea that would be to Abbey, or to any woman.

			Abbey nodded, fighting tears. “I don’t know if he …” She looked down at her hands, clutching them tightly into fists in her lap.

			“Are you trying to say that you don’t know whether you … engaged in amorous congress?”

			Abbey’s head snapped up. “He may have taken my virtue, but I don’t believe I engaged in anything,” she said, her eyes filling with tears.

			“No, dear,” Sybil said, understanding. “I was just trying to think of a delicate way to put it.”

			“To answer your question,” Abbey said. “I don’t know exactly what happened, and that worries me. I wanted to ask you how I would know for sure if I no longer had my virtue?”

			Sybil thought about how she should answer. “Was there any blood on the sheets or on whatever you were wearing?” she asked. Sybil didn’t want to suggest she might have been naked.

			“I don’t think so,” Abbey said, trying to remember. She had been wearing a nightdress, but she didn’t want to think about who had undressed her and put it on her. The thought of Ebenezer Mason doing it was too repulsive to contemplate. “I had a horrible headache the next morning. In fact my whole body ached.”

			“Oh, dear.” Sybil sighed. “It would be normal to experience some strange discomfort, had he lain with you. But perhaps it’s possible that he died before. . .” she trailed off.

			Abbey closed her eyes and sighed deeply with relief. “I pray that is true,” she eventually said.

			“So do I, Abbey,” Sybil said. “But you might never know the truth. It’s best you try to put it out of your mind.”

			“I have tried,” Abbey said. “But it’s so hard. I believe Mr. Mason may have drugged the wine he gave me. It’s the only logical conclusion I can come to.”

			Such a scandalous act would not have occurred to Abbey, except that it had happened to one of the girls on Creek Street. She’d been employed at one of the bakeries in town and had to be at the shop at four in the morning when the baker started baking the bread. He’d given her a drink laced with an opiate and then had forced himself on her. She hadn’t known exactly what had happened until she found herself with child. The only person she had confided in was Abbey, who suggested she confront him. This she did, and he didn’t deny the truth. The young woman had left Burra in shame and was never heard of again. “I don’t believe it’s likely that I blacked out after taking just a few sips of wine from a glass,” Abbey said.

			Sybil reached out and touched Abbey’s hand. “You poor girl,” she said angrily. “That man was a bastard.”

			Abbey’s eyes widened.

			Sybil realizsd what had come out of her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t usually use such language. But to do something so shocking to a young, innocent girl, well, there’s only one word that would describe a man like that.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			On Sunday morning, Abbey walked with Jack and his mother to St. Michael’s Church. Elsa and Marie had gone home the previous evening and wouldn’t be returning until later that day. Sabu, of course, did not attend a local church. He prayed several times a day in the hayshed. He also didn’t cook on Sundays because it was his day off. That meant Sybil, Jack, and Abbey had to fend for themselves.

			Jack had surprised Abbey earlier that morning when she came downstairs to find him cooking bacon and eggs for breakfast. He said he did it every Sunday morning.

			“It’s a Jack Hawker tradition that is not to be broken,” he told her in a mock stern voice when she said she didn’t mind preparing breakfast.

			“But I’d enjoy helping,” Abbey said persistently. “Please let me do something.”

			“Fine, if you insist,” Jack said, finding it hard to refuse her. “I have the bacon and eggs under control, but you can set the table and make the tea.”

			“I’d be happy to,” Abbey said, just as Sybil came downstairs. She shook her head when she saw the two of them busy in the kitchen. “Isn’t this a scene of domesticity?” she gently mocked as she sat at the table and helped herself to a glass of freshly squeezed juice from their own orange tree.

			Glancing at each other, Abbey and Jack smiled.

			***

			Abbey and the Hawkers were greeted at the church door by Father Quinlan, who clasped their hands in his to warmly welcome them. Abbey thought she caught the faint smell of liquor on his breath, which was a shock to her, given that it was so early in the day. Sybil glared at him disapprovingly when he greeted her, so Abbey knew she’d smelt it, too.

			Once inside, the number of people already seated took Abbey aback. There were many faces she had not seen before, but as they walked toward the front of the church, she recognised Doris Hubert and presumed that the man sitting alongside her was her husband. Sitting nearby was the blacksmith, Ben Dobson, and his son, Michael. Elias Morton was there, and alongside him were Wilbur and Ernie, the stockmen she’d met. Abbey was quite surprised to see them in church, but could imagine Father Quinlan using the same subtle form of persuasion that he’d used on her to get them to attend.

			A pew up front had been left vacant for the Hawkers. Abbey joined Jack and his mother there.

			Father Quinlan came inside and strode to the pulpit, greeting everyone.

			“Good morning, and welcome,” he said. “I’d like to introduce you all to a new member of our congregation.” He looked at Abbey, who realised that he meant her. She blushed self-consciously, praying he wouldn’t make a fuss over her attendance.

			“Some of you may have met Miss Abigail Scottsdale,” he went on to say, “but for those who haven’t had the pleasure, she is Mrs. Hawker’s new companion. I hope you will all make her feel welcome here amongst us.”

			Abbey dropped her head, but she could feel Sybil and Jack looking at her from either side.

			“Would you mind standing up so everyone can see you, Miss Scottsdale?” Father Quinlan asked.

			Thinking they must have all seen her come in, Abbey was reluctant, but Sybil nudged her, so she got to her feet and turned to smile shyly at everyone. She then sat down again, hoping the priest would move on with the service, diverting the attention from her. With everyone’s eyes on her, Abbey was relieved that only Jack, his mother, and Father Quinlan knew her situation. Even though she’d been Ebenezer Mason’s unwilling victim, she still felt a sense of shame for being found in his bed, undressed. She didn’t know if she’d ever stop feeling that way.

			Father Quinlan went on to say Mass. His sermon was of particular interest to Abbey. He talked about the cross that nearly everyone had to bear at some stage in their livesthe loss of loved ones and the pain sometimes inflicted by others. He talked about how adversity and heartache made us all stronger, even though, at times, they tested our faith. Abbey was sure his words were directed at her because of her confession. She suspected that he’d been giving her situation some thought and was trying to help her, and perhaps others who had also suffered at the hands of fate or someone unscrupulous. She thought about those sitting around her in the church and found it difficult to imagine that any of them could have been victimised by someone worse than Ebenezer Mason. Because of his selfishness and greediness, she’d lost her father and the man she’d loved and planned to marry. Judy McManus was without her husband, her young children left to grow up without their father. And poor Neal’s sisters were growing up in an orphanage. It was hard to just let go of her anger. She didn’t think she’d ever forgive Ebenezer Mason for what he had done. How could she?

			As Abbey left the church with Jack and Sybil, she was introduced to other members of the congregation. Some were farming families who lived on properties nearby. She also met the hut builder, Kenny Finch, his wife Beryl, and their two small children. Mr. Finch, Jack explained, erected huts for other workers on the property, including wool classers, packers, fencers, and carters. Kenny had some bad news for Jack, however. He told him that, as the station was short-staffed, and he had so little work to do, he was going to try his luck on the gold fields. Jack wasn’t pleased to hear it, but wished him and his family luck.

			“I’m looking forward to seeing more of Bungaree this morning,” Abbey said as they walked back to the house. She needed a distraction. Dwelling on what had happened to her had left her feeling dejected. She missed Neal and her father so much. She also hoped to take Jack’s mind off the fact that another staff member was leaving his employment.

			Jack stopped and looked her over. She was wearing the gown that his mother had given her, but she intended to change into her own dress for their outing. “You will need something to ride in,” he said. He turned to Doris Hubert, who was walking a short distance behind with her husband, Oliver, who did all the station carting. He brought supplies from town, feed and grain, or whatever was needed. “Will you find an outfit for Miss Scottsdale to go riding in, Mrs. Hubert?” he asked.

			“Yes, of course,” she replied. She took Abbey’s arm and led her in the direction of the store.

			***

			Outfitted in a light blouse, a riding skirt that was split down the middle, and some comfortable riding boots, Abbey was ready a short time later. Elias had saddled a quiet mare for her. Although it was still early enough not to be blazing hot, Jack insisted that she wear a hat, lending her a spare one of his.

			Jack and Abbey set off in the direction of the shearing sheds. Opposite the sheds, Jack showed her the shearer’s quarters, a long building with a veranda along the middle section of the front. It was deserted, but Jack said in a few weeks it would be occupied. They didn’t dismount to go inside, but he told her that on the southern end was a kitchen with a brick oven and fireplace.

			“There’s also a mess hall, an area where they eat,” he said. “The main part of the building is a large dormitory-style room. There are twenty single beds in there, but plenty of room for extra shearers to lay their bedrolls down on the floor.”

			“What’s this one used for?” Abbey asked, referring to a small building beside the shearer’s quarters.

			“It’s a swaggie’s hut,” Jack said. “It’s a tradition that we never turn away a swaggie. If a traveler stops by, he’s offered the hut and a ration of tea, bread, meat, and sugar.”

			Abbey liked this idea very much. “Do the shearers prepare their own meals?” she asked, imagining them cooking in the brick oven in the kitchen, or over an open fire in the hearth, or even outside, like the miners on Creek Street.

			“They usually travel with a cook. Sometimes it’s a man, a retired shearer, but most of the time it’s one of the older shearer’s wives. The younger wives usually have children and don’t travel with their husbands,” he told her. “But if they do, Doris Hubert also teaches the workers’ children,” he added. “She gives them lessons in a room off the store for a couple of hours each week day during the afternoon. Did she tell you?”

			“No, she didn’t mention it,” Abbey said, impressed with how things worked at Bungaree. It seemed everything had been thought of, which only increased the admiration she felt for Jack.

			A bit further on, they went through a gate that led up a hill. At the top of the hill, they had a view for miles.

			“All you can see in a westerly direction is Bungaree,” Jack said proudly, looking over his land.

			Abbey gazed down into the valley to see hundreds of sheep grazing in fields dotted with gum-trees.

			“When my family first arrived on this land,” Jack said, “we were not so concerned about the quality of our stock as obtaining reasonable sheep in the right numbers at a good price. Things have changed dramatically now, however. I think I told you that our first sheep came overland from Yass and Gundagai.” He laughed. “My brothers and I refer to them as the unimproved colonial type.”

			“What kind of sheep were they?” Abbey asked inquisitively.

			“Capes and Bengals, and a few long-wool Teeswaters,” Jack said. “I think there were even some short-wool Southdowns amongst them and a sprinkling of Merinos. Luckily, the South Australian Company began directly importing some good stock from England, Van Diemen’s Land, and the Cape. Some of them were high quality Merinos. We bought some and began breeding better quality sheep. As it happened, some of the ewes we bought were in lamb to Steiger rams.”

			“I’ve never heard of the South Australia Company,” Abbey said.

			“It was started in 1835 to develop what was then the new settlement of South Australia. You may recognise the names of some of the founding shareholders. There are streets in the city of Adelaide named after them: John Rundle, Charles Hindley, Raikes Currie, John Pirie, and Henry Waymouth.”

			“Oh, yes,” Abbey said. “My father and I spent a few nights in a hotel on Rundle Street before heading out to Burra. How did Bungaree get its name?” she asked curiously.

			“This area around the Hutt River was known by the local Aboriginal clan as Bungurrie. The name evolved from that.”

			“So, there’s a river nearby?” Abbey hadn’t seen it.

			“It’s not very near, and it’s not much of a river at this time of year. In fact, if you fell in, you’d have to dust yourself off,” Jack said.

			Abbey smiled. “Bungaree is a wonderful place,” she said, admiring the countryside. “I’m so pleased you asked me to look around this morning.”

			“I’m happy that you’ve taken an interest in the station. If you like it here, you are more likely to stay on as Mother’s companion,” Jack said honestly. “And you ride well.”

			“Thank you. I love riding,” Abbey replied.

			“I’ve heard they have very good horses in Ireland.”

			“There are some good horses bred for hunting and racing, but I’ve never had my own horse. Not even a nag.” Abbey blushed, recalling how poor her family had been. At times, especially in Ireland, just getting enough food for themselves was hard enough, let alone feeding a horse. To hide her discomfort, she leant forward and patted the mare’s neck. The horse was a chestnut with a white blaze that stretched down to her nose. She had a wonderful temperament.

			“We’ll have to remedy that,” Jack said, taking her by surprise. “Let’s ride north to the boundary of Anama, my brother Tom’s place.”

			Abbey followed Jack as he set off.

			As she came alongside him, he said, “You’ll see huts in some of the paddocks. When there’s no labour shortage, I employ shepherds, and they stay in the huts. We call them outstations.”

			“Outstations?”

			“Yes, during the day the sheep graze in open paddocks, as they are doing now, but at night I would have the shepherds herd them into pens made of portable hurdles near the huts. I don’t have any shepherds at the moment because I can’t get any, so Ernie and Wilbur do all they can. The lambs are the priority at the moment, however, because they are the most vulnerable.”

			“Is it really necessary to guard them so fiercely?” Abbey asked. She couldn’t think of any imminent dangers.

			“Yes, indeed. I don’t mind losing a wether here and there. They are castrated males and no good for breeding. But I don’t like losing a prize ram to the spear of a hungry Aboriginal hunter.”

			“Does that happen?” Abbey asked, alarmed.

			“Compared to kangaroos, who can jump fences, the sheep are easy targets for the Aboriginal people. An average sheep is just as filling as a prize ram. I’ve lost plenty in the past, so I hire shepherds when I can. Dingoes will go after the lambs, too.”

			“Oh,” Abbey said, thinking of the sweet baby lambs she had seen with Father Quinlan.

			“Sheep farmers are always trying to produce the best quality sheep, so my brothers and I often exchange ewes and rams with other large stations for breeding. I show my best rams, and I have several that have won prizes.”

			Abbey was impressed.

			“I’ve ordered some Rambouillets from a farm on the Murray Flat, near Truro,” Jack added, proudly.

			“Excuse my ignorance, but I have no idea what a Rambouillet is,” Abbey said. “Is it an exotic food, a French bread or pastry, perhaps?” She was half-smiling, so he knew she was joking.

			Jack laughed. “It’s a French breed of sheep, actually,” he explained. “They have long, strong wool, a straight back, and a large frame. I intend to crossbreed the rams with my Merinos, and hopefully produce better quality sheep and animals better-suited for this climate.”

			“Oh,” Abbey said, smiling. “I never knew there were so many types of sheep. Breeding is quite an involved business, isn’t it?”

			“It is, but there’s a lot of satisfaction in breeding a sound animal with admirable qualities. Farms in the Riverina have had a lot of success with crossbreeding Rambouillets, and I hope to do the same. One of the rams I’ve bought has very good bloodlines. He’s a champion show animal and even has a name.” Jack laughed again.

			“What is it?” Abbey asked, sensing it was going to be something amusing.

			“Would you believe Napoleon?”

			“Napoleon? After Napoleon Bonaparte, the French Emperor?”

			“You’ve heard of him?” Jack asked, surprised, but with no criticism in his voice.

			“Yes, I have had some schooling,” Abbey said, but she laughed at the thought of a ram being named after an emperor.

			For a few moments, they smiled at each other. Jack suspected that a sheep named Napoleon would not amuse Clementine, and that thought saddened him a little.

			Abbey noticed that the sparkle left Jack’s eyes for just a moment and wondered why.

			***

			Abbey and Jack continued the tour. The sheer size of Bungaree astounded her. Jack showed her fields of lucerne hay, which was feed for the livestock. They also saw the vegetable garden, which must have been an acre in size. Fortunately, the bore was close by, so the garden could be watered during the dry months. He then showed her the stables and sheds, where there were carriages and plenty of tack. They went to the stallion box, where his prized breeding stallion was kept. He explained how the mares were taken there to be mated with him.

			“My brothers and I have about a hundred horses between us,” he told Abbey proudly.

			“Why do you need so many?” Abbey asked. She knew they couldn’t all be working animals.

			“We keep some, but mostly we breed them to sell,” Jack said.

			Abbey had enjoyed the tour of the station so much that she had almost forgotten about her picnic with Heath Mason.

			“I had better get back to the house,” she said. “I have to get changed before Heath Mason arrives.”

			“Oh! Of course,” Jack said. He’d enjoyed the few hours they’d spent together and hadn’t realised how quickly the time had passed. “We can look at the deer another time,” he added.

			“I hope you don’t mind,” Abbey said, fearful he’d be offended. “I’ve enjoyed all I’ve seen so far.”

			“No, of course not,” Jack said, surprised at how disappointed he was that their time together had come to an end. He’d taken more pleasure in her company than he’d been expecting. “Were you surprised when Mr. Mason suggested a picnic?” he asked as they dismounted at the stables and began walking towards the homestead. He certainly was.

			“Yes, I was,” Abbey admitted truthfully. In the distance she could see young children playing in the shade of trees behind the church and assumed they belonged to Jack’s employees.

			“You are a lovely young woman, Abbey,” Jack said candidly. “Any man would enjoy spending time with you.” He refrained from adding that he had. “Mr. Mason was so angry the last time he was here. I have to admit, I’m bewildered by his change of heart.”

			“I was, too,” Abbey said in a small voice.

			“I’m surprised you accepted an invitation to picnic with him, given what his father did to you. I don’t mean to remind you of it, but surely you have some reservations about his character.”

			“Initially, I had concerns, but it wouldn’t be fair to hold him responsible for what his father did. I believe in giving everyone a fair chance and treating them as individuals. That’s not wrong, is it?” She respected and valued his opinion.

			“No, Abbey,” he said, thinking she had a good heart. “But it’s not that simple. I know he can’t be held responsible for what his father did, but his character had to have been influenced by how his father raised him.”

			Abbey frowned, worried. Sybil’s warning about apples never falling far from their tree came to mind. “Do you know him well enough to believe he’s like his father?”

			“Most all the farmers in the Gilbert Valley know each other, Abbey, but Mr. Mason and I have never been what you’d call friends. So, in all honesty, I can’t say he has the same unscrupulous character as his father. He has been known to have a fair number of dalliances, but I’ve never heard anything truly bad said about him. I am still concerned for you, though. I have no right to tell you who you can or cannot see, but please don’t give your trust easily.”

			“I’ve already made that mistake,” Abbey said dispiritedly.

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself, either. We all make mistakes. It’s how we learn.”

			“Some lessons are very painful,” Abbey admitted sadly.

			“Yes, they are,” Jack replied. He didn’t want to see her hurt again.

			***

			Abbey was waiting on the bench seat in the garden when Heath’s carriage rolled up the road. She was aware that she might appear eager and give him the wrong message, but she didn’t want him to go to the house and meet Jack, just in case he sensed that Jack wasn’t pleased about the arranged picnic. She wasn’t sure about it herself any more, but she didn’t feel right about backing out after he’d travelled so far.

			Abbey watched as Heath alighted from his carriage, waved, and then retrieved a picnic basket and a blanket before walking towards her. As he came up the path between the lawn and trees, Abbey had a few moments to objectively study him. She was unable to deny that he was an attractive man. He had a good physique and handsome features, and she was sure his wealth alone was alluring to most women. It was easy to believe that he was popular with women, as Jack had said, and under any other circumstances, she would have been thrilled to spend time with him. But given their recent history, and his suspiciousness towards her, she was slightly baffled.

			Abbey had always been a curious girl, and this emotion usually overwhelmed her good sense. Right now, with Jack’s misgivings still fresh in her mind, her emotions were fighting amongst themselves. He was Ebenezer Mason’s son, after all. Had she been able to see anything of his father in him, she would have had nothing to do with him. But so far, that hadn’t been the case, and her inquisitive nature was winning out. She found it difficult to believe he wanted to spend time with her just to make up for his initial hostility towards her—what did he want?

			“Good afternoon, Miss Scottsdale,” Heath said when he reached her.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Mason,” Abbey said.

			“May I be so bold as to suggest you call me Heath? ‘Mr. Mason’ will always be my father.”

			Abbey’s head dropped, and her defences darted back into place.

			“I’m sorry,” Heath said. “I shouldn’t have mentioned him.”

			“I’d rather you didn’t,” Abbey said uncomfortably. Just hearing his name was like having a bucket of icy water splashed on her.

			“I’m off to a bad start, aren’t I?” Heath sighed, watching her closely. He couldn’t let his plans crumble now. Too much was at stake. “Let’s start again, shall we? How has your day been so far?”

			Remembering her ride with Jack fondly, Abbey broke into a spontaneous smile. “Very good, actually,” she said. “I had a tour of Bungaree with Jack this morning.”

			“How delightful,” Heath said, noting her reaction with interest.

			“I even learned a few things about sheep breeding,” Abbey added, with a touch of excitement.

			Heath unfolded the blanket and laid it on the grass nearby, in the shade. He then proceeded to unpack the contents of the picnic basket.

			Abbey’s eyes widened as he produced a variety of cheeses, cold chicken, a bowl of olives and tomatoes, sliced fruit, bread rolls, a crock of butter with a lid so that it wouldn’t melt, and sliced fruitcake. She wasn’t as pleased to see a bottle of wine and two glasses.

			“Heath, this is wonderful,” she said, delighted with the food. “You’ve gone to so much trouble.”

			“I’d like to take the credit, but I had my housekeeper” he stopped himself short when he realised what he was saying. “I had Mrs. Hendy put this together for me,” he finished. The realisation that Mrs. Hendy was not, in reality, his housekeeper, but Abbey’s, nearly choked him. Fortunately, Abbey didn’t know that, and if he had his way, she never would.

			“Have you invited guests I don’t know about? There’s enough food here to feed six hungry people,” Abbey exclaimed.

			“I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I requested a variety.” He held out his hand to help her down to the blanket. He then handed her a plate. “I hope you are hungry.”

			“I’m ravenous,” Abbey admitted.

			“Then please help yourself,” Heath said. “I’ll pour the wine.”

			“None for me,” Abbey said quickly and then blushed uncomfortably.

			Heath tilted his head to one side, giving her an understanding smile. “I’m having just a little. Won’t you join me?” he asked persuasively.

			Abbey looked into his eyes, which were so unlike his father’s. “Very well, then,” she said, not wanting to appear distrusting after he’d made such an effort. “Just a little for me, too.”

			Heath felt he had won a small victory, and it pleased him. He needed Abbey to relax enough to show her true character, and he felt he could accomplish this best with some wine. He began pouring the wine while Abbey put some food on her plate.

			A short time later, while Heath and Abbey were eating their picnic lunch, Clementine arrived. As she stepped down from her carriage near the front door, she noticed the couple under the shade of the wattle tree. She watched them for a few moments before going into the house. Abbey saw her and contemplated waving, but as Clementine didn’t, she didn’t, either.

			“That was Clementine Feeble, wasn’t it?” Heath asked.

			“Yes, are you acquainted with her?” Abbey said.

			“We’ve crossed paths socially on many occasions. I had heard she was seeing Mr. Hawker, but to be honest, I didn’t think it was true.”

			“Why not?”

			“I wouldn’t have thought he’d suit her.”

			Abbey was baffled by the comment. In her mind, Jack was everything a man should be. He was handsome, kind, intelligent, gentle, and thoughtful. “Why do you say that?”

			“I could never imagine Miss Feeble as a farmer’s wife. I could see her married to a doctor or a bank manager, but not a farmer. Not one who actually laboured on his own land, anyway.” His father had owned farmland, and he lived on that land, but neither man had ever lifted a hoe, let alone rounded up livestock.

			“What’s wrong with a farmer?” Abbey asked. She couldn’t see that living in Jack’s beautiful house as Jack’s wife, would be any hardship.

			“I believe life on a farm would be too dull for her, and she’s not the type of woman to get her hands dirty. I know Mr. Hawker has servants, but could you actually see her feeding chickens or collecting eggs on their day off?”

			Abbey couldn’t, but then she didn’t know her very well. “I don’t know that they have plans to marry, but apparently Miss Feeble and Mr. Hawker have been seeing each other for almost a year,” Abbey said. “So, she must be well aware of what life would entail as a farmer’s wife, don’t you think?”

			“She must be very fond of Mr. Hawker,” Heath said more skeptically than thoughtfully. He didn’t say what he really thought, which was that she’d lowered her standards since he’d rebuffed her flirtatious advances. She obviously still intended to do as well for herself as she could. Jack was well-respected, and Heath had heard that Bungaree was making good money, although the farm could never hope to match the Martindale estate.

			“I’ve been hired as a companion for Mr. Hawker’s mother. She’s finding life out here rather tedious,” Abbey said, wondering whether Clementine would, too, if she lived at Bungaree. “So, I suppose life on a farm isn’t for everyone.”

			“What about you? Will you be bored out here?” Heath asked.

			“Not at all,” Abbey said. “I think Bungaree is amazing.”

			Heath studied her closely. She was a beautiful woman, there was no doubt about that, but the thought of her having Martindale Hall made him sick. Not for the first time, he silently cursed his dead father for putting his inheritance at risk.

			***

			Once Elsa admitted Clementine to the house, she wasted no time in confronting Jack.

			“Is that Heath Mason in the garden with your mother’s companion?” she demanded to know as she removed her bonnet.

			“Good afternoon to you, too, Clementine, and, yes,” Jack said flatly. He didn’t ask what she was doing there, as she’d told him the day before that she would come out to Bungaree again that afternoon. He’d thought it odd at the time, as he usually saw her only once a week.

			“How does someone like Heath Mason know a girl from Burra?” Clementine asked in astonishment.

			“Actually, he met her here,” Jack said, looking out of the living room window in Abbey and Heath’s direction. He didn’t want to divulge that Abbey had been the victim of Heath’s father’s lecherous ways or that he was worried about what Heath wanted with her.

			“Surely he’s not courting her,” Clementine said in disbelief.

			“I don’t know what he’s doing,” Jack said truthfully. “But I intend to find out.”

			Clementine looked at Jack. Had she detected a hint of protectiveness in his tone? “He is going to be a very wealthy man when his father passes away,” Clementine said, thinking aloud as she joined Jack at the window.

			“Didn’t you know?” Jack said, glancing at her.

			“Know what?”

			“His father passed away in his sleep a few days ago. I guess it’s not public knowledge yet.”

			Clementine gasped. “I hadn’t heard,” she said, looking towards the garden again. Now she was really baffled about why he’d be seeing Abbey. After coming into his father’s money, he would have his choice of any woman for miles around. She was suddenly quite intrigued by Abbey and determined to learn more about her.

			***

			As she ate, Abbey noticed that Heath glanced at her gown several times. Embarrassed, she realised he was probably thinking that it was the same gown she’d been wearing the previous day. She felt compelled to explain.

			“I have no clothes of my own,” Abbey said softly.

			Heath looked startled. “Pardon?”

			“I noticed you looking at what I’m wearing. This is a dress that Mrs. Hawker gave me. I had a small selection of my own clothes, but I left them in Burra.” She was too ashamed to tell him that they would have been stolen very soon after she vacated Creek Street and the dugout. “I’ll be going shopping in Clare as soon as I can, though.” It suddenly crossed Abbey’s mind that she was free to return to Burra if she wanted to. But she couldn’t face the memories there, and without her father or Neal, there was nothing to return to.

			Heath was thinking that Abbey was, legally speaking, wealthier than she could ever imagine, but he couldn’t tolerate the thought of her getting her hands on what was rightfully his. He had considered the possibility that she wouldn’t want anything to do with his father’s estate, given that she despised him, but it was unlikely that anyone would be principled enough to turn down a fortune, especially someone who’d had to struggle their entire lives. He had to know, though. He’d devised a series of seemingly innocent questions to ask her in the hopes of learning how she felt about inheriting his father’s money, without her knowing what he was really asking. Her answers would give him a clue about how best to proceed. He had one month to turn the situation to his advantage, and that’s exactly what he planned to do.

			“Are you a woman who longs for an abundance of beautiful gowns?” he asked her casually.

			“I’ve always been poor, so I don’t know what it would feel like to have an extravagant selection of gowns.”

			“But if you were to suddenly inherit a great deal of money, would you go on a wild spending spree?”

			Abbey thought about it. “Perhaps,” she said, frightening Heath. “But that will never happen to me, as I have very few family members in Ireland, and none of them are wealthy. The odds of me ever inheriting money are smaller than the odds that it will snow here in the next hour. But that’s fine. What you’ve never had, you never miss.” That had been one of her father’s favourite sayings, and she smiled as his voice echoed in her mind.

			“Indeed,” Heath said thoughtfully.

			“Have you always been wealthy?” Abbey asked him. She’d doubted Ebenezer Mason’s story, the one he’d told her father about working the goldfields.

			Surprised by the question, Heath studied her for a moment. “As a matter of fact, no. When I was young, we were very poor.” He would be poor again if things didn’t go his way. The thought was intolerable, and for a moment Heath felt physically ill.

			Abbey noticed a flicker of pain cross his features and wondered if he were remembering unhappy times in his past. “Forgive my astonishment, but I find that hard to believe,” she said. Even harder to imagine.

			“It’s true,” Heath said, barely disguising the bitterness he felt at returning to a lifestyle he’d believed to be in his past. “Before my father found a great deal of gold in the Victorian gold fields, we lived in poverty.” Heath didn’t like to remember those days. He and his mother had spent long, hot days in a tent in the dusty gold fields. In the winter, which was freezing, the rain had soaked their small tent, and the wind had sometimes blown it away. His father had always been angry because he hated physical work, and digging for gold was back-breaking. He’d also insisted Heath work alongside him at times, even though he had partners, two foreigners who spoke little English. They drank excessively and often argued, sometimes coming to blows. It had been a dreadful time, a horrible nightmare that Heath tried hard not to think about.

			Abbey didn’t like talking about Ebenezer Mason, but if everything Heath told her was true, there was a question she needed answered. “If your father knew what it was like to struggle, why was he so cruel towards those less fortunate than himself?” she asked.

			“I shouldn’t say this, but I’ll be truthful. My father had always been an arrogant man,” Heath said. “He wasn’t any different when he was penniless. It was just his nature.”

			Abbey was surprised by his candidness. She was beginning to feel very sorry for Heath. “Is that why you didn’t get along?”

			“Yes, that had a lot to do with it,” he said, silently adding: That, and his greedy young wife. “He was a very difficult man to relate to, and he was a cold father. I’ve made a conscious effort in my adult life to be nothing like him. I hope I’ve succeeded.”

			Abbey was pleased and quite relieved to hear this. It put her more at ease in his company.

			Heath thought about his questions and how best to lead her to the subject he wanted to discuss. “I have an uncle who is just like my father, worse perhaps,” he said. This was a lie. “He lives in Victoria.”

			“Really,” Abbey said.

			“He’s very wealthy and has no familyno wife or children. I believe I’m to be his beneficiary when he dies.”

			Abbey thought this was an odd thing to tell her, but trusted he was going somewhere relevant.

			“I really don’t want his money,” Heath said after a moment’s silence. “I don’t think it would feel right taking it, given how I feel about him. Taking it would seem hypocritical.”

			“You weren’t too fond of your father, either,” Abbey said. “But you are his only heir, aren’t you?”

			“That’s different,” Heath said quickly. “It’s my birthright.”

			“I suppose so,” Abbey conceded. “And someone will be needed to run the property and the Burra Monster Mine.”

			Heath nodded, pleased to hear that Abbey agreed.

			“Perhaps you could donate your uncle’s money to a worthy cause,” she suggested.

			“Is that what you would do?” Heath asked. “If you inherited the estate of someone you detested?” He held his breath for the answer.

			“I don’t know,” Abbey admitted.

			“If you really disliked your benefactor, do you think you’d decline his money?”

			“In your case, it wouldn’t make much difference to your life if you declined the inheritance. I’m penniless, however, so inheriting a large sum of money could make an incredible difference in my life. For that reason, I’d have to give it serious thought.”

			Heath felt sick at heart. “So, it wouldn’t bother your conscience?” he asked, barely able to keep his tone impassive.

			“I don’t know. I think I’d try to do some good with the money.”

			“Good?” Heath echoed, struggling to restrain the bubble of anger rising in him.

			“I’d buy myself a house, of course, for stability, but I’d put some of the money to use by helping other unfortunate souls. I’d have to think about exactly how I’d do that, however.”

			God, Heath thought, she’d squander the money. My money! What was he to do?

			“Are you all right, Heath?” Abbey asked. “You’ve gone awfully pale.”

			“I don’t feel so well,” Heath admitted truthfully. “If you don’t mind, I’ll think I’ll be on my way.”

			“Why don’t you come inside the house and rest for a while?” She was sure Jack wouldn’t object under the circumstances. “It’s very warm this afternoon. The heat may be affecting you.”

			“No, I’ll go. I’ll collect the picnic basket another time.” Heath stood up. “Goodbye for now,” he said, and without another word began heading for his carriage. He didn’t look back, but he imagined Abbey was quite bewildered by his sudden departure.

			Abbey stood up and watched him as he turned his carriage and headed down the road. She wanted to call out and ask him again to stay, but he seemed determined to get away. A few moments later, he’d gone without even a wave in her direction. How odd, she thought.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Jack was in the hallway, about to leave the house through the back, when Abbey came in the front door.

			“Where’s Mr. Mason?” Jack asked when he saw Abbey was alone and carrying the picnic basket.

			“He just left.”

			“Left?!” He’d been talking to Elias at the backdoor for a few minutes and hadn’t heard the carriage leave. “So soon?”

			“He said he didn’t feel well and wanted to go home,” Abbey said, still thinking that his behaviour had been rather odd.

			“What was wrong with him?” Jack asked. “Perhaps you should have invited him inside if he was ill.”

			“I’m not sure exactly, and I did ask him to come into the house, out of the heat, but he declined and hurried away.” Abbey wondered if she should be concerned.

			“I hope he’s all right,” Jack said, frowning.

			Again, Abbey admired his thoughtfulness. “So do I,” she said as she moved towards him, intent on depositing the picnic basket in the kitchen. She happened to glance into the living room as she passed the door and caught sight of Clementine on the sofa. “Good afternoon, Miss Feeble,” she said.

			“Good afternoon, Miss Scottsdale, and please, call me Clementine,” Clementine said cheerfully.

			Abbey noted that Clementine’s tone was much friendlier than it had been before. It was turning out to be a day of surprises.

			“Of course, Clementine, and please, call me Abbey,” Abbey replied.

			Clementine had overheard what Abbey said to Jack and was relieved that Heath had declined to come inside. The last time she’d been in his company, several months ago, she’d made quite a fool of herself. She’d had several glasses of wine at a fundraising event in town held by the mayor, and had flirted shamelessly with him. Remembering how he’d in turns ignored and even insulted her still sent a wave of humiliation through her, so she’d been avoiding him ever since. She knew she wouldn’t be able to steer clear of him indefinitely, as they had many mutual acquaintances. She just hadn’t expected to almost run into him at Bungaree.

			“Won’t you join me for a cup of tea or some lemonade?” Clementine asked, as Abbey went to leave. “Jack has been called upon to see to a farming matter, so I’d enjoy the company.” She didn’t want to let the opportunity slip by to speak to Abbey alone.

			“I’ll be back soon,” Jack called as he went out the backdoor.

			“Oh!” Abbey said, glancing from the backdoor to Clementine. “Isn’t Mrs. Hawker about?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with Clementine. There was something a bit frightening about her.

			“I believe she’s having an afternoon nap,” Clementine said. “Please, join me!”

			“Well, if Mrs. Hawker doesn’t need me,” Abbey said, already falling under the spell of Clementine’s beguiling tone. “I’ll have lemonade, but first I’ll put this basket in the kitchen.”

			When Abbey got back to the living room, Clementine had poured her a glass of lemonade from a pitcher sitting on a tray on the coffee table.

			“I’ve been picnicking in the garden with Heath Mason,” Abbey said, not sure whether Clementine had recognised Heath from a distance. “He saw you pull up in your carriage and told me that he’s acquainted with you.” Abbey felt like she was babbling nervously, but she couldn’t help it. She felt awkward and unsophisticated beside Clementine.

			Clementine looked surprised, and not pleasantly. “Did he?” she said, worried about what else he might have said about her.

			“Yes, he said you’d met socially.”

			“That’s right,” Clementine said cautiously. “I have to admit, I’m surprised that you two know each other.”

			“We only met recently,” Abbey said, looking down at her glass. She was certain Jack wouldn’t have said anything to Clementine about her history with Ebenezer Mason.

			“Jack told me you met Mr. Mason here, but he didn’t say why he was here in the first place. They’re not really friends, so it seems a bit odd that he would call out of the blue.”

			“I …” Abbey didn’t know what to say. “Is there something amiss with the lambs?” she asked, changing the subject. “Is that why Mr. Hawker had to go out?”

			“I don’t believe so,” Clementine said, clearly disinterested. “Are you going to see Mr. Mason again?”

			“He said he would be back to pick up his picnic basket, so I suppose I will,” Abbey said. She wondered why Clementine was so intrigued with Heath’s movements.

			“Why didn’t he take it with him when he left?” Clementine asked. She’d heard Abbey tell Jack that Heath had felt poorly, but she was curious about whether there was more to it than that. If they’d had a disagreement, she wanted to know about it.

			“He didn’t feel well and left rather abruptly,” Abbey said.

			“Oh. What was wrong with him?”

			“I don’t know,” Abbey said. “Whatever it was, it just came over him.”

			“Jack told me his father recently passed away. I’m surprised he’s socialising so soon,” Clementine said. She was even more surprised that he was choosing Abbey’s company.

			“Having a picnic is not really socialising, is it?” Abbey said. “Talking to someone might actually help him cope with his grief.”

			“If you were a good friend, then, yes, but you’ve only just met. Forgive me for saying so, and I’m not trying to be unkind, but Mr. Mason usually socialises in upper-class circles.” Even a tailor’s daughter wasn’t good enough, it seemed. Otherwise, why else would he have rejected her? “He has quite a reputation with women. He readily enjoys their company, even the married ones, as long as they are socially connected.”

			Abbey was startled. “He didn’t strike me as that type,” she said, wide-eyed.

			“Believe me, he is. That is why I’m curious about why he is spending time with you.”

			Abbey blushed.

			“I’m not being mean, Abbey. I know you are not a servant per se, but a companion does not even register in the social hierarchy, and I’ve never known Mr. Mason to choose to spend time with someone employed in a household.”

			Abbey felt confused. Was Clementine saying that Heath was like his father? She was beginning to feel very uncomfortable under Clementine’s scrutiny. “He’s been very polite and gentlemanly towards me. Sometimes it’s easier to talk to someone you don’t know that well.”

			Clementine was baffled, and it showed. “How did you come to be Mrs. Hawker’s companion? I can’t imagine her going to Burra to look for someone, and she said that’s where you come from.”

			“We met at an employment agency in Clare,” Abbey said, not intending to go into the details.

			“Oh, that would be at Mr. Sharp’s.”

			“That’s right,” Abbey said.

			“I’m well acquainted with Mr. Sharp. Have you done this type of work before?” Clementine peered at Abbey over the rim of her cup.

			“No,” Abbey said, wishing Jack would return. She also hoped that Milton Sharp didn’t tell Clementine that she’d been a homeless waif who fainted on his doorstep. It would be mortifying. “Do you know where Mr. Hawker went?”

			“His manager came by and said something about one of the stallions, I believe. I didn’t pay much attention. I don’t know much about horses, as the farrier in Clare takes care of mine.”

			“I hope it’s nothing serious,” Abbey said, thinking she heard the backdoor.

			“What did your father do?” Clementine asked.

			“He …” Much to Abbey’s relief, Jack entered the room.

			“Sorry for the interruption,” he said to Clementine.

			Abbey was grateful for the welcome intrusion.

			“I hope your manager doesn’t bother you again, Jack,” Clementine said. “I’d like to be able to have an uninterrupted conversation with you.”

			Jack shrugged. “As it’s Sunday, Elias will only fetch me if it’s necessary, Clementine,” he replied.

			“Is your stallion all right?” Abbey asked.

			“Yes, Elias thought he had an infection in his hoof, but Ben Dobson assures me it’s nothing serious.”

			“You’d think those men could sort it out between themselves, Jack,” Clementine moaned. “That’s what you pay them for.”

			“I like to be informed, especially when it’s a problem with one of my prize animals,” Jack said patiently.

			“Are the lambs all right?” Abbey asked.

			Jack smiled. “Yes, Elias tells me the little one that was lost seems to be doing well today.”

			Abbey was pleased. “Are they still in the paddock behind the shearing sheds?”

			“They are. Why? Do you want to see them again?”

			“Yes, I might take a walk down there,” Abbey said, standing. She wanted to see them, but even more, she wanted to get away from Clementine’s barrage of questions and gossip about Heath. If he were a cad, as she was implying, Abbey would rather not hear about it.

			“That’s a good idea,” Jack said. “Why don’t we go for a walk, too, Clementine?”

			Clementine looked appalled. “Not in this heat, Jack.”

			“I can loan you one of Mother’s parasols,” Jack said, offering her his hand.

			“How far is it?” Clementine asked, standing. “I don’t have walking shoes on.” She’d been seeing Jack for almost a year, but had never ventured far from the house and certainly not in the direction of the shearing sheds. Rowdy shearers, who often drank to excess after a hard day’s work, were not who she would choose to socialise with.

			“It’s just down the road about half a mile,” Jack said. “You can take your buggy down, if you like. Abbey can ride with you, and I’ll take my horse.”

			Clementine felt she had little choice. “Very well,” she said impatiently and began putting her bonnet on. She couldn’t see anything interesting about lambs, but she was not going to let Jack and Abbey go alone, and it seemed they were intent on going.

			***

			When they arrived at the shearing sheds, Jack told Clementine they’d walk through the sheds to the paddock behind, rather than go around, as it was shorter.

			“Phew,” Clementine complained, when they entered through double wooden doors. She covered her nose with one hand and lifted her skirts with the other. Abbey had anticipated her reaction; the sheds smelled terrible.

			“How can the shearers stand being in here?” Clementine asked as she hurriedly followed Jack to the far side, where he opened a door, and sunshine streamed in.

			“Some of the shearers smell worse than the sheep,” he said, trying not to laugh.

			“I can well believe that,” Clementine said, breathing deeply the fresh air outside.

			When they reached the fence railing around the paddock, Wilbur and Ernie were standing nearby, smoking, while the sheep ate the provided feed.

			“Hello, Wilbur, Ernie,” Abbey said, noticing that Clementine gave her a strange look.

			The stockmen greeted her lazily. “Hello, missus,” they said, not even bothering to swat the flies that crawled on their faces.

			“Ugh, the flies out here are shocking,” Clementine whined as she swatted at them furiously. “I knew there was a reason I kept away from livestock.”

			Jack ignored her comment, and Wilbur and Ernie looked amused. Abbey thought of what Heath had said about Clementine not being suited to life as a farmer’s wife. He obviously knew her well enough.

			“How can you tell which lamb is the one that was lost?” Abbey asked, scanning the flock.

			Jack laughed as he climbed through the fence railings, and so did Ernie and Wilbur.

			“Jack’s like a father with lots of children,” Wilbur said. “He knows them all.”

			Abbey could not believe it. “They all look the same to me,” she said, watching Jack as he made his way through the flock before setting his sights on one lamb, which he caught. It was crying loudly as he carried it towards her. He came close to the fence so Abbey could stroke it.

			“He’s beautiful,” Abbey said, loving the feel of his soft, white wool.

			“He’s a she,” Jack said.

			“Oh,” Abbey said smiling. “She’s just adorable.” She turned to Clementine. “Do you want to pet her?”

			“Certainly not,” Clementine said. “It might have fleas.”

			Jack shook his head. “She doesn’t have fleas, Clementine,” he said with what seemed like endless patience. “Why don’t you name her, Abbey?” he suggested.

			“Can I?” Abbey said, delighted.

			“Yes, why not?” Jack said. “I told you I bought a ram called Napoleon, didn’t I? Hopefully he’ll arrive within the next few days.”

			“How about Josephine, then?” Abbey said excitedly, thinking of Napoleon’s great love.

			Jack laughed. “Splendid. ‘Josephine,’ it is.” He looked at Clementine. “May I?” he said, reaching for the ribbon wrapped around the top of her bonnet.

			Clementine had no idea what he was doing, but she watched in disbelief as he put the red ribbon around the lamb’s neck and tied it in a bow.

			“There you go, Abbey, now you will know Josephine when she’s in the flock.”

			Abbey smiled, but she didn’t fail to notice that Clementine didn’t look very happy.

			More than unhappy, Clementine was thoroughly annoyed. “I must go now, Jack. My father is arriving this evening, and I’ve preparations to make.”

			Jack’s smile evaporated. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll walk you back to your carriage.” He deposited the lamb on the ground, and it scampered back to its waiting mother. Abbey watched it, thinking it was charming beyond belief. Its mother sniffed it reassuringly, obviously relieved to have it back.

			“Come along, Abbey,” Clementine said as she trudged towards the sheds. She had no intention of leaving her with the men, just in case Jack went back to her. “I’ll drop you back at the house.”

			It was on the tip of Abbey’s tongue to say that she’d walk back, but she dutifully followed Jack and Clementine after saying goodbye to Wilbur and Ernie.

			Back at the house, Abbey went inside, leaving Jack to say goodbye to Clementine in private. He climbed in the buggy beside her.

			“Hopefully, I’ll be able to come out during the week while my father looks after the shop, Jack,” Clementine said. “Or even better, why don’t you come into town for a few days? Father would be pleased to see you, and we could dine at one of the hotels.”

			“I’d love to, Clementine, but with no labourers, I’ll be working on the water channel this week with my brothers.”

			“It won’t take all week, will it?”

			“It probably will. It’s a big job.”

			“But you will have help, won’t you?”

			“Not much. Ernie and Wilbur will have to watch the sheep and lambs, and the Dobsons will be busy with the horses. So, there’ll only be Elias, Father Quinlan, me, and my brothers. I can’t predict how long it will take.”

			Clementine looked crestfallen.

			“I’m sorry I’m always busy, Clementine,” Jack said. “You’ve been very patient. Once Bungaree is established and if there aren’t any more gold rushes, I should have more free time. I wouldn’t blame you for not waiting, though.”

			“We’ve had this discussion before, Jack. You know I think you are worth waiting for.” She put her arms around his neck, and he gently kissed her.

			“Take care on the journey home, won’t you?” Jack said as Clementine turned her buggy in the direction towards town.

			Jack watched her as she went down the road. He thought about the fun they’d had when they’d first met. He’d been judging horticultural shows in town, so they’d seen each other quite often. But then his mother came to stay, and he’d been busy on the farm, so their relationship had suffered. He admired Clementine’s patience. But in the back of his mind was the niggling doubt that she’d ever be truly happy at Bungaree, should they marry. He could imagine her as the mistress of the house, and she got along very well with his mother, so there was a possibility that it could work. But he wasn’t yet one hundred percent sure, so he was dragging his feet about proposing.

			***

			As Clementine travelled the road to Clare, she had plenty of time to think about Jack. She believed it was time he proposed, but she sensed his reticence. She understood that he wanted the farm to be well-established, and she wanted that, too, especially as income from the farm would be needed to pay for a trip abroad. That was her ultimate goal. She’d tactfully approached the subject of travelling together, and he’d seemed intrigued, but, obviously, he was preoccupied with the farm.

			Clementine’s thoughts drifted to Abbey. She couldn’t quite figure her out. Somehow she had Heath Mason interested in her. Or perhaps not. He’d left the farm abruptly, claiming to be ill, but Clementine didn’t believe that. She’d known Heath Mason for some time and had even been secretly infatuated with him until she had humiliated herself. Although Abbey was attractive, she was not his usual type. So, what did he want with her? Clementine was determined to find out.

			***

			Back at the house, Abbey busied herself in the kitchen, as it was Sabu’s day off. She sliced some cold, leftover chicken, and chopped a few tomatoes and cucumbers. In the pantry she found some relish. She didn’t notice Sybil come into the kitchen.

			“Was that Clementine’s carriage I saw from my bedroom window?” she asked.

			“Yes, she was here for a visit while you were asleep,” Abbey said. “She had to leave early. Her father is arriving in Clare late this afternoon.”

			“Oh, that’s right. She mentioned that yesterday. I’ve met her father. He’s a very nice man.”

			“What of her mother?” Abbey asked as she buttered bread.

			“She died a few years ago. She has a sister, but she lives in the city.” Sybil frowned. “It’s unusual for her to visit Bungaree twice in one week,” she commented.

			“Is it?” Abbey was intrigued.

			“Yes, with her work at the shop, and Jack busy on the farm, they usually only see each other once a week. Perhaps their courtship is progressing.”

			Abbey didn’t think so. “I haven’t had a chance to say that I’m sorry for embarrassing you yesterday in front of Clementine,” she said.

			Still half asleep, Sybil was confused. “Embarrassing me?”

			“By mentioning that we played cards with the servants. I was under the impression that you and Clementine were very close, so I hadn’t realised that it was inappropriate. Obviously, I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry if my thoughtlessness will cause you any further embarrassment, should Clementine tell someone.”

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Sybil said. “I should have told Clementine myself. I shouldn’t worry so much about what people think. We are living in the middle of nowhere, after all, not high society London.” Sybil sat down at the table with a wistful expression on her face.

			“Is something bothering you, Mrs. Hawker?” Abbey asked.

			“No, not really. I just miss life in London. I miss the theatre and the buzz of opening night. I miss the costumes and the actors, even the props and the greasy smell of the face paint.”

			Abbey felt powerless to help. “Isn’t there a theatre in Clare?”

			Sybil shook her head, sighing. “No. The only building of a suitable size is the Masonic Hall, which is used for fetes, craft and produce shows, and different kinds of community meetings, but that’s about it. I had hoped there’d be something. That’s why I agreed to come out here. But I was sadly disappointed.”

			Abbey could see that the poor woman was troubled, and she didn’t know what she could do to help.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			On a warm, overcast, and gloomy Monday morning somehow befitting the occasion, Samuel McDougal and an assistant arrived at the Martindale estate driving an elegant black Dotteridge hearse drawn by four black horses. It was not Heath’s idea that his father be buried on the estate. His father had put this request in his will, and Edward Martin, as his solicitor and executor, had made sure that these arrangements were followed.

			Some years earlier, Ebenezer Mason had selected a location for a small chapel and family cemetery on the Martindale estate. Ironically, he’d only recently approved the chapel plans, and work had been due to commence in the next few months. He’d wanted a family plot for himself, his future wife, and their children. He had hoped to have another son, another chance for the Mason dynasty to live on. That he’d marry again and have more children had never been something he had doubted.

			After Meredith’s death and the subsequent deterioration of his relationship with Heath, Ebenezer had feared that his son would, out of spite, have him buried amongst the paupers in the cemetery in town, overlooking the mine. Heath would have done exactly that, too. Hence, Ebenezer had created a stipulation in his will that he be buried on his own land. The cemetery overlooking the mine was where Ebenezer had buried Heath’s mother. She’d still been alive when Ebenezer had bought the land that Martindale Hall was built on. At the time, it was just open countryside. Heath hadn’t forgotten that his father had refused to have her moved to the Martindale estate once it was established, ten years later.

			As Ebenezer’s second wife, and the first mistress of Martindale Hall, Meredith should have been buried on the estate. But after her untimely, tragic death, Meredith’s father had insisted she be entombed in the cemetery beside the church in Saddleworth, where he was the minister. The church was high on a hill, overlooking the town, and Meredith’s mother was buried there. As Meredith hadn’t borne him any children, and their marriage had been relatively brief, Ebenezer did not object.

			Ebenezer Mason’s funeral service was to be conducted by Reverend Hicks, and very few had been invited to attend. The butler, Winston; the housekeeper, Mrs. Hendy; the maid, Louise; and two cooks were present, as were Alfie Holbrook, two stable boys, and several gardeners. Also in attendance were Edward Martin and Dr. Mead. Frank Bond and those at the mine were told it would be a private affair, so they sent a wreath. There were many others employed on the estate and in other businesses where Ebenezer Mason had a stake, but they were not invited.

			After Reverend Hicks had conducted the formal part of the service, he asked Heath if he’d like to say a few words. After a moment’s hesitation, where Heath thought about venting his anger at his father, he declined. Winston and Mrs. Hendy were not pleased, and neither was Edward Martin, but he had assumed Heath would refuse to give a eulogy and thus had prepared one himself.

			“If I may, I’d like to say something,” Edward said to the small gathering.

			Heath dropped his head and pressed his lips into a thin line.

			Edward cleared his throat.

			“Ebenezer Mason was my client, but he was also my friend,” he said. “No one could deny that he was a complex man, demanding to work for, and a formidable character. These qualities made him a difficult man to get close to, and over the course of his life he formed few real relationships. Whatever his failings as a friend, father, or employer, he is still to be admired for his many achievements. He came to Australia a poor man with a vision, and he achieved his goals through determination and hard work. We are standing here today as witnesses to his success. Building a magnificent country estate had been his most ambitious vision, and Martindale Hall is certainly one of, if not the finest, country homes in South Australia.”

			As Edward went on, outlining his friend’s many achievements, Heath inwardly fumed. He wanted to blurt out that his father hadn’t loved him enough to leave him his fine country home, but he held back. At this moment, only he and Edward Martin knew of the contents of his father’s will.

			***

			Abbey was anxious as she passed through the gate to Martindale Hall, and memories of her escape washed over her. She’d been expecting to feel that way, but she’d had a sleepless night, worrying about Heath. First thing that morning, she’d asked Jack if she could borrow a horse and buggy to go to Martindale, to see if he was all right. Jack agreed, but had a stipulation. Father Quinlan was to accompany her. Abbey knew that he was needed to help dig the water channels and had argued the point, but Jack kindly insisted, and she was secretly glad of the priest’s company. She figured if she lost her nerve when she got to Martindale, she could ask Father Quinlan to go to the door and make enquiries after Heath so that she didn’t have to face the butler or housekeeper. Even though she’d been proven innocent, she was sure they would still somehow blame her for their master’s death.

			For now, Abbey intended to ignore what Clementine had said about Heath. Jack had also alluded to Heath’s dalliances, so it was obviously true, but Abbey, puzzled by his strange behaviour and sudden departure the day before, still needed to know that he had not become seriously ill.

			Father Quinlan sensed that Abbey felt uneasy and reassuringly patted her hand, comforting her as they made their way up the road. Although he was pleased to be accompanying her and not digging under the hot sun, he also felt guilty for not helping with the water channels.

			Abbey’s attention was drawn to a small gathering some distance away on a gentle rise in the landscape. “What do you think is going on over there?” she asked Father Quinlan, pointing in the direction of the gathering and shielding her eyes from the sun.

			Squinting, the priest looked to where she pointed. “I think I can see a hearse. Do you suppose it could be Ebenezer Mason’s funeral?”

			“Oh dear,” Abbey said, dismayed. She hadn’t thought about him being buried on the estate. “We’d better stop and turn around. I certainly don’t want to be here if it is his funeral.”

			Father Quinlan agreed that it was poor timing. He pulled on the reins, bringing their buggy to a standstill.

			Looking for a distraction, Heath caught sight of Abbey on the road and wondered who was with her. Much to the shock of those around him, he began walking down the incline towards her buggy. He didn’t want to hear Edward Martin sing his father’s praises, anyway, so he was glad for an excuse to escape.

			Seeing Abbey made Heath’s emotions churn. While she appeared to be a lovely, genuine girl, he was well aware that sometimes appearances were deceiving. The situation reminded him of Meredith Barton, although she’d been openly manipulative and cunning, and they’d had blazing rows. He’d thought when she fell to her death from the roof of Martindale Hall that his future inheritance was secure. How wrong he’d been.

			“Wait,” Abbey said to the priest. “We can’t go now. Heath is coming this way.” She felt terrible that she had disrupted his father’s funeral and was sure he was going to ask her to leave.

			“Abbey,” Heath said when he reached them. “What are you doing here?” He was struck by how vivid her eyes looked on this dreary day and for the briefest moment was distracted.

			“I was worried about you, so I came to see if you were all right.”

			Thinking of his father’s previous wife had resurrected Heath’s suspicious nature, and he wondered if she was up to something. “That’s very kind of you,” he said, studying her intently. “Did you know about my father’s funeral?” He wondered if she had come in the hope of being at the reading of his father’s will?

			“No,” Abbey said. “If I had, I wouldn’t have come.”

			“Then why were you worried about me?” he asked, bewildered.

			“You felt ill yesterday, remember?”

			“Oh … yes.” He’d honestly forgotten that he’d feigned illness to cover his anger. “It passed quickly, and I’m fine.” Heath relaxed. It appeared that Abbey had been genuinely concerned enough to travel all the way from Bungaree Station. Fortunately, her empathetic and gullible nature would make her easier to outwit.

			“This is Father John Quinlan,” Abbey said, introducing the priest.

			“Pleased to meet you,” Heath said, shaking his hand and wondering why he had accompanied Abbey

			“I’m sorry we’ve come at a bad time,” Abbey said. “I’d no idea that your father was to be buried on the estate today. We were just about to leave.”

			Heath could see she was genuinely mortified. “There’s no need.” He glanced towards the funeral gathering. They were beginning to disperse.

			Abbey couldn’t fail to notice how preoccupied he was and felt awful that her timing had been so terrible. “We’ll go, Heath. I only came to see for myself that you were fine.”

			“That was very thoughtful of you,” Heath said. “The service is over, so please go on up to the house. I’ll have Mrs. Hendy prepare some tea.”

			“I don’t want to bother you or Mrs. Hendy” She dreaded seeing the housekeeper again. The memory of how hostile she’d been towards her was still vivid in Abbey’s mind.

			“It’ll be no trouble. I have to speak to my father’s doctor and solicitor, but please go on to the house and wait. I’ll be there shortly.”

			Abbey was still hesitant.

			“I’d be pleased if you would, Abbey.” Heath looked at her imploringly.

			Abbey could see that he needed the distraction. Just the thought of entering the Hall made her anxious, but she nodded reluctantly.

			Heath walked away, and Father Quinlan looked at Abbey. “Are you sure you want to go up to the Hall?” he asked. “You don’t have to.” Clearly, she wasn’t comfortable with the idea.

			“I’d rather not, but it seems as if Heath would appreciate someone to talk to,” Abbey said.

			The priest nodded. “You’re a sweet girl,” he said, pulling a small flask from under his shirt. “Take a swig of this. It’ll give you strength.”

			Abbey was almost tempted. “No, thank you, Father Quinlan. I can’t rely on whisky every time I feel anxious. I’d end up a drunk.” She blushed, realising she may have insulted the priest, but he merely shrugged and took a swig himself.

			“Sometimes a little fortifying does no harm,” he said obliviously and shook the reins.

			It occurred to Abbey that something might have happened in the priest’s life that caused him to drink so much.

			***

			Samuel McDougal’s assistant was refilling the grave he’d dug the previous day. As he shovelled dirt onto Ebenezer Mason’s coffin, the servants headed back to the Hall. Edward Martin waited for Heath with Dr. Mead. As Heath approached them, he thought the doctor looked unwell.

			“Aren’t you feeling well, Dr. Mead?” he asked.

			Vernon was far from feeling well. He took a ragged breath. “I’m fine,” he lied, mopping perspiration from his forehead with a handkerchief. “If there’s anything I can do”

			“No,” Heath said quickly. “I had hoped you’d find an incriminating reason for my father’s death, but as you haven’t been able”

			“Heath!” Edward interrupted. “You must accept the truth. Your father had a bad heart, and it gave way.”

			Heath mumbled something inaudible.

			Vernon felt faint. “I’ll be on my way,” he muttered almost incoherently and walked away.

			“He’s taking your father’s death very hard,” Edward observed as he watched the doctor ambling towards his buggy. Vernon Mead was hunched over, and he seemed to have aged twenty years in the past few days.

			“I hadn’t noticed,” Heath said, distracted.

			Edward wasn’t surprised. “I suppose that as your father’s physician, he feels some responsibility.”

			This was an understatement. Vernon was riddled with guilt over Ebenezer Mason’s death. He was almost afraid to open his mouth in Heath’s presence, for fear he’d blurt out the truth. He’d been terribly distracted for days, barely able to look after the patients who relied upon him. He’d been going over and over the ingredients he’d used to make the preparation he’d given Ebenezer before his death and had so far been unable to come up with anything that would have caused such harm.

			“It didn’t look rightyou walking away from your father’s funeral service,” Edward said, unable to hold his tongue. “It was terribly disrespectful.”

			“I could hardly bear to listen to you praising him as a wonderful man,” Heath said honestly. “We both know he was a horrid man, a poor friend, and an even poorer father. As for Martindale, his wonderful vision and the finest house in South Australia—he’d rather leave it to a woman he barely knows than his own flesh and blood.”

			Even though Edward disapproved of Heath’s public display of irreverence, he understood the young man’s ire. He’d also understood Ebenezer’s anger with Heath when Heath had constantly interfered in his father’s marriage to Meredith Barton. They were two stubborn men with volatile tempers, and Edward thought it was sad that they had never worked through their differences. “Who was that woman you were speaking to?” Edward asked, changing the subject.

			“That was Abigail Scottsdale,” Heath admitted, drawing the solicitor away from Samuel McDougal’s assistant, so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard.

			“What is she doing here?” Edward asked. He was shocked that she’d show up at the funeral.

			“I had a picnic with her yesterday at Bungaree, and I left rather abruptly after telling her I felt ill. She came here to see if I was well.”

			Edward was confused. What was Heath doing picnicking with Ebenezer’s widow, and why would she care if he were ill? “That was rather considerate of her,” he said, hoping Heath would enlighten him.

			“I’d put some theoretical questions to her about what she’d do if she inherited a great deal of money from someone she disliked.”

			Edward gasped. “It’s a wonder she didn’t guess the truth,” he said.

			“Believe me, she hasn’t any idea about the will. I know that now. Anyway, I was hoping she’d say she’d refuse to take the money due to her high principles, but she didn’t.”

			Edward wasn’t surprised, but he was curious. “What did she say?”

			“She’d buy herself a house and use the rest to help those less fortunate. In other words, if she gets her hands on what’s rightfully mine, she’ll squander it on the poor.”

			Edward shrugged. “That would be her prerogative.” He thought it was a rather admirable thing to do, but he didn’t dare voice his opinion out loud.

			Heath groaned. “How can you say that?”

			“If she inherits the estate, what she does with it will be her business,” Edward said. “You know I will have to contact her soon.” It was his duty, and he didn’t feel anything was being served by neglecting it. As far as he was concerned, nothing was going to change the outcome, no matter how long Heath put it off.

			“Martindale should be mine. You and I both know that.”

			“I understand how you feel, Heath,” Edward said. “But there’s nothing we can do.”

			“There might be something I can do,” Heath said seriously.

			“What do you have in mind?” Edward asked. “In the event of your father’s spouse inheriting the estate, you were to receive one hundred pounds. Ebenezer made that quite clear in his will. You can’t contest it. The court would rule that a bequest is a bequest.”

			“Spare me the legalities. I’ve been considering the idea of marrying Miss Scottsdale.”

			“What?!” Edward gasped, genuinely surprised.

			“As her husband, I’d be in charge of the estate and the Burra Mine. I hadn’t wanted to marry, but if that’s the only way, then I’ll do it. She’s an attractive girl, so it shouldn’t be too much of a hardship.”

			“The idea is preposterous, but even aside from that, you could never get her to marry you in less than a month. After a month, you’d have even less chance because she’d know exactly what you were up to.”

			“I know I haven’t got long to persuade her, but have you ever known a woman who could refuse my advances?”

			Edward had no reply. Heath’s reputation was well-known.

			“Just, please, postpone telling Miss Scottsdale that she’s a very wealthy woman. That’s all I ask,” Heath said.

			Edward sighed. “I won’t be breaking the law, so I’ll do as you wish. I can’t come up to the house now, however, because, legally, I should be out searching for Abigail Scottsdale. It wouldn’t do to run into her here. I just hope you know what you are doing, Heath.”

			“One way or another, I promise you, my father’s estate is going to be mine.” Heath walked away, and Edward watched his retreating figure. If he’d been any other man, Edward wouldn’t have thought it possible. But once Heath set his sights on a woman, she was usually his until he tired of her. Would Abigail Scottsdale be any different?

			***

			Abbey insisted that she and Father Quinlan wait outside. Still seated in the buggy, she turned her back on the house and looked out over the undulating landscape before them. She didn’t see the servants enter the house via the backdoor, and they didn’t see her.

			“It’s a peaceful spot,” Father Quinlan said, getting out of the buggy to stretch his legs.

			“Yes, it is,” Abbey admitted, trying not to think about Ebenezer Mason. In the far distance, black and white jersey cattle and snowy white sheep were grazing in pastures dotted with eucalyptus trees and acacia wattles. In the foreground, separated by a fence, a small river meandered through the property. Green grass lined the banks and river gum trees, and imported Cyprus pines provided a home for brush-tailed possums. Kookaburras could be heard in the trees, and a hawk hovered over its prospective prey, a field mouse or snake.

			“I thought Bungaree was an amazing place, but this” Father Quinlan turned to look up at the house. “This is a truly remarkable estate. Ebenezer Mason must have been a very shrewd businessman.”

			“He was a ruthless, cold man,” Abbey said in a tone that did little to hide her hatred of him, “and he ruined a lot of lives.”

			The priest was slightly taken aback by her animosity.

			“There you are,” Heath called as he approached on foot. “Why didn’t you go inside?”

			“We preferred to wait out here,” Abbey said, trying to hide her anxiousness.

			“Oh,” he said. “Well, come in now and we’ll have some tea.” Heath beckoned them up the steps to the house.

			Abbey was hesitant, but she reminded herself that Ebenezer Mason could no longer hurt her. Even so, she was reluctant until Father Quinlan came to her and took her arm, giving her a reassuring smile.

			Heath led them into the drawing room off the hall and rang a bell. A moment later, Louise appeared. She looked shocked to see Abbey and glared at her, unlike Winston. He greeted them all with professional courtesy, his true feelings well-hidden.

			“Have Mrs. Hendy bring tea and sandwiches, Miss Horton,” Heath ordered. After glowering at Abbey again, the maid hurried off.

			Heath noticed that Father Quinlan was looking at the tray of drinks on the sideboard lustily and immediately recognised his love of the bottle. “Would you prefer something stronger than tea, Father?” he asked.

			“Aye, I would,” Father Quinlan said, not caring that it was the middle of the morning.

			“Then, please, help yourself to the brandy.”

			“I’ll certainly do that,” the priest said and poured himself a generous glassful.

			Abbey was staring at the portrait of Heath’s father that had been taken off the wall and placed on the floor to the left of the fireplace. She’d noticed the damage, the rip and stains, and wondered what had happened, all the while fighting the urge to attack the portrait herself with a pair of scissors.

			“Would you like to go up to the roof?” Heath asked her when he noticed how tense she was.

			“The roof?” Abbey thought the suggestion was strange. “What for?”

			“The view is spectacular, and there’s usually a nice breeze up there.”

			“Oh. Very well,” Abbey said glancing at the portrait again and shuddering with revulsion.

			Heath looked at the priest. He was drinking his brandy and taking great interest in the artefacts in the room. “We’ll be back in a few minutes, Father Quinlan,” he said.

			“Take your time,” the priest said, distracted by a set of unusual relics from the Pacific islands.

			***

			Abbey followed Heath out of the drawing room. After climbing three sets of stairs, Heath opened a door that led onto the roof, where there was indeed a lovely breeze. Abbey went straight to the railing, where the view was as wonderful as Heath had said. She’d never been so high in her life and immediately had a sense of flying with the hawks. Turning in a circle, she could see for miles and miles.

			“Most of what you see is part of the Martindale estate,” Heath said proudly, taking pains to hide his resentment of her and the loathing he felt for his father. He’d often stood on this roof and dreamed of the day when all he could see would be his. He prayed it was still within his grasp.

			Abbey was barely listening. She was awestruck and stood at the railing absorbing the view, hardly noticing that Heath was unusually quiet. After a full minute went by, she turned to him and noticed that he appeared to be in a strange mood. She decided that the funeral must be weighing heavily on his mind.

			Heath looked over the railing at the ground below. He thought of the last time he’d seen his father’s previous wife, Meredith Barton. No one knew that she had not been alone on the roof when she fell. She’d been standing exactly where Abbey was standing, and they’d had a terrible argument.

			“Heath,” Abbey said softly. “Are you all right?” What Clementine had said about him flashed through her mind. Although he was handsome, it was hard to imagine him as a libertine with no conscience.

			He turned to look at her, and she felt suddenly vulnerable, although she didn’t understand why. “I’m very touched that you came out here today,” he said softly. He had a strange expression on his face, as if something behind his eyes prevented him from truly being in the moment.

			Abbey hoped her visit hadn’t given him the wrong impression.

			“I ruined the picnic we were having,” Heath said. “Allow me to make it up to you.”

			“That won’t be necessary,” Abbey said, thinking she should leave.

			“Let’s have dinner tonight in Clare,” Heath suggested.

			Abbey’s heart sank. “I appreciate the kindness you’ve shown me, Heath, but I can’t see you socially.”

			Heath paled. He hadn’t been expecting that reaction. “May I ask why not? Is it because of my father?” He fought to control the panic he was feeling.

			Abbey watched as one of his hands reached for the railing and gripped it with white knuckles. “No,” she said, her heart hammering. “Actually, it’s because of you.”

			“Me?! What have I done?”

			Abbey didn’t know whether to go on, but she’d come this far. “You have quite a reputation with women.”

			“That’s just idle gossip,” Heath stated defensively.

			“Is it unfounded?”

			“I’m single and wealthy,” Heath said. “That’s a recipe for gossip.”

			“Why would someone who normally socialises in upper class circles want to court me, Heath? I don’t understand.” Abbey could almost hear her father’s sigh of exasperation. How many times had he scolded her for thinking she was not good enough for one gentleman or another?

			“Firstly, I don’t restrict my socialising to upper class circles,” Heath said, thinking a few compliments would have her eating out of his palm. “Not only are you beautiful, intelligent, sweet, thoughtful, and caring … Am I forgetting anything?” He smiled in what he thought was a disarming fashion.

			“I’m a companion, a paid member of a household,” Abbey said, not at all moved by his flattery. What Clementine had said made sense. She couldn’t deny it and didn’t believe that Heath would normally court beneath his social standing.

			“Is that supposed to put me off?” Heath asked, thinking he’d have to try another tack.

			“From what I hear, yes,” Abbey said, lifting her chin.

			Heath sighed. “Did Clementine Feeble tell you I only date society women? Because that’s probably what she told herself after I rejected her inebriated advances.”

			“What?”

			“That’s right. Didn’t she tell you that?”

			“No,” Abbey admitted, trying to imagine Clementine drunk and flirting with Heath. Surely this didn’t happen while she was dating Jack.

			“She was no doubt humiliated that I wasn’t receptive to her overtures. In fact, I was rather irritated by her behaviour. Ever since the incident, some months ago now, she’s been avoiding me. Normally I would be too much of a gentleman to bring this up, but I’m being put in a position of defending my own reputation, something I value. I should also point out that gossip in small towns is often exaggerated. Nevertheless, it happens, and that has made it difficult for me to find a nice girla prospective bride.”

			Abbey didn’t know what to think. What he was saying made sense.

			“People tend to think two things about you when you are wealthy and unmarried. You are either peculiar, or a cad. It’s a burden I’m forced to bear.”

			Abbey actually felt sorry for him, and Heath could see it. He stepped closer and took her hand. His gaze was momentarily drawn to the railing again. Abbey was watching him and began to tremble.

			He focused. “I thought you’d be different, Abbey. You are not from Clare, so I had rather hoped you wouldn’t have any preconceived notions. Can’t you see I’m not like my father?”

			Abbey faltered, searching for the right words. “I didn’t say you were like your father”

			“I hope I have at least conveyed that I’m genuinely very fond of you,” Heath added.

			Abbey frowned, more confused than ever. She wished Father Quinlan would rescue her.

			“I can see you find this difficult to believe, and I don’t blame you for being cautious after all you’ve been through,” Heath said. He dropped her hand for dramatic effect. “It will no doubt be my fate to marry a woman who just wants my money, instead of a good woman who will love me for who I am.”

			“We shouldn’t be speaking of love, Heath. We barely know each other,” Abbey stammered, breathless and even more panicked. The situation was far too intense.

			“I feel like I’ve known you all my life, Abbey. Or perhaps my heart has known yours. I know that’s a strange and bizarre thing to say, but I feel a deep connection to you.”

			Abbey gaped at Heath, speechless. Suddenly, Father Quinlan appeared on the roof, looking for her. She’d been gone longer than he had felt comfortable.

			“Abbey, you’re pale as ashes. Don’t you feel well?” the priest asked when he saw her expression.

			“I must go, Heath,” Abbey said, rushing away from him.

			“Abbey, wait,” Heath called. But she didn’t stop.

			***

			Abbey left the house and hurried to their carriage. Puzzled, Father Quinlan followed.

			“You’ve been quiet for a few miles, Abbey. Is there anything you want to talk about?” he finally asked. They’d just travelled through the town of Mintaro, and she hadn’t said a word since they had left the gates of the Martindale estate. Heath had watched them go from the rooftop. She’d turned briefly to see him standing at the railing. It was an image that haunted her.

			“I’m sorry, Father Quinlan. I’ve so much to think about.” Abbey felt totally bewildered by Heath’s sudden admission and his rather odd behaviour. She just didn’t know what to think. Could he be genuinely falling for her? Was it possible he was not a cad?

			“Can I help?”

			“Is it right to listen to gossip and judge someone by it?” Abbey asked. “Or should we give a person a chance, even when we’ve been warned to do otherwise?”

			“I think you know the answer to that, Abbey. You should determine a person’s character by their words and deeds, and make up your own mind. You should never listen to gossip.”

			“What if I can’t make up my mind?”

			“Are you confused about Heath?”

			“Yes. Other people have told me things about him that have clouded my mind. He tells me people gossip about him because he’s unmarried and wealthy. Now I don’t know what to think or what to do.”

			“Then the simple solution is to do nothing. Time will sort it out.”

			Abbey looked at Father Quinlan’s profile with a frown on her face. What kind of advice was that?

			The priest turned to her and slowly smiled. Suddenly she understood. He had given her very good advice, indeed. She would simply do nothing.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			As soon as the carriage pulled up outside the house, Abbey and Father Quinlan heard angry shouts from within. They recognised Sybil’s and Sabu’s voices.

			Abbey was immediately alarmed. “Something must have happened,” she said, wide-eyed.

			“It won’t necessarily be anything serious,” Father Quinlan assured her. “Sabu and Mrs. Hawker fight all the time, usually over a minor difference of opinion. It’s an integral part of their relationship, so don’t let it worry you.”

			“Couldn’t you counsel them about how to get along without having such loud disagreements?” Abbey asked in all seriousness. She’d never heard anything like it.

			To her amazement, Father Quinlan laughed as if the idea were totally preposterous. “I’ve offered more than once, but they both ardently blame the other for the problem between them. Mrs. Hawker says Sabu believes his way is the only way, and Sabu says she picks on every little thing he does. To a certain extent, they’re both right, so what do you do?”

			“They sound like they’re about to kill each other,” Abbey said, listening to the shouting as it grew louder.

			“I’ve come to accept that it’s all noise, Abbey. Honestly, don’t let it upset you.”

			Abbey thought that was easy for him to say. He didn’t live in the house with them. “Thank you for coming with me today, Father,” she said, getting out of the buggy. “Having you with me was a great comfort, and I intend to take your advice.”

			“Good. Any time you want to talk, you know where I am.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind, Father.”

			“I’ll take the buggy back to the stables, and then I’d better go and see how Jack and the others are doing digging the bores,” the priest said. “I’m sure they’ll welcome an extra pair of hands.”

			Abbey went inside, where the shouting was louder than ever. As she went down the hallway, towards the kitchen, she heard the ham mentioned, and her eyes widened. Obviously, Sybil had discovered it was gone. She wondered if Sabu had told her what he’d done with it and whether that had caused the row.

			“How many times do I have to tell you that there is no ham left?” Sabu shouted angrily. “Are you calling me a liar?”

			“I know there was plenty of ham left, Sabu. So, I want to know what happened to it. Now tell me the truth.”

			Abbey groaned. Sabu hadn’t told the truth, and it didn’t sound like he was going to.

			“I’ll make egg sandwiches,” Sabu suggested evasively. “There is nothing wrong with egg sandwiches.”

			“I don’t want you to make egg sandwiches. I want ham sandwiches.”

			Sabu threw a wooden spoon across the kitchen, enrageing Sybil further. She was about to retaliate, picking up the sugar bowl to throw, when Abbey appeared at the doorway, surprising them both.

			“Abbey! How much ham was left after you made dinner the other night?” Sybil demanded to know, while Sabu threw his arms in the air in frustration.

			Abbey looked at her blankly. “I don’t really remember,” she said, untruthfully. A mental picture of the ham being thrown across the back garden by Sabu flashed through her mind.

			“I’m sure it was quite a bit,” Sybil said. “But it seems to have just disappeared.” Her voice rose in a crescendo.

			Abbey made no comment, but she could see that Sabu was doing his best to hide his guilt.

			“I promised Jack this morning that I’d bring him and his brothers ham sandwiches for lunch, so they’ll be waiting for them. I’ve asked Marie and Elsa if they know where the ham has gone, and they claim to have no idea what happened to it, and I believe them.” She knew the servant girls were too frightened of Sabu to touch the food in the kitchen. “But I can’t believe you don’t know where it is.” She glared at the cook. “It can’t have vanished out of the larder.”

			Abbey looked at Sabu, silently urging him to tell the truth. She didn’t want to be put in the position of lying to Sybil.

			“Very well,” Sabu said. “If you must know, I believe one of the dogs must have taken it,” he suddenly suggested.

			Abbey’s eyes widened in disbelief. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

			“What? Which dog are you talking about?” Sybil asked suspiciously.

			“Max,” Sabu said. “He’s always stealing from the kitchen. I’ve caught him many times.”

			Just then Marie passed the kitchen door on tiptoe, but Sybil spotted her.

			“Marie, could Max have taken the ham?” she asked.

			Marie looked horrified to be brought into the argument. She glanced from Sabu to Sybil, almost stiff with fear that she’d say the wrong thing. “It is possible, Mrs. Hawker,” she replied nervously. “He does come into the house sometimes, and he has stolen food from the kitchen counter before. He’s always hungry.”

			“Shall I boil eggs or not?” Sabu asked impatiently, assuming Sybil would now drop the subject.

			Sybil became even more furious, something Abbey wasn’t expecting. “I’m going to tell Jack to get rid of that animal. We can’t have him coming in here stealing food.”

			Abbey gasped. “Don’t do that, Mrs. Hawker. It was probably my fault. I don’t remember putting the ham away.”

			Sabu looked at Abbey in obvious disbelief that she’d defend a dog and take the blame herself.

			“Even if it were left out, the dog shouldn’t steal it,” Sybil retorted. “He should be shot. The next time he comes into the house, I’ll shoot him myself.” She turned to Sabu. “Make egg sandwiches, but don’t mix curry with the egg,” she snapped and headed for the living room.

			Abbey looked at Sabu resentfully. “You should be ashamed of yourself,” she hissed. “Blaming the dog for something you did is cowardly.”

			“What are you talking about?” Sabu countered, anger causing his cheeks to flush.

			“I saw you throw the ham from the backdoor. I was across the garden.”

			Sabu’s eyes narrowed. “You did not,” he said. He was sure it wasn’t possible.

			“Yes, I did. I was on the balcony when the ham went flying through the air. Max did get it, but he didn’t steal it.”

			Sabu’s cheeks flushed even darker, but he crossed his arms defiantly. “Why didn’t you tell the missus this unbelievable story?” he asked, angry that she’d now have something to hold over him. It was one thing to argue with Sybil, as they argued all the time, but to have someone like Abbey tell Sybil he’d been lying over the ham would be humiliating.

			Abbey thought about it. “I don’t know why I didn’t tell her. Maybe I was hoping you’d be honourable enough to admit the truth,” she said. “Instead, you blamed an innocent animal. If Max is shot because of you, I will tell Mrs. Hawker what happened.”

			“You started this trouble by serving meat on a Hindustani holy day.”

			Abbey pursed her lips in frustration. “You were just being spiteful. Admit it,” she said. “And now you blame a dog for the trouble it got you into.” She shook her head in disgust and headed for the living room.

			***

			When Abbey walked into the living room, Sybil was taking several deep breaths in an effort to calm herself.

			“So, Abbey,” she said, exhaling slowly. “What happened at Martindale Hall? Did you see Mr. Mason?”

			“Yes, Mrs. Hawker.” Abbey sat down on the sofa. “Actually, we arrived at a very bad time, right in the middle of his father’s funeral service. Had I known that there was even a chance he’d be buried on the estate, I wouldn’t have gone.”

			“Oh, that must have been awkward,” Sybil said. “Did you wait until Mr. Mason was free?”

			“We were on the road and about to turn and leave, when he left the funeral to speak to us. I felt awful about it, but he asked us to go up to the house.”

			“He’s not ill, obviously.”

			“No, he didn’t even remember being ill, which was strange. But he must have so much on his mind.”

			“Yes, I’m sure he has. He’ll have to settle any matters concerning his father’s estate, which must be considerable and complicated. And there’s the mine. He’ll have to take that over, and what an immense responsibility.”

			Abbey turned to look out the window. In her mind, she could still see Heath standing on the rooftop, watching her leave Martindale. The image still bothered her.

			“Is something wrong, Abbey? You look miles away,” Sybil remarked, wondering if mentioning the mine had reminded her of her father.

			“I was just thinking about Mr. Mason,” Abbey said, distracted.

			“Are you becoming fond of him?”

			“I don’t know, but he claims to be very fond of me,” Abbey said, needing to confide in someone. “I just don’t know why.”

			Sybil blinked in surprise. “That’s a strange thing to say, Abbey. You are a lovely young woman and very pretty. Any man would care for you.”

			“Clementine pointed out that a man like him wouldn’t usually court someone who is not of his social standing, and I’m sure she’s right. I’m just a companion after all, a working member of this household, and that’s only because your son took pity on me.”

			“If he thinks you are beautiful and kind, the fact that you are a companion won’t stop him wanting to court you, believe me. As for Clementine, I’ve heard whispers that she was once quite fond of Mr. Mason, so there’s probably a bit of jealousy fuelling her fire.”

			Abbey thought about what Heath had said about Clementine, but she had no intention of repeating it. “He invited me up to the roof of the house,” she said. “The view was amazing.”

			“The roof?! That sounds dangerous,” Sybil said with concern.

			“It is flat and has railing all around it,” Abbey assured her. “It’s quite safe.” The expression on Heath’s face, as he had gazed at the ground from the roof, flashed through her mind, but she pushed it away.

			“How romantic.” Sybil’s curiosity was aroused.

			Abbey blushed. “Not really,” she said. “Actually, he became very intense. I was a bit frightened.”

			Sybil smiled. “You are young, Abbey, but you’ll soon learn that young men are apt to become intense sometimes.” She didn’t want to frighten the girl by saying that it was amorous intent that usually caused them to become that way.

			“I think something other than his feelings was affecting him,” she said, unable to explain his behaviour any other way. “I know he is probably in mourning, despite the fact that he and his father didn’t get along, but he was acting very strangely. I can’t describe it.” She involuntarily shuddered.

			Sybil was concerned. “If you are afraid of him, Abbey, perhaps it would be wise to keep your distance. Who knows? Maybe there is a bit more of his father in him than we realise.”

			Abbey didn’t think that Heath was very much like his father, but there was still something about him that scared her.

			***

			Half an hour later, Sybil and Abbey set out to take a basket of sandwiches to Jack and the others. They had agreed to meet in the shade under some trees behind the church at noon. Jack was boiling a kettle of tea for them all while the others were resting in the dry grass under the shady gum trees, waiting for Sybil with their promised lunch, and she was late. They could have gone to the house for lunch, but they were dirty and sweaty.

			Jack smiled when he saw Abbey coming towards him with his mother. As soon as she was close enough, he introduced her to William and Tom.

			The first thing Abbey noticed was that Jack and his brothers were all very different. William had very dark hair and was tall and lean. He appeared shy as he stood to greet her, while Tom was much shorter and more muscular. He was also far more outgoing.

			“Mother, you didn’t tell me you’d hired such a pretty companion,” Tom said. “I’ve only just learned about it from Jack.”

			Sybil elbowed Abbey, alluding to their earlier conversation, and Abbey squirmed and blushed, wondering if Jack had told his brother that she was pretty.

			“I haven’t seen you to tell you, have I?” Sybil said defensively. “And that’s because you rarely visit me,” she mockingly scolded her youngest son.

			“Point taken, Mother. I’ll be visiting you more in the future.” He gave Abbey a cheeky grin, and her blush deepened. Out of the corner of her eye, Abbey noted that Jack was giving his brother a reproachful look for being so openly flirtatious.

			“I’m sorry I’m late,” Sybil said. “But the ham seems to have disappeared, and I’ve been arguing with Sabu about it.”

			“So, what’ve we got for lunch?” Jack asked. They were all ravenous, so it really didn’t matter.

			“Eggs sandwiches, I’m afraid,” Sybil said, passing them around.

			“How can the ham have disappeared?” Jack asked, biting hungrily into his sandwich.

			“That’s what I wanted to know. Sabu claims that dog of yours, Max, stole it.”

			Jack smiled sheepishly.

			“It isn’t funny,” Sybil chided. “I’m going to shoot him if I see him in the house again.”

			“You’d better not. He’s my best working dog,” Jack said soberly.

			“If he’s so good, maybe you should feed him more.” Sybil looked at William. “How is Martha?”

			“She’s quite well, Mother,” he said. “But she’s quite far along now, so the heat is affecting her.”

			“I’m sure it is. Everything swells in this heat, especially my ankles if I don’t keep my feet elevated. She’s only got a few weeks more weeks, hasn’t she?”

			“Yes, about three weeks,” William said, clearly looking forward to being a father for the first time.

			“Abbey would like to meet Martha, so we’ll be visiting some afternoon soon,” Sybil said. “Abbey suggested we take some tea over.”

			“Martha would like that,” William said. “I think she gets lonely and a bit frightened when I’m away from the house.”

			Jack looked surprised. “Why is she frightened?”

			William momentarily hesitated with his answer. “We’ve had a bit of trouble with Aboriginal intruders lately.”

			Jack frowned. “Why didn’t you say something? I see you every other day, and you’ve not mentioned any trouble.”

			William shrugged. “You already have too many responsibilities, and I’ve been able to handle them. I’ve chased them off with my rifle, but sometimes they come around the house during the night. With that and the baby coming soon, we are not getting much sleep, and Martha is quite tense and anxious.”

			“She can stay with us at Bungaree if she wants to,” Sybil suggested helpfully. “It might be a good idea for when the baby comes.”

			“Thank you for the offer, Mother, but Martha prefers to be in her own house.”

			The group was distracted by someone galloping up the road towards the house. Jack stood up to see who it was, then shouted to get the rider’s attention and waved. The man headed towards them.

			“Are you looking for someone, mate?” Jack called before he recognised their visitor. “Oh, it’s Lance Buckingham,” he said, smiling. Lance was a stablehand in Clare.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Hawker,” Lance called, dismounting. He also greeted the others.

			“Is something wrong?” Jack asked. Judging by the serious expression on his face, Jack suspected his visit was not social.

			“I’m afraid so. Miss Feeble asked me to come out,” Lance said, short of breath from riding so hard.

			“Why? Is something wrong?”

			“There was a fire in town last night. It started in Miss Feeble’s house and spread to her store,” Lance said.

			The group gasped in shock.

			“Is Clementine all right?” Jack asked, afraid of the answer.

			“She survived, but she was quite ill from the smoke. If it hadn’t been for her father, she would have been killed in the fire. He is quite a hero. Miss Feeble wants to see you. Can you come back with me?”

			“Of course,” Jack said. “Does anyone know what caused the fire?”

			“No.” Lance shook his head. “Ralph Feeble thinks a spark from her cooking fire may have caught on some garments she was working on in the kitchen.”

			“Do you have to go now, Jack?” Tom asked resentfully. “If Clementine is all right, you could go later. We’ve so much to do.”

			“You can manage here for a few hours without me,” Jack said, annoyed at Tom’s attitude.

			Tom didn’t look happy, Abbey noted, but he pressed his lips together and said nothing.

			As Jack headed towards the stables, Sybil called to him. “Give Clementine and her father our best wishes.”

			***

			Sybil and Abbey stood talking to William and Tom for a few minutes after Jack had gone, but Tom soon started grumbling about why Jack had to run to Clementine’s aid.

			“It’s only natural that she’d want to see him,” Sybil explained. “Surely you understand that, son.”

			“There’s nothing he can do for her this afternoon, so he may as well have kept digging with us.”

			“Don’t be heartless, Tom. You’ve waited for the bore this long, so what difference is an extra day going to make?”

			“It makes all the difference when my cattle are thirsty, Mother, and I have to keep carting water to them from my well. It hasn’t rained for months. I also need water to grow feed for them. Meanwhile Jack’s sheep are well watered and fed.”

			“Jack will always share what feed he can grow, Tom.”

			“Perhaps I’m fed up with being a charity case, Mother. I want to stand on my own two feet, and I’ll be able to do that if I have my own water supply.”

			“And you will, soon,” Sybil said, a little taken aback by Tom’s resentment of his brother.

			Tom said nothing, but Abbey noticed the grim expression on his face.

			“How do the cattle go on without feed?” she asked Sybil as they turned to walk back to the house.

			“Jack allows the cattle to graze on Bungaree land, and they keep moving them around. Jack also grows some feed, which he shares with his brothers. Having their own bores will sure help William and Tom. It will make watering their stock so much easier. Carting water from the well to animal troughs is back-breaking, labourious work, and they can’t keep driving the stock to Bungaree to feed.” She’d often noted Tom’s resentment of Jack, but had never brought it up for fear of causing trouble between her sons.

			Suddenly something whooshed through the air. Sybil and Abbey turned around and saw Tom falling to the ground. A second later a spear landed at Abbey’s feet. She jumped and screamed in surprise.

			“Tom,” Sybil shouted and went to run to his side, but instinctively Abbey pulled her towards a large tree, as Father Quinlan and Elias dropped to the ground, calling for them to take cover.

			In an instant, William retrieved his rifle, which was lying about six feet from where he had been sitting in the grass. He dropped to the ground and fired towards some trees that lined the road. The shots rang through the air, shattering the peaceful quiet of the countryside. Birds took flight, and their assailants began yelling. Another spear flew through the air, striking the tree that Abbey and Sybil were hiding behind. The thud it made terrified them, and they began screaming.

			After William had reloaded his rifle and fired several more shots, a group of about five Aboriginal men ran, using the trees for cover. They scampered across the road and disappeared.

			“Tom! Are you all right?” William dashed to his brother’s side when he thought it was safe. Tom was writhing in pain.

			“My … arm,” Tom cried. His shirt-sleeve was stained bright red with blood, which was oozing from between his fingers.

			Tearing the shirt-sleeve off, William examined the wound with Father Quinlan by his side. Elias took the rifle and kept watch. “It’s not too serious,” they agreed. “It’s only a flesh wound.” The spear had sliced his arm before landing on the ground near Abbey.

			Abbey and Sybil peered from behind the tree, both shaking.

			“Tom, are you hurt?” Sybil asked, terrified for her son. Seeing William and Father Quinlan by his side, she ran to him with tears streaming down her face.

			“I’ll live, Mother,” Tom said through clenched teeth. He sat up. “Bloody bastards. Did you shoot any of them, William?”

			“I don’t think so. They were well-hidden in the trees.”

			“Elias, get Tom up to the house,” Sybil ordered. “I’ll have to clean and bandage his wound.”

			Abbey had turned pale with fright. She felt helpless and wished Jack were with them. She always felt safe whenever he was around.

			“Do you know where Clementine is now?” Jack asked, as he and Lance Buckingham stood with a handful of spectators in front of the remains of her shop and residence, inhaling the acrid smell of smoke that still hung in the air. The shop was at the end of the main street. Because of hard work and a quick response time, the other buildings nearby had been spared from the flames. Lance had dramatically recounted the efforts of local shopkeepers who lived on or near their own premises, and who had fought the fire with buckets of water until the fire carriage had arrived. Clementine’s shingled roof was partially missing towards the rear, and the inner and outer walls were charred or smoke-damaged. Most of the damage was at the rear of Clementine’s home, but the fire had obviously spread to the attached shop alongside via a peppercorn tree that had once overhung the house. There was not much left of it now but a blackened trunk and branches where there had once been fine green leaves and red berries.

			“Miss Feeble and her father are with the McKenzies at the Railway Hotel. Mrs. McKenzie is taking good care of them,” Lance said.

			Jack’s friend, Mike McKenzie, was the publican, and Molly was his wife. They were in their late fifties with adult children. One son had gone to Queensland to try his luck in the latest gold strike, and the other had a carting business between Burra and the Kapunda copper mines.

			Jack headed for the hotel. He found Mike in the bar, where the fire was the sole topic of conversation. Mike told Jack that Clementine and her father were having tea in the kitchen with Molly.

			“I’ve just seen Clementine’s house,” Jack said in shock. “She and her father were very lucky to get out alive. Do you know what happened?”

			“Miss Feeble told Molly she was working late at the kitchen table, sewing some garments that Cristina Westgate wanted urgently, when she fell asleep. She remembers waking up around midnight and going to bed without putting the fireguard in front of the fire. An ember from the fire must have shot out and caught on the garments she left on the table. Her father was asleep, but the smoke woke him, and he got up to find the kitchen already aflame. Miss Feeble’s room was closer to the kitchen, and she was already overcome with smoke. If he hadn’t gotten to her and dragged her outside, she wouldn’t be here now.”

			Jack paled at the thought of her perishing in such a way. He headed for the kitchen.

			“Clementine,” Jack said from the doorway. “I came as soon as I got word. How are you?” She appeared understandably shaken, and her normally flawless appearance was marred by singed hair and black smudges on her face. Her gown was in a dismal state.

			“Oh, Jack,” Clementine said, standing and stumbling into his open arms. “I thought I was going to die,” she sobbed. Her voice was raspy from coughing, and her hair smelt of smoke.

			“Have you seen a doctor?” Jack asked, searching her smudged red face for burns.

			Clementine nodded. Jack looked over her shoulder at her father, hunched over the kitchen table with his right hand and arm bandaged. “How are you, sir?” he asked. He could see Clementine’s father was in pain, and there was a glass of brandy beside his tea.

			“I’m just grateful I was there to save my girl,” Ralph said, his voice affected by emotion and smoke. He was in his late sixties, but still quite fit for his years. His face turned a terrible shade of white as he imagined a far different outcome to the previous night. Nearly losing his daughter had brought back painful memories of her mother’s death. She had drowned in a flooded creek near their home in Victoria. A neighbour’s child had wandered near the water, and Beth had saved her, but she had slipped into the creek herself, where she was swept away. It had taken a search party four days to find her body, many miles away.

			“Father’s hand and arm are badly burned,” Clementine said, fighting a flood of tears. Obviously, they were both in shock. “He had to push burning beams aside just to get us out of the house,” she said.

			“It’s not that bad, Clemmie,” Ralph said reassuringly, but his voice was strained. He didn’t want her to know how painful his burns really were, but she wasn’t fooled.

			“I insist you both come back to Bungaree as my guests,” Jack said. “Your house won’t be habitable for quite some time, and it doesn’t look like you will have anywhere to work, either. The doctor in town will come out to the station when necessary.”

			“Oh, Jack, that’s a thoughtful offer,” Clementine said, relieved. Mrs. McKenzie had offered them rooms at the hotel, but they weren’t very comfortable. She had been hoping Jack would ask them to stay at Bungaree, but given how busy he was, Clementine hadn’t even been sure he’d come to town to see her.

			“We wouldn’t like to impose,” Ralph said. He was a proud man and hated being the benefactor of charity.

			“Nonsense, let’s get your things.” Jack suddenly had a terrible thought. “Have you been able to salvage any of your belongings?”

			“A few things,” Clementine said, her bottom lip trembling when she thought of all she’d lost. Her customers had also lost their garments, which was very upsetting. Those who knew had been kind about it, but she still felt responsible.

			Molly piped in. “I had my sister and her husband collect some of their belongings,” she said. “Unfortunately, most things were rather damaged.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. McKenzie,” Jack said.

			Clementine looked about to burst into tears, so Jack took her in his arms and gave her a much-needed comforting hug.

			***

			An hour later, they arrived at Bungaree. The first thing Jack noticed was that the men were no longer working on the channel. Puzzled, he proceeded to the house with Clementine and Ralph, where he found Sybil and Abbey waiting anxiously for news. They both were surprised to see the Feebles with Jack.

			“Clementine and her father will be staying with us for a while, Mother,” Jack explained. “Clementine’s house is unlivable at the moment.”

			“Oh, you poor dear,” Sybil said, taking Clementine in her arms. “What a shock, but thank the Lord that no harm came to you.” Sybil looked at Ralph and could see he was suffering. “Mr. Feeble, I wish we could have met again under better circumstances, but it’s lovely to see you. Please sit down. You look like you could use a strong drink.”

			Ralph was in agony, so he gratefully sank down onto the sofa, his face as white as the doilies on the coffee table. Sybil quickly poured him a drink and then had one herself. It had been quite a day.

			Jack called Marie and Elsa and asked them to prepare two rooms upstairs. He then called Sabu to prepare some refreshments.

			“Where are Tom and William?” Jack asked Abbey while his mother fussed over Clementine and her father, making them comfortable. “Why did they stop work?” He’d noted Tom’s moodiness and wondered if that was the reason. This angered him, as Jack had only been trying to help them.

			“They’ve gone to check on William’s wife because we were attacked by a small group of Aboriginal men just after you left. Your brother, Tom, was hurt by a spear.”

			“What?” Jack gasped.

			Sybil overheard their conversation. “Don’t worry, he’s not too badly hurt, but it was a miracle one of us wasn’t killed.”

			“You were there?”

			“Yes, as Abbey said, it happened only minutes after you left.”

			Jack couldn’t believe it.

			“Are you saying he was was … speared?” Clementine asked, looking at Jack. For a moment she wondered if they’d made the right decision in coming to Bungaree. At least they were safe from spears in town.

			“It was only a shallow wound,” Sybil said. “As long as it doesn’t become infected, Tom will be fine.”

			“We’ve got to do something,” Jack said, clenching his fists. “I want these troubles ended once and for all.”

			They agreed it had been a horrible day for everyone and decided to get some rest.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17

			The next morning, Heath had Alfie drive him into Clare in his carriage. He was running short of money and the staff needed to be paid, but he was told he could not access his father’s money without papers signed by his solicitor to verify that he was his father’s beneficiary—which of course, he was not.

			Needless to say, Heath was absolutely livid and intent on complaining to Edward Martin about the situation. How was he supposed to live for the next month when the money he made from auctioning livestock was going into his father’s account, and he wouldn’t be receiving wages or a commission until the estate was settled?

			They were heading for the solicitor’s office on a different route than usual when Heath caught sight of two burned buildings. It took a moment or two for him to realise that the burned buildings were Feeble’s Tailor shop and the Clementine’s house alongside.

			“Stop, Mr. Holbrook,” he called suddenly. Heath hopped out of the carriage and stood before the store and residence, noting the extensive damage. His mind was racing forward at full speed. His first thought was that if Clementine had perished, Jack would turn to Abbey. His second thought was even more alarming. If they should fall in love and marry, then Jack could very well end up owning Martindale Hall and the Burra Monster Mine. He groaned in despair, praying that Clementine had survived.

			A group of women and some children approached, trying to get a closer look at the damage the fire had caused. Their company irritated Heath, who was in need of a few moments alone.

			“Shocking, isn’t it?” one of the ladies said to another. “Poor Miss Feeble.”

			Heath’s ear pricked. “Did she survive?” he asked, hardly able to breathe.

			“Yes, I think so,” the lady said, mindful of what information she gave out in front of young children. “I believe she was alive when she was brought out. Whether she’s since …” She glanced at the innocent but inquisitive faces looking up at her. “I haven’t heard word about her current health. She’d breathed a lot of smoke. You’d have to ask.”

			The woman kept talking, but Heath hurried back to his carriage. “Take me to the Railway Hotel, Mr. Holbrook,” he ordered sternly, leaving the women perplexed by his rudeness and abrupt departure.

			Heath knew that the McKenzies were very good friends of Jack Hawker. They’d know where Clementine was—and if she were still alive.

			Once in the bar, and despite the early hour, Heath ordered a much-needed whisky from Mike McKenzie, which he tossed back in one gulp. Fortified a little, he got straight to the point.

			“I see there has been a fire at Clementine Feeble’s store and residence. Someone mentioned that she survived, but they didn’t know if her condition had deteriorated.”

			“Clementine will recover well,” Mike assured him. He had lost count of how many times he’d been asked about the young woman. “But only because of her father’s bravery. If he hadn’t been there to drag her out, we’d be planning her funeral.”

			“How fortunate he was there,” Heath replied, overwhelmingly relieved for a very selfish reason. His mind was racing. “If I had the notion to send Miss Feeble some flowers, where might I find her?”

			“She and her father have gone to stay with Jack Hawker out at Bungaree,” Mike said, slightly mystified by Heath’s concern for Clementine. As far as he knew, they weren’t well acquainted. Surely, he wasn’t planning to take advantage of her present circumstances? Luckily, she had Jack Hawker to look out for her.

			“Thank you,” Heath said, not terribly surprised. He noted that the man was studying him intently. “Is her father all right?” He didn’t really care, but he thought it would seem odd if he didn’t ask.

			“He has some nasty burns,” Mike said.

			“They’ll need attention, then,” Heath said, thinking ahead. “He’ll be coming into town to see the doctor, I imagine.”

			“No,” Mike said. “Dr. Ashbourne will be visiting him at Bungaree this afternoon.”

			“Ah. Good,” Heath said, formulating an idea. He threw some coins on the counter and left the bar abruptly, leaving Mike scratching his head.

			“What was all that about, Davo?” Mike asked one of his elderly regulars who never failed to show up at opening time. It was a thought spoke aloud, rather than a question, but that was just as well. Davo’s attention was firmly fixed on the first of many beers he’d have for the day. A moment later he was slurping the foam head off his drink.

			Heath hurried back to his carriage. He had Alfie make some discreet enquiries, and he found out that Dr. Ashbourne was in Mintaro, delivering a baby, but that he intended to keep his appointment at Bungaree later in the day. Clarence Ashbourne was getting on in years and was slightly deaf, but his mind was as sharp as a razor, and he was good at his job. His only downfall was that he talked too much and often repeated himself to the point of driving his patients crazy. But if anyone wanted some information to get around town, they only had to tell the doc. He was as good as any bush telegraph—something Heath was counting on.

			***

			Much later that day, Dr. Ashbourne arrived at Bungaree, almost three hours late. Ralph had been worried that he wasn’t coming at all. The doctor was normally a cheerful soul, despite some of the tragedies he dealt with, so Jack immediately noticed the man’s sombre countenance. For once, Clarence worked in silence as he cleaned Ralph’s wounds and rebandaged them.

			“There’s no sign of infection,” he told Ralph, who was relieved but exhausted after enduring too much pain to sleep the night before. “But the wounds will need to be re-dressed every day. I’ll leave some bandages that you can reuse once they’ve been boiled in the copper.”

			“I can see to the dressings,” Sybil offered, much to Abbey’s and Jack’s surprise.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Hawker,” Clarence said, and Ralph echoed the sentiment. “See that you change them regularly,” he said again.

			“I will,” Sybil assured him.

			Clarence spent a few minutes questioning Clementine and her father about any residual effects of inhaling smoke.

			“Did you have an emergency this afternoon?” Jack asked the doctor after Sabu had served them all tea and cake. He was curious about why the doctor was not himself.

			“Yes,” Clarence said with uncharacteristic solemnity. “I was in Mintaro when I was called to the Hall.”

			“Martindale Hall?” Jack said, frowning. There was no other house like it, but he had to be sure.

			“Yes. Martindale Hall,” the doctor repeated. “I can deal with injuries and illness, but when someone deliberately harms themselves, it makes me angry.”

			Jack glanced at Abbey, who was sitting quietly beside Clementine at the kitchen table. He was curious about who the patient was, but didn’t like to ask. Abbey’s eyes had also gone wide, her visit with Heath still disturbing her.

			“I know Heath Mason has just lost his father, but he’s a young man with his whole life in front of him and a lot of responsibility,” Clarence said.

			“Mr. Mason?!” Jack was shocked. He couldn’t believe Heath would deliberately harm himself.

			Abbey gasped, and Clarence glanced over at her. She was a pretty girl, and he knew Heath Mason was drawn to pretty girls, just like his father had been.

			“You are not saying that Mr. Mason tried to truly harm himself, are you?” Abbey asked, holding her breath.

			“I shouldn’t be discussing one of my patients, young lady. Are you a friend of his? I haven’t seen you around these parts before.”

			“This is Abbey Scottsdale, Dr. Ashbourne. She is Mother’s new companion,” Jack explained.

			“I happened to be at Martindale Hall yesterday when Mr. Mason’s father was buried,” Abbey said, unwilling to call herself a friend of Heath’s.

			“What was that?” Straining to hear her soft voice, the doctor cupped his hand over his ear.

			Abbey repeated herself, adding, “To be honest, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Mr. Mason since.” She glanced at Jack, who looked confused by her declaration. “He appeared to be in a very strange mood,” she explained.

			“Did he seem depressed?” Clarence asked.

			“His behaviour was rather odd, but then his father had just been buried,” Abbey said. “Please tell me what happened. If I can help him”

			Clarence Ashbourne looked torn. “He could do with a friend, young lady,” he said sternly. “And I gather he hasn’t got many real friends, the type he could confide his darkest feelings to.” He’d tried for more than an hour to get a reason out of Heath, with no success. Somehow the doctor doubted that the man had the depth of character to treat a pretty young woman as a real friend. He’d probably only be thinking of how to seduce her, but even that distraction might do him good.

			“He didn’t jump from the roof, did he?” Abbey asked, wide-eyed as she recalled the look on Heath’s face as he glanced over the roof’s railing to the ground below. It had never crossed her mind that he was thinking of suicide.

			“The roof, did you say?”

			Abbey nodded.

			“Heavens, no,” Clarence said. “He wouldn’t have survived a fall from the roof. What gave you such an idea?”

			“He took me up there, and he had such a strange look on his face.” Remembering the day before, Abbey shivered.

			Clarence slowly nodded. “I see. Well then, are you going to call on him?”

			Abbey looked at Jack. “I … yes, I will,” she said, hoping Jack understood.

			“Then I will warn you that his wrists will be bandaged, but you are not to breathe a word to anyone about it.”

			“I won’t, I promise,” Abbey said.

			“Mind you don’t. The young man is in need of a genuine friend at the moment. He’s in a very morose mood.” The doctor was certain a beautiful friend would be even more beneficial.

			Jack didn’t look pleased to hear that Abbey planned to see Heath again, and neither did Sybil. They glanced at each other.

			“I will go with you, Abbey,” Sybil offered.

			“Oh, thank you,” Abbey said, pleased for the company. “We’ll go first thing in the morning if you don’t mind, Mr. Hawker.”

			“As long as Mother is with you, I won’t worry,” Jack said.

			“I don’t think Mr. Mason would harm anyone else,” Clarence Ashbourne said.

			“But we can’t be sure of that, can we? He seems quite unpredictable to me,” Jack said honestly.

			His words chilled Abbey, who felt the same.

			***

			The next morning Sybil and Abbey went to see Heath Mason. Jack was actually glad that they would be away for part of the day because he and his brothers intended to deal with the problem they were having with the Aboriginal men. They were going to hunt for the men who had attacked them and drive them off if they could. He knew Sybil would worry herself sick if she thought her sons were in danger, so it was best if she were busy elsewhere. He had insisted the women carry a rifle in the buggy, however, just in case they encountered trouble on the journey.

			Just after Abbey and Sybil left, Tom arrived to say that he and William had found poor Martha barricaded in their home two days ago, terrified for her life. She told them the attackers had been peering in the windows and shouting at the door. There were even spear marks in the door. Fortunately, when she threatened them with the gun at the window, they’d run off.

			“I’ll ask Ernie Carpney to stay with her while we hunt the troublemakers down,” Jack said. “How is your arm today?”

			“It’s much better. A bit sore and stiff, but it’s not hurting too much. Where is Mother?” Tom asked, expecting to see her.

			“She’s gone out,” Jack said. He looked at his brother intently. “But it’s really Miss Scottsdale you were hoping to see, isn’t it?”

			“I might have been,” Tom said. He had the grace to look guilty for being caught out. “It’s not very often you meet such a beautiful young woman so close to home,” he admitted.

			Jack frowned. But he said nothing, as Clementine was upstairs.

			“She’s not spoken for, is she?” Tom asked, noting the grim expression on his brother’s face. Before Jack could answer, he said. “How is Miss Feeble, by the way?”

			At that moment, Clementine came downstairs, and Tom’s eyes widened in surprise.

			“Did I hear my name mentioned?” she asked.

			“Clementine!” Tom exclaimed. “Are you all right? I was just asking Jack how you were.”

			“How sweet of you,” she smiled demurely. “I’m feeling better this morning.”

			“Clementine and her father will be staying at Bungaree for a while,” Jack supplied.

			Tom was pleased to hear this. Jack would be too occupied to interfere with his pursuit of Abbey. “I heard your home was destroyed by a fire,” he said, his voice full of empathy.

			“It’s badly damaged, and my father was hurt,” Clementine said. She’d slept fitfully and had bad dreams. She felt vulnerable and shaky.

			“We have to go out for a while, Clementine,” Jack said. “Sabu will take care of your needs until we get back.”

			“Where is your mother, Jack?” she asked. The house seemed very quiet.

			“She and Abbey have gone to see Heath Mason. Remember, we discussed their plans yesterday when the doctor was here?”

			“Oh, that’s right. Do you think it’s wise that Abbey associates with Mr. Mason? He has a terrible reputation with women, and she seems rather naïve.” She’d wanted to express her concerns to Sybil the previous evening, but the opportunity to talk in private hadn’t presented itself.

			“How does she know someone like Heath Mason?” Tom asked incredulously. “He’s a fiend with women.”

			Jack didn’t want to disclose the truth. “She’ll be fine. Mother is chaperoning her,” he said evasively. “Now let’s get on with what we have to do.” He headed for the backdoor, leaving Tom to follow.

			***

			Sybil and Abbey arrived at the Martindale estate at around ten o’clock. As they passed through the gates, Sybil was wide-eyed.

			“What a grand entrance,” she declared, spotting the impressive carriage house and stables on their right.

			Abbey felt nervous. She didn’t know what kind of reception she would get from Heath.

			When Winston opened the front door a few minutes later, his expression was bland. Abbey had no idea what he was thinking.

			“Is Mr. Mason receiving visitors?” Abbey asked in a small voice.

			“Yes, Miss Scottsdale. Please, come in,” Winston said, stepping aside as the women entered the vestibule. He then led them to the drawing room. “Mr. Mason is upstairs in the blue sitting room, but he may have only one visitor at a time,” the butler said, as instructed. Heath hadn’t doubted that Abbey would come, but thought Father Quinlan might accompany her once more. Abbey looked at Sybil. “Will you wait here while I go up?” she asked.

			“I don’t think you should go upstairs by yourself,” Sybil hissed in a whisper.

			“The master cannot come down,” Winston stated in a tone that gave nothing away.

			“Cannot, or will not?” Sybil asked tartly. She didn’t see how injured wrists prevented him from descending the stairs.

			Winston looked at her for a moment in silence. “Will not,” he eventually said.

			Abbey stepped closer to Sybil. “We’ve come all this way. I have to go upstairs. I will be fine, don’t worry. I’ll call if I need you.”

			“I’m coming up with you, but I’ll wait in the hall outside the door,” Sybil said, glancing at the native ceremonial masks on the wall, which gave the drawing room a rather eerie feeling. She didn’t want to be left alone there.

			Abbey looked at Winston. She knew he’d overheard what they said; this was confirmed when he nodded and asked them to follow him.

			The trio climbed the staircase, turning right at the landing. On the second floor, they passed several doors as they walked towards the front of the house. Finally, Winston knocked on a door before opening it.

			“Miss Scottsdale to see you, sir,” he announced as the two women waited behind him.

			No sound came from the room. Winston gestured for Abbey to go in. She glanced at Sybil, gratefully reassured by her company. She then took a small shallow breath, and entered the room. She was so nervous that she was shaking, but she tried to project a confident demeanor.

			The room was quite dim. Heavy drapes were drawn over a shuttered window. It was also very cool, despite the heat of the day. The walls were a dull blue, and the sofa and chairs were a bland fawn color. There was a royal blue and fawn carpet square on the parquet floor and a variety of pictures on the walls. Heath was sitting in an armchair that faced the window, on the far side of the room, and did not turn to greet Abbey.

			“Heath,” Abbey said gently. “How are you?”

			There was no reply.

			“Heath?” Abbey said again.

			“I’m fine,” Heath replied flatly. “Why shouldn’t I be? More to the point, why do you care?”

			His despair was quite a shock to Abbey. “Of course, I care,” she said. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

			“Why are you here? I thought you wanted nothing more to do with me.” The hurt and rejection he felt were frighteningly evident.

			Abbey was overcome by a wave of guilt. “I never said that. I only suggested we don’t see each other socially, as in courting. That doesn’t mean I don’t care what happens to you. I was terribly upset when I heard that you’d harmed yourself. Why would you do something like that, Heath?”

			“How do you know that I harmed myself?”

			Abbey flushed. She didn’t want to get Doctor Ashbourne in trouble by suggesting he’d betrayed his patient’s confidence.

			“That doesn’t matter. What’s more important is that you’ve got everything to live for.”

			“No, I haven’t, not when you get down to it. I have no real friends.”

			“That can’t be true,” Abbey said. Where were all the women friends he was rumoured to have?

			Heath snorted derisively. “Sure, I have plenty of acquaintances, but they all want something from me.”

			“That’s not true. I don’t want anything from you,” Abbey declared.

			Heath thought this was ironic under the circumstances. “You are not a friend, which is what I need right now.”

			“That’s not the impression you gave me, Heath,” Abbey said in a small voice, recalling his passionate claims about their hearts knowing each other.

			Heath did not reply. He just sighed despondently.

			“You have so many people depending on you, Heath,” Abbey said, wishing to change the subject. “At the mine and on this estate. You can’t let them down. Now is no time to sink into despair.” She hoped that making him think of his responsibilities would help him realise how many people were counting on him.

			“Feeling this way is not something I’ve chosen, Abbey. I can’t help feeling lost.” Heath’s words were melodramatic, but she tried to understand.

			“I can’t find a wife, so I’ll never have the family I want,” Heath added emotionally. “My life is empty, and I can’t see that changing.”

			Abbey rushed towards him. “Don’t say that, Heath. I’m sure none of it is true. You are a handsome man, and you have an amazing home. You’re the husband a woman could only dream of. I could name a string of girls who would fall over themselves to be with someone like you. Of course, I don’t know anyone of your social standing, but I’m sure you do.”

			“There you go again, suggesting I only want to date high society girls and that I have a string of them waiting for me. In case you hadn’t noticed, there aren’t too many socialite types in the country. The ones I have had the displeasure of meeting are as bland as suet or as empty-headed as a paper bag.”

			A bubble of laughter burst from Abbey before she could stop it, but she quickly pulled herself together. “Sorry,” she said, catching Heath’s eye. For a moment, a corner of his mouth twitched upwards.

			“Is that the beginning of a smile I see?” Abbey asked gently.

			“No,” Heath snapped, but his tone was softer, and he flicked a glance in her direction.

			Abbey knelt before him and placed her hand over his. She could see that both his wrists were bandaged, and it reminded her again of the seriousness of the situation. “Heath, promise me you won’t do something this foolish again.”

			“I can’t do that,” Heath said with a tremor in his voice, before he looked away.

			“If we see each other as friends, will you then promise me?” Abbey asked, hoping to convince him.

			Heath looked at her. “Do you mean that? I don’t want sympathy, Abbey. I want something real, even if it is just friendship.”

			“It’s not sympathy. I’m offering you genuine friendship.”

			With the door left open and the house so silent, Sybil could overhear their conversation. As someone who’d been around the theatre for more years than she cared to remember, she knew acting when she heard it. And she was sure that Heath was putting on the act of his life. But why? What could he possibly want from Abbey, other than the obvious? She was sure he could get female attention wherever and whenever he wanted. So, what was he up to?

			“I don’t know what is wrong with me, Abbey,” Heath whined pitiably.

			“Perhaps if you’d had time to mend your relationship with your father, you’d feel differently,” Abbey said.

			“I will never forgive him for what he did to you, Abbey. It torments me.”

			Abbey was touched.

			“I’m sorry, too, for frightening you away like I did. I was being needy, and that’s awful. I have no excuses. It was just the day, the funeral. Please forgive me.”

			“All is forgiven,” Abbey said.

			“Can we really be friends?” Heath asked hopefully.

			“Yes,” Abbey said.

			“Thank you,” Heath said, embracing her. With his head resting on her shoulder, she didn’t see the triumphant light in his eyes.

			***

			Jack, Elias, William, Tom, and Wilbur had been riding over all three properties for nearly two hours, searching for the Aboriginal men who had been giving them trouble, but had had no luck. Wilbur even tried tracking them, but they had obviously anticipated such efforts and had very cleverly disguised their movements.

			The group found several sheepskins, which infuriated them, especially Jack. The skins were marked with his brand.

			At one point, they came upon a campsite on Anama, where there were several children and women. Wilbur questioned them about the men they were looking for, but the women claimed the men were from a different clan.

			“Shall I chase them off, boss?” Wilbur asked.

			“No, leave them be,” Jack said. “Just tell them to tell their men to leave our sheep alone,” he added.

			They headed in the direction of William’s house, where they found several more extinguished campfires.

			“I really think you and Martha should stay at Bungaree until we’ve got this sorted out,” Jack said. “Especially as Martha has only a few weeks left and is more vulnerable than ever.”

			“Martha won’t budge, Jack,” William said. “I asked her again last night, but despite what happened, she doesn’t want to leave our home, and in her condition, I don’t want to upset her by insisting. Thankfully, I taught her how to use a rifle.” He felt a little more relaxed with Ernie watching their home while he was out.

			Jack sniffed the air. “I can smell smoke,” he said. “I think there’s a campfire nearby.”

			The men turned in a circle, trying to find the smoke.

			“Over there,” Elias said, pointing toward the west.

			The men mounted up again.

			“That’s not a campfire,” Jack said, panicking. “It’s a bushfire.”

			The men rode hard to reach the fire, which was on the top of a rise. They quickly dismounted and circled the flames, stamping out what they could. Luckily, the grass was sparse and the fire small. They were able to extinguish the last of the smouldering embers by kicking dirt onto them. They were all perspiring when they were done, but they’d no sooner taken a breath than Wilbur caught sight of another fire, this one in the distance. They mounted up again and headed for it. This second fire was even smaller, and it hadn’t been burning long, so they soon put it out.

			They were standing, catching their breaths, when Wilbur spotted some Aboriginal men a distance away, on another hill.

			“Over there, boss,” he said. “On the hill.”

			Jack looked at them. “I think we are going about this all wrong,” he said.

			“What do you mean?” Tom asked, ready to chase them down.

			“I think we need to make peace with them. If we don’t, they could burn us out.”

			“Are you mad?” Tom asked. “We came out today to drive them off our properties.”

			“We can’t watch our homes and livestock all the time. What have we found today? Sheepskins and fires. What does that tell you?”

			Tom thought about what he was saying.

			“He’s right,” William said. “If they try to burn my house” He paused, swallowing hard. The thought was too terrifying. “I don’t want to lose Martha and the baby.”

			“How do you propose we make peace with them?” Tom asked, not yet seeing merit in the idea.

			“We’ll have to get Ernie and Wilbur to talk to them,” Jack answered. “I don’t know what will make peace. They believe we’ve taken over their land. But we’ve got to try.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			On the journey home, Sybil struggled to find a way to discuss Heath objectively with Abbey. She seemed on a high from making peace with him and was blinded by his performance.

			“I think he felt a lot better when we left, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said happily. “I don’t think he’ll harm himself again.”

			“I don’t understand why he did it in the first place,” Sybil said. “Did he give you an explanation?” She’d overheard his professed explanation, and it didn’t make any sense, as far as she was concerned. But she wanted to know what Abbey made of it. She didn’t want to hurt the young woman and tell her what she really thought.

			“He claims to be lonely and that he doesn’t have any real friends,” Abbey said. “Personally, I believe he was just depressed because his father died before they could mend their relationship.” She hadn’t had time to make amends with her own father after their last disagreement, and she deeply regretted that. But at least he knew that she loved him, and that gave her some comfort. Heath and his father had barely been on speaking terms.

			“He must have many friends,” Sybil said. “He’s young, rich, and handsome. That’s a combination that would make him very popular, especially with women, surely.”

			Abbey smiled when she recalled what he’d said about society women in the countryside. It was quite unkind, but still amusing. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? I gather he knows lots of people who consider themselves friends, but Heath doesn’t feel that any of them are genuine.”

			Sybil didn’t believe Heath was genuine, either.

			***

			Soon after they got home, Jack and Tom arrived at the house. They were no sooner through the door, when Sybil started sniffing and wrinkling her nose.

			“I can smell smoke,” she said. She got close to Jack. “It’s on your clothes.” She turned to Tom. “And yours.”

			“We found a small grass fire and put it out,” Jack said casually. He didn’t want to alarm his mother.

			“How did it start?” Sybil asked. The prospect of a bush fire near the house had always terrified her. There were hundreds of blue gums on the property, and several surrounded the house. Gum trees were known to sometimes explode when on fire.

			“The wind probably blew embers from an abandoned campfire into the dry grass,” Jack said.

			“That would be unusual,” Ralph said. “The Aboriginal community is quite obsessive about putting their campfires out when they leave them.”

			“That’s right,” Clementine agreed. “I’ve heard that, too.”

			“Well,” Jack said, frustrated. He had hoped to play down the drama of the day, but it seemed it wasn’t going to be possible. “We believe that a small group of Aboriginal men deliberately lit the fire,” he admitted. “Actually, two fires.”

			“Why would they do that?” Sybil asked, panicking.

			“They’ve always considered this land to be theirs, so presumably they want to drive us off. You know we’ve had trouble with them over the years, stealing sheep and fighting with our shepherds, but the day before yesterday was the first time they’ve attacked us with spears. I just don’t want this situation escalating.” He wasn’t sure they’d meant to hit Tom, as he only had a minor wound on his arm, and Aboriginal hunters could spear a kangaroo mid-hop from quite a distance.

			“Oh, Jack. They won’t set fire to the house, will they?” Sybil asked, becoming even more frightened.

			“No, Mother. It won’t come to that. I have a plan to make peace with them.”

			“What are you going to do?” Clementine asked.

			“I haven’t worked out the details yet, but perhaps Bungaree could supply the troublemakers with a ration of meat each week. Something like that.”

			“If it was up to me, I’d shoot the lot of them,” Tom said without thinking. He glanced at Abbey, who looked absolutely horrified. “I’m joking,” he said, embarrassed when he realised what the young woman must think of him. “Of course, we can’t do that.”

			Sybil gave her son a withering look. She suspected that Tom would not hesitate to shoot the suspects if he thought he’d get away with it. He didn’t mind those he referred to as civilised, like Ernie and Wilbur, and the few that he’d employed at his place, but he had no time for the tribal Aboriginal community members who wandered onto their properties. “You’d better do something soon, Jack,” Sybil said.

			There was a knock on the backdoor, and Jack heard his name being called urgently. He hurried to the door to find Elias, looking worried.

			“Max is missing, boss,” the manager said, coming straight to the point. “We were moving a mob of sheep with the dogs when he suddenly disappeared.”

			Jack was alarmed, but he tried to remain calm. “He can’t have just disappeared. Have you whistled for him?”

			“Yes, I’ve been looking for him for half an hour. I came back here to see if he’d come home, but he’s nowhere to be found.”

			“I’ll come and search,” Jack said. “Go and ask Ben to saddle me a fresh horse.”

			“Make that two,” Tom called.

			“Thanks, Tom,” Jack said. “If we spread out, we can cover more ground.”

			“Be careful,” Sybil called after her sons as they hurried out the backdoor. She turned to Abbey, Clementine, and Ralph. “I don’t like the idea of them separating to search for that dog after what happened to Tom. They are more vulnerable apart.” She headed for the sherry bottle and poured herself a glass to steady her nerves. “Would anyone else like a drink?” she asked.

			Clementine and Ralph said they would, so Sybil poured them one. “You may as well have one, too, Abbey,” she said, pouring a fourth glass.

			Abbey did not refuse.

			***

			As Jack rode over Bungaree, he called and whistled for Max, but the dog was nowhere to be seen. He went to the last place that Elias had seen him and asked Ernie to look for tracks in that area, but after hundreds of sheep and two other dogs had trampled the ground, it was a lost cause.

			“Can’t see nothin’, boss,” Ernie reported. A hot, northerly wind had come up, too, which made it even harder. Dust was blowing everywhere.

			“Max wouldn’t just run off,” Jack said, very worried. Nothing like this had ever happened before.

			“He might go back to the house if something was frightenin’ him, boss,” Ernie said.

			“He’s not there, and I’ve never known Max to be scared of anything,” Jack said. “Not even a snake. He’s killed dozens of them.” In the back of his mind he wondered if Max had accidentally run into a snake and been bitten. The thought of him lying somewhere, dying, was too painful to think about. For now, he still held out hope that Max would go back to the house. He’d left the back gate open, just in case.

			“We’ll keep lookin’ for him, boss,” Ernie said, still examining the ground. Tom had to go back to his station to check on his own stock, but he said he’d keep watch for Max on Anama.

			Jack, Elias, and Ernie searched the rest of the afternoon and into the evening with Jasper and Rex. Jack hoped the dogs would be able to sniff Max out, but they didn’t. After riding over almost every inch of the property, Jack sent Elias back to the house with the exhausted dogs.

			“Aren’t you coming back?” Elias asked. He could see Jack was weary, too.

			“No, Ernie. I will search a while longer,” Jack said. “If Max isn’t at the house, leave the back gate open for him, and put Jasper and Rex in the barn for the night. If Max comes back by himself, I want him to be able to get in,” Jack said.

			When he got back to the house, Elias looked for Max in the garden, but he wasn’t there. He was about to take Jasper and Rex to the barn, when Abbey called him from the backdoor.

			“Has Mr. Hawker found Max yet, Elias?” She’d been checking the garden periodically herself.

			“No,” Elias said sullenly. “He’s asked me to put Jasper and Rex in the barn for the night and leave the gate open. Will you tell Marie and Elsa to feed them in the barn and see that they have water?”

			“Yes, of course,” Abbey said. “Do you think Max will come back tonight if Mr. Hawker doesn’t find him first?”

			Elias shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I think, does it?”

			Abbey was taken aback by his coldness. “I was only asking for an opinion,” she said.

			Elias looked at her for a few moments in silence. “I think something has happened to the dog,” he said. “More than likely we’ll find him dead or never find him at all.”

			“Mr. Hawker will be heartbroken,” Abbey said, her eyes misting. She’d become fond of Max in the short time she’d known him. She couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to him. She wondered why Elias would think the dog was dead.

			“He’ll get over it,” Elias said, and disappeared through the gate.

			Abbey was stunned, and for a few moments stared at the empty space where he’d been standing. She thought Elias was a rather heartless man and wondered what had made him that way.

			Sybil had heard Elias’s voice from the kitchen, and when Abbey went inside, Sybil asked her if the manager had any news.

			“No,” Abbey said. “He thinks Max won’t ever be found, or will be found dead. When I said your son would be heartbroken, he just said that he’d have to get over it. What a truly callous man he is.”

			“Most people who work the land seem heartless when it comes to animals. They’re just matter of fact about them because they are constantly dealing with accidents and death, usually from snake-bites or sending livestock to market. They can’t afford to become attached. My son is the exception to the rule, and I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

			Sabu suddenly stormed into the house. “There are dogs in the barn,” he declared. “How can I pray in the barn with dogs in there?”

			“They’ll be tired, so they won’t bother you, Sabu,” Sybil said.

			“I need to have complete tranquility to pray,” he said almost hysterically. “I can’t be in the company of dogs.”

			“Max is missing, and Mr. Hawker asked Elias to put the other two dogs in the barn so that the garden gate can be left open all night in case he comes home,” Abbey informed him.

			“You’ll just have to find somewhere else to pray, Sabu,” Sybil added unsympathetically.

			Sabu’s eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared. He was obviously not happy that something important to him was being treated as if it were of no significance.

			Abbey sensed an argument brewing, and she wasn’t in the mood. She was too worried about Jack and Max. “You could pray on the balcony, Sabu,” she suggested. “It’s peaceful up there.”

			“Bah,” Sabu said angrily. “How can it be peaceful with so many people in the house?” He threw his hands in the air and walked away.

			“He’ll sulk for days now,” Sybil said, rolling her eyes.

			“Hopefully Max will return tonight, and then Jasper and Rex can go back in the garden and sleep in their kennels,” Abbey said.

			Elsa and Marie fed Jasper and Rex in the barn, as instructed, and left them a bucket of water. The dogs had been out much longer than usual and were very weary, so they soon curled up on the straw and went straight to sleep.

			***

			Another hour passed, and Jack had still not returned. Abbey was going mad waiting for news, so she tried to keep busy. As Elsa and Marie had already retired to their rooms, she looked for chores to do. She intended to try to avoid Sabu, but he made it easy by disappearing after dinner, still in a huff. She didn’t know whether he’d gone to the balcony to pray or to his room, which was on the ground floor opposite the kitchen.

			Sybil made a pot of tea to share, so Abbey washed the cups and saucers afterwards, and then collected some washing to take to the laundry. She had just deposited it in the laundry trough to be done by Marie the next day, when she thought she heard a strange noise and froze. It was quite dark in the laundry. She hadn’t brought a lantern out with her, so the only light spilled from the kitchen window into the garden, with only faint light reaching the open door to the laundry. The only sounds she should have heard were insects hurling themselves against the kitchen window, attracted by the light, and the chirping of male crickets in the grass. Abbey’s heart began to race. She hadn’t imagined the noise. There was enough light to make out the table in the laundry, a cupboard, and a wash trough, so she would have been able to see someone standing nearby in the shadows.

			“Who’s there?” Abbey asked, glancing under the table. There was nothing there but a basket and two buckets, one containing cleaning rags. Then she heard the noise again. It was almost a whimper, and it had come from the direction of the trough. Abbey bent to peer under the trough, which was behind the door, hidden in the shadows. She glanced in the space underneath and thought she saw the outline of something. She stared at it, holding her breath, as her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Suddenly, she jumped. She was looking into two shining eyes that did not blink.

			Abbey froze for a moment and tried to pull herself together. “Max, is that you?” she asked softly. She was sure if it had been an intruder, he would have jumped out and attacked her by now. When nothing happened, she slowly bent down and looked again. Then, in the darkness, she could make out the white tip of the dog’s tail protruding from under the trough. It was Max.

			“Max, what are you doing under there?” she asked, relieved. “And why are you hiding? You’ve had everyone worried sick about you, me included.” When he didn’t come out, she wondered if something was wrong and knelt down. To get closer, she got down on all fours. The palm of her right hand landed in something sticky on the floor.

			“Ugh,” she said and lifted her hand to look at it. It took a moment for her to realise the dark stain was blood. Abbey’s own blood ran cold. Obviously, Max had been hurt. “Oh, no,” she said, trying to see Max again. But it was too dark under the trough. “Come out, boy,” she asked, but the dog refused. She tried harder to cajole him, but he still wouldn’t come out.

			Abbey stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute, Max,” she said. Pulling the door closed, so he couldn’t run away, she ran to the kitchen to fetch a lantern. She ran back to the laundry, went inside, and shut the door behind her. She placed the lantern on the floor, where she could see droplets of blood from the doorway and smears of blood near the trough. She knelt down again.

			Max was leaning on the wall under the trough. He looked terrible. His eyes were dull, his head was hanging, and he was trembling. Abbey looked him over. His body seemed fine, but then she looked underneath him and gasped. His back leg, the one nearest the wall, was covered in blood, and there was a terrible wound. Abbey was shocked to see that there was something sticking out of the dog’s leg.

			“Oh, God,” she groaned, feeling sick. “What have you done to yourself?” Had he gotten tangled in a fence? Her eyes filled with tears. She wished Jack would come home.

			Abbey panicked. She didn’t know what to do. The dog’s wound was bleeding profusely, and she had to stop it before he bled to death. She decided to fetch Elias.

			Leaving the lantern and shutting the door behind her, Abbey ran out of the back gate and headed for the manager’s cottage to find Elias. Luckily there was enough moonlight to illuminate her way. She was passing the tack room, beside the stables, when she caught sight of Elias putting his saddle and bridle away.

			“Elias,” she called. “Max has come back, and he’s hurt badly.”

			Elias left what he was doing and came towards her. “Where is he?”

			“In the laundry, under the trough. He has a terrible wound on his back leg.”

			Abbey and Elias hurried back to the laundry. Without a word, Elias bent down to see Max. The dog had been sitting up, leaning on the wall when Abbey left, but now he was lying down, and there was a lot more blood around his leg.

			Elias looked at the animal’s leg in silence. Then he stood up. “I’ll get my gun,” he said.

			“What?” Abbey said in disbelief. “What for?”

			“He has to be put out of his misery. He won’t last long, anyway,” Elias said.

			“You can’t shoot him,” Abbey said, on the verge of panic.

			“It’s the kindest thing to do,” Elias said unemotionally.

			“No,” Abbey said, her dismay turning to anger. “He’s Mr. Hawker’s dog, and he’s the only one who can make that decision. He loves Max. He’ll try to save him, I know he will.”

			“I’m the farm manager, and I’m the authority when Jack isn’t here. He’ll not thank me for watching his dog bleed to death.” Before Abbey could object further, Elias left the laundry and headed for his cottage.

			Abbey looked down at Max. His big brown eyes were open and looking at her, as if pleading for help. She knew he must be in terrible pain, but he’d bravely made it all the way home. How could Elias even consider shooting him? “Don’t worry, Max, I won’t let him …” She couldn’t say the words out loud. With only a few minutes to spare, she struggled to push the cupboard and table against the door, which didn’t have a lock.

			Abbey had only just got the table up against the cupboard, which was against the door, when Elias returned. He tried to open the door, but Abbey was leaning on the table.

			“Go away,” she cried, breathless from the effort of pushing the heavy cupboard. “You are not coming in. If you don’t want to help, at least let me try to save the dog.”

			“This has to be done, so open the door,” Elias demanded impatiently. “If you don’t, I’ll break it down.”

			“Go away,” Abbey yelled. She pushed against the table, but she could still feel Elias lean his weight on the door. Slowly the table and cupboard began to slide.

			“Stop,” Abbey yelled. “You are not coming in.”

			“What’s going on?” Abbey heard someone ask sternly.

			She felt faint with relief. It was Jack.

			“What are you doing, Elias?”

			“Jack,” Abbey called before Elias could answer him. “Max is here, and he’s hurt.”

			“What?”

			Abbey pulled the table away from the door and then struggled to move the cupboard aside. The door opened wide enough for Jack to enter. He seemed confused about what she was doing, but his attention was drawn to Max, lying under the trough. “Oh, Max, what happened to you?” he asked gently. Ernie had found what he thought was a blood trail leading towards the road. Jack had been terribly worried that Max had been seriously injured. He knew he wouldn’t have run off, but he didn’t understand why the trail went towards the road. It was certainly out of character.

			The dog’s tail barely moved as Jack knelt before him and examined his leg. For a few moments, he stared at the wound, shocked by how bad it was.

			“Abbey, go inside and get towels, a clean bowl of water, and some iodine. Grab a couple of those bandages that Doctor Ashbourne left behind for Clementine’s father.”

			Abbey wondered if Jack was trying to get rid of her. She knew he must have seen the gun Elias was holding. “You won’t shoot Max, will you?” she asked.

			Jack blinked in shock. “What? Of course not. Hurry,” he said. “Max has already lost a lot of blood.”

			Abbey looked at Elias as she passed him. His expression gave nothing away.

			When Abbey got back, Jack was talking to Max, telling him they were going to help him and that he had to be brave. Her heart melted.

			He asked her to lay one towel out on the table, and then he asked Elias to help him lift the dog onto it. Max was weak, so he didn’t put up any resistance. Jack gently washed the blood away from the wound, and then he asked Elias to hold Max down. “Keep him steady,” he said. “This is going to hurt like hell. He might jump and fall off the table.”

			Elias did as he asked, while Abbey laid her hands on the dog’s head and tried to soothe him. Jack gritted his teeth and took hold of the object in the dog’s leg. He quickly pulled it out. Max yelped and tried to jump up, but Elias held him steady.

			“I’m sorry I had to hurt you, Max, but the worst is over now, boy,” Jack said soothingly. “You’re a brave dog, and you’ll be all right. I promise.” His tone belied his words. Obviously, he wasn’t so sure.

			Jack looked at Abbey. “He’s lost so much blood. I don’t know whether he’ll make it, but we have to give him a chance. At least the bone wasn’t broken.” It was obvious to Abbey that Jack was trying to be courageous when what he really wanted to do was break down.

			Jack quickly but thoroughly cleaned the wound and bandaged it firmly to stop the bleeding. He then asked Elias to grab some blankets from the stables and take them to the barn to make a bed for Max. When Elias had gone, Jack asked Abbey why she’d barricaded the laundry door.

			Abbey looked at him blankly for a few moments. How could she tell him that his manager, a man he trusted, had been going to shoot Max?

			“And why were you yelling at Elias?” Jack asked. “Surely he just wanted to help Max.”

			Abbey couldn’t believe that he had interpreted the situation that way. “Do you think I was trying to stop Elias from helping Max?” she asked incredulously.

			“It looked that way,” Jack said, absently picking up the object he’d removed from the dog’s leg and examining it.

			Abbey couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but Jack was now preoccupied with trying to work out what the object was. He couldn’t make it out as it was, so he washed it in the bowl of water Abbey had fetched. She was watching him as his expression went from interest, to disbelief, to fury.

			“What is it?” Abbey asked, looking closely at the object.

			“It’s the tip of a spear,” Jack said. “Max must have been speared by an Aboriginal man.” His face grew red. “The spear head must have broken when it hit the bone in his leg.” He thought about the blood trail, leading to the road. Had they been hunting Max?

			“That’s it,” Jack exclaimed angrily as he thought of the terrible pain Max had suffered. “They’ve gone too far. I thought spearing Tom might have been an accident, that they had only been trying to frighten us, but this was no accident.”

			“What are you going to do?” Abbey asked.

			“They can’t get away with this.” His voice trembled with anger. “Tom, or any one of you, could have been killed. It’s a miracle Max is still alive. He didn’t deserve to be speared while he was working the sheep. I had been going to work something out that would have benefited everyone, but not now.”

			Abbey just looked at him, appalled by his grim determination.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			After Max was settled on a soft bed of blankets in the straw in the barn, Jasper and Rex approached him cautiously and sniffed him, concentrating their efforts on his bandaged wound. Max seemed to know they were there, but he didn’t acknowledge them with a tail wag, even when Rex licked his face. The dogs then settled down nearby, as if they knew their presence was a comfort. Jack offered Max water, but he just closed his eyes.

			“He’s very weak,” Jack said to Elias as Abbey hovered in the background near the door.

			“It might have been kinder to end his suffering,” Elias said casually. He glanced in Abbey’s direction.

			Abbey waited tensely for Jack’s response.

			“If he makes it through the night, he’s got a chance,” Jack said.

			Abbey was taken aback. She’d imagined Jack would be furious, but he seemed to have that unemotional, pragmatic attitude that Sybil had mentioned most farmers had. That confused her. Sybil had said her son was different.

			Elias nodded. “I’ll head off to bed if you don’t need anything else,” he said.

			“No, you go,” Jack said.

			Elias walked by Abbey, but she kept her eyes lowered.

			“Will you come to the house for something to eat?” Abbey asked Jack in a small voice when they were alone.

			“No, I’ll stay here with Max for awhile,” he replied.

			Abbey had anticipated his response, so she went back to the house and made him a sandwich from the roasted leg of lamb that Sabu had cooked. While she was doing so, Sybil came downstairs.

			“I thought I heard someone,” she said. “Is Jack back yet?” She’d been too worried to sleep.

			Abbey explained that Max had been hurt, without going into too many details, and that Jack was sitting with him in the barn. “I’m just taking him something to eat because he won’t leave Max.”

			“That’s good of you, Abbey, and typical of Jack,” Sybil said, yawning. It was quite late, and the others had already gone to bed. “I’m very happy my son is home, safe and sound, but once that dog recovers, he had better not come into the kitchen to steal food again, or he might not survive the consequences.”

			“Did you consider the possibility that he may not have stolen the ham?” Abbey asked, thinking that it was unfair that poor Max was on the receiving end of her anger, especially after all he’d been through.

			“I would if there were another explanation for the ham’s disappearance,” Sybil said.

			“Sabu was cross with me for serving ham on a Hindustani holy day,” Abbey said, hoping Sybil would come to the obvious conclusion.

			“Do you know something you are not telling me, Abbey?” Sybil asked directly.

			Abbey wanted to blurt out the truth, but her nerve deserted her. “I’d better get this food to your son,” she said. “He hasn’t eaten for hours.” She hurried out the backdoor.

			Sybil went back to bed, but Abbey’s words were on her mind.

			***

			Jack was sitting in the straw beside Max, petting him, when Abbey returned to the barn with a sandwich and a bottle of water. He was surprised to see her again.

			“I brought you something to eat and drink,” Abbey said, sitting down on a hay bale.

			“Thanks,” Jack said wearily. He was absolutely exhausted and had little appetite, but as Abbey had gone to the trouble of preparing something, he made an effort to eat.

			“How is Max?” Abbey asked just before Jack bit into the sandwich.

			“Sleeping,” Jack mumbled. “That’s the best thing for him right now.”

			They sat in silence for a few minutes while Jack finished the sandwich. The atmosphere was slightly tense, but Abbey felt no inclination to blurt out that she had been protecting the dog from Elias rather than refusing help.

			“How did things go today at Martindale Hall?” he asked, after having a drink.

			Abbey told him about the visit and Heath’s fragile state of mind. “He has asked if we can be friends, and he seems to desperately need a friend right now,” she said. She felt a little anxious about Jack’s response, given his opinion of Heath.

			“A friend?” Jack looked puzzled and a bit cross. “From what I’ve seen, the man already has more friends than he knows what to do with,” he said tersely. “And as I’ve already told you, a good number of them are women.” He realised he sounded almost churlish, but he was frustrated that Heath was deliberately deceiving Abbey for some purpose, and she couldn’t see it.

			“As a wealthy man, Heath no doubt attracts people to him, but he claims he hasn’t any real friends,” Abbey explained, hoping he’d understand. “Not the sort of friends he can confide his deepest thoughts and feelings to.”

			Jack looked skeptical. “You barely know the man, Abbey, so surely you don’t believe that he suddenly needs you,” he said, unable to hold back. “Either he’s lying for his own purposes, or he’s lost his mind.”

			“I don’t think he’s lost his mind,” Abbey said defensively. “He’s just grief-stricken.”

			“Over his father, a man he detested? That doesn’t make sense. You can’t trust him, Abbey.”

			“I’ve got nothing he wants, Jack,” Abbey said, becoming cross herself.

			Jack looked her over in a way that made her self-conscious. “Don’t you believe it.”

			Still very sensitive over what had happened with Heath’s father, Abbey flinched. “Heath is in a lot of pain right now,” she said emotionally. “You should be more sympathetic.”

			“Abbey, think about it. Why would he suddenly desire you as a friend?”

			Abbey stared at him silently for a moment. “Thank you very much,” she eventually said, with a tremor in her voice. “Obviously, you feel I’m not good enough to be friends with a man like Heath.” Not so long ago, she would have agreed, but Heath had made her feel differently.

			“I didn’t say that,” Jack said, frustrated that he wasn’t getting through to her.

			“No matter how unworthy you think I am, Heath has always been gentlemanly towards me, and now he needs a real friend. I don’t see the harm in that.”

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you that he can’t be trusted,” Jack said.

			“You might be my employer,” Abbey replied indignantly as she stood up. “But that doesn’t mean it’s your responsibility to worry about me.” With that, Abbey left the barn.

			***

			Abbey tossed and turned for hours. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Jack had said. She was sure he hadn’t meant to be cruel and that it was just his weariness speaking. With no prospect of restful sleep, Abbey thought she might as well go and check on Max.

			As she came downstairs, Abbey glanced at the clock in the hall. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. Putting her fears of marauding Aboriginal men aside, she tiptoed outside and went to the barn, which wasn’t far from the house. Even before she opened the door, she saw the glow of a lantern through the wooden slats and thought how considerate Jack had been in leaving a light for Max.

			She opened the door and saw Jack still sitting beside Max. He was exhausted and didn’t notice her presence at first. Abbey stood just inside the door, gazing at him, and thinking what a truly incredible man he was. An unfamiliar warm sensation flooded through her, leaving her feeling quite weak.

			Suddenly sensing another presence, Jack looked up. “Abbey! What are you doing here?”

			“I couldn’t sleep, so I came to see if Max was all right.”

			“That’s kind of you,” Jack said, touched. “ListenI’m sorry.”

			“Me, too,” Abbey said, interrupting him. “We were both tired.”

			Jack nodded. “Even so, I don’t want you to ever think you are unworthy of any man. That’s certainly not what I meant. I’d never think that.” At that moment, through a fog of fatigue, he couldn’t find the words to tell her that he thought she was wonderful and far too good for the likes of Heath Mason. He firmly believed that any man who won her heart would be a very lucky man indeed.

			“Forget it,” Abbey said. “I know you are tired.”

			Jack frowned before he looked down at Max again.

			“How is Max doing?” Abbey asked, sensing that Jack was still very worried about the dog. She felt almost guilty that he was also concerned about her.

			“He hasn’t moved a muscle, but he’s very weak from losing so much blood, and he’s no doubt in pain.”

			“How about you? You should be in bed, sleeping,” Abbey said, coming closer.

			“I know it’s silly, but I don’t want to leave him alone,” Jack said. “He didn’t deserve this. He’s given me years of loyal service.”

			“Will it be harder to move the sheep without him?”

			“Losing Max is like losing ten men on horseback,” Jack replied.

			“Really?” Abbey was astonished.

			“The dogs are very valuable. It’s true; they do the work of many men, and all they ask in return is a bowl of food and some affection. Max is actually the best dog I’ve ever had.”

			“Where did you get him?” Abbey asked with interest. She sat down in the straw beside Jack and stroked Max’s black fur.

			“I got him from Reg Robinson, a local farmer who breeds sheep and cattle-dogs. Max was the runt of a litter of twelve, and his mother was rejecting him. Robbo, as the locals know him, shows his dogs, so he keeps only the best. He didn’t think Max had any redeeming features, and he knew he’d have to hand-rear him, so he was going to drown him, but I said I’d take him. He thought I was mad, but sometimes the runt turns out to be the pick of the litter. Max isn’t a pretty dog, with his lop ear, long snout, and lolling tongue, but he’s a good size, and he’s the best working dog I’ve ever had. His instincts are spot on. But even if he hadn’t been a good working dog, I would’ve kept him as a pet. I sure hope I don’t lose him.”

			“I hope not, too,” Abbey said. “I’ve grown rather fond of him in the short time I’ve been here. He’s more reserved than Jasper and Rex, but there’s something endearing about his mischievous nature.” Abbey thought about Elias. “I was quite surprised that you weren’t angry when Elias said it might be kinder to put him out of his misery.”

			“He could be right,” Jack said, taking her by surprise again. “If his leg becomes infected, it could go gangrenous, and then poison will spread throughout his body, and he’ll die a terrible death. Nine out of ten farmers I know would have shot him.” Jack looked at Abbey quizzically. He realised he’d been wrong about something. “Is that why you had the laundry door barricaded? Because Elias wanted to shoot Max?”

			Abbey nodded, tears pricking in her eyes.

			Jack’s smiled, and he put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her. “Thank you for stopping him, Abbey. If Max lives, he owes you his life.”

			“I couldn’t let Elias do something so terrible. I knew you’d try to save him,” Abbey said, leaning on him. “I thought Elias was callous for not wanting to give him a chance.”

			“Elias may seem like a hard man, but he has his reasons,” Jack said.

			“What reasons?” Abbey asked curiously.

			“Elias grew up in the Blue Mountains. When he was about ten, his father gave him a foal to care for after the mare died giving birth. It was touch and go for the foal, but Elias bottle-fed it night and day, and it lived. Naturally, he and the horse were very close, and he loved it very much. When he was about sixteen, he went out riding early one misty winter morning. They were cantering across the mountains when the horse slipped on some ice on the slope, and its foreleg went into a wombat burrow. Horse and rider went down heavily. Elias had a few scratches, but the horse suffered a ruptured fetlock, which is a terrible injury. His father wanted to shoot the horse right away, but Elias begged and pleaded for its life. He said he would help it get better, but in the end, he couldn’t do it. His father insisted Elias be the one to shoot it.”

			A tear ran down Abbey’s cheek. “Why?”

			“His father believed Elias had let the horse suffer longer than necessary, and he wanted him to learn from his mistake.”

			Abbey looked up at Jack in disbelief.

			“It was a tough lesson for a young boy,” Jack added. “Elias probably didn’t cry in front of his father, but I know he must have been absolutely heartbroken.”

			“Making Elias shoot the horse was a horrible thing for his father to do,” Abbey said angrily. She found it difficult to believe a man could be so cruel to his son.

			“I agree it was heartless, but I gather Elias’s father was a hard man,” Jack said. “But now you know why Elias is the way he is. He does have a soft side. He just keeps it well hidden. He always treats the station workers fairly, and that’s something I appreciate. They respect him, and how much a man is respected is a good indication of his character.”

			“That is all very well and good, but I still can’t believe he was going to shoot Max,” Abbey said, still leaning into Jack’s protective embrace. The late hour, the soft lighting, and the emotional circumstances all contributed to an unprecedented feeling of closeness.

			“He was probably trying to protect me,” Jack said. “He knows how hard I would find it if I had to kill Max.”

			Abbey hadn’t thought of that. She looked into Jack’s dark eyes. “You won’t shoot him, will you? Not after he bravely made it home with that terrible injury.” Just the thought of how terrified Max must have been after being chased by Aboriginal hunters wielding spears was enough to summon fresh tears.

			Jack almost became lost in the pooling depths of her blue eyes. “I certainly hope it doesn’t come to that, Abbey.” He put his other arm around her, and they sank back onto the bed of straw behind them, each gaining comfort from the other’s closeness.

			“It’s been a long day and night,” Jack whispered huskily as he closed his eyes.

			Abbey looked at his profile in the golden lamplight. Almost asleep, Jack looked vulnerable, and attractive. She liked his strong jawline and his well-shaped mouth. She also liked the way his hair flopped boyishly across his forehead. She could have gazed at him for hours.

			As Abbey’s thoughts wandered, she realised she hadn’t felt so safe since being in Neal’s arms. For the first time, she mentally compared the two men. She didn’t know exactly how old Jack was, but she suspected he was less than than ten years older than Neal, and he seemed far more mature. Neal had not yet found his path at the time of his passing, but he had ambitions to better himself, whereas Jack was a man with a very firm view of which direction he was headed. Neal’s life had been hard, but obviously Jack’s life hadn’t been easy, either. Although he’d had a leg up, with his father leasing him and his brothers their land, he’d still had to work very hard to establish Bungaree. He’d obviously made wise decisions, but he’d also taken enormous risks. There was certainly much to respect about him, but it was his compassion that she admired the most, and it was that same empathy for people and animals that had attracted her to Neal. That Jack would sit up all night with a dog, and not ask one of his workers to do it, spoke volumes about the kind of man he was. She had no doubt that Neal would have done the same thing.

			Sensing he was being watched, Jack’s eyes opened, and he looked at Abbey dreamily. Their faces were only inches apart. They gazed into each other’s eyes, and time stood still. Somewhere in that surreal space of time, something changed, and Abbey noticed that Jack’s gaze travelled to her mouth. A moment later, his lips brushed against hers in the most exquisite, tender kiss. A tingling sensation rippled through Abbey’s entire body. Jack closed his eyes again, and the change in his breathing told her he’d fallen asleep.

			Abbey’s heart was racing, but so were her thoughts. Why had Jack kissed her? Was it just because she was there in his arms? Was he so tired that he’d imagined she was Clementine? Surely that wasn’t possible. She suddenly wondered if Jack was jealous of Heath, and that was why he was wary of a friendship between them. But that would mean he thought of her in a romantic sense, and she didn’t believe that was true. But then he’d kissed her. She wondered, in his present weary state, if he’d even remember in the morning that he had kissed her. Whatever happened, Abbey wanted to savour the moment. She snuggled closer to him and tried to sleep.

			***

			Abbey awoke hours later. The morning sun was shining, and she was alone in the barn with a blanket over her. There was a note on the hay where Jack had been lying. Max was awake and looking at her, but he was still lying motionless. The other two dogs had gone.

			Abbey read the note.

			Please see if Max will eat something this morning, Abbey. If he does, that will be a good sign. I’m going out to search for those responsible for injuring him. See you later today. Jack.

			She reread the note several times, searching for any romantic connotation, but there was nothing. The note could have been from a brother. Her heart sank like a stone in a millpond. Obviously, he didn’t remember the kiss they’d shared. She had doubted he would, given how exhausted he was, but she’d still held out hope.

			Abbey went to the kitchen and began slicing some lamb from the leg they’d had for dinner the previous night.

			“That’s an odd thing to eat for breakfast,” Sybil said as she came into the kitchen with Clementine.

			Abbey jumped with fright. She hadn’t known anyone was awake. “Oh, you scared me,” she gasped, with her hand over her thumping heart. “Your son asked me to see if Max would eat this morning, and I thought some of this meat might tempt him,” she stammered.

			“That’s too good for a dog,” Sybil said. Her eyes narrowed. “You didn’t feed him the missing leg of ham, did you?”

			Abbey blushed because Max had eaten the ham. Still, she was a little annoyed that Sybil had drawn that conclusion. “No, I didn’t,” she said tersely.

			“Are you sure?” Sybil asked, noting her heightened color.

			“Yes,” Abbey stated firmly. “I didn’t give Max or one of the other dogs the ham.”

			Sabu walked into the kitchen. He looked at the sliced lamb. “What are you going to do with that meat?” he asked curtly.

			Abbey thought he must have overheard what she had said to Sybil.

			“She’s going to give it to the dog,” Sybil told him.

			Abbey’s blush deepened. “Only this once,” she said. “Max has been badly hurt, and there’s a chance he might not live. I wanted to tempt him to eat something.” She glared at Sabu, daring him to complain. Clearly, he wanted to, but he clamped his lips together in case Abbey had told Sybil the truth about the ham.

			Sybil was quite obviously confused by Sabu’s lack of reaction. She’d expected him to explode with anger.

			Ignoring them both, Abbey began putting the meat on a plate.

			Clementine stepped closer to her and pulled a piece of straw from her hair. “Did you sleep in the barn, Abbey?” she asked.

			Abbey’s eyes widened guiltily. “What?” She looked at the straw between Clementine’s fingers. “No, I’ve been sitting in the straw with Max,” she said. She realised that didn’t really explain why she’d have straw in her hair, but she didn’t know what else to say. Her blush deepened, but she covered it by feeling her hair for more straw.

			“Where is Jack?” Clementine asked. “He will be having breakfast with us, won’t he?”

			“No,” Abbey said quickly. “He’s already gone out.”

			“So early?” Sybil said. She was surprised that he’d left the dog. “I hope he’s not hunting for the Aboriginal men.”

			“He wants to find those responsible for spearing Max and Tom,” Abbey said.

			Sybil’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know Max had been speared,” she said, shocked. She gazed through the window fearfully. “It obviously isn’t safe to step outside.”

			Clementine looked alarmed, too.

			“Your son will sort it out, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey reassured the woman. “Don’t worry.” She was concerned for his safety herself, but she didn’t want to show it. She suspected Sybil might panic, and that wouldn’t be helpful.

			Abbey headed for the backdoor, but before she reached it, someone knocked. She jumped in alarm, but reminded herself that it was unlikely that anyone with ill intentions would knock.

			She opened the door to Ben Dobson and Doris Hubert’s husband, Oliver.

			“Hello,” Abbey said. “If you are looking for Mr. Hawker, he’s not here,” she said.

			“We know, Miss Scottsdale. It was Mrs. Hawker we wanted to speak to,” Ben said.

			Sybil had overheard. “What is it, Mr. Dobson?” she asked, going to the door.

			“We just wanted to let you know that your son spoke to us about the current problems, so we’ll be keeping a lookout. Feel free to go about your daily business around the homestead because we have guns handy. He did ask that you not wander too far from the house, however.”

			“After what’s been going on, I have no intention of leaving the house,” Sybil said. “I hope he hasn’t gone out alone this morning. Trying to find those who hurt Tom and Max is madness. He should be going into town to fetch the constabulary.” She couldn’t hide her worry. She was also thinking of Tom and William, and poor Martha, who was with child.

			“Elias and Father Quinlan went with him, and they’re armed,” Oliver said. In actual fact, Father Quinlan had refused to carry a gun, but he didn’t need to tell Sybil that. “I won’t be doing any carting today, so I’ll patrol the grounds of the house and the other buildings.”

			Sybil didn’t feel wholly reassured. “This sort of thing never happened in the city,” she complained, leaving the kitchen.

			“Thank you for letting us know, Mr. Dobson, Mr. Hubert,” Abbey said. “I will be going back and forth to the barn today, looking after Max while Mr. Hawker is away.”

			“Don’t worry. I have a good view of the barn from the smithy’s shop,” Ben said. “You’ll be quite safe, Miss Scottsdale.”

			After they had gone, Abbey left with the dog’s meal, and Sybil busied herself changing Ralph’s bandages. His wounds didn’t look or smell right, and she was worried that they were becoming infected despite her best efforts at keeping them clean.

			“It doesn’t look good, does it?” Ralph said, looking closely at his burns.

			“No,” Sybil said. “This heat is a breeding ground for infection. Will Dr. Ashbourne be coming back soon?”

			“Actually, he’s due today. Whether he gets here or not is another matter,” Ralph said.

			***

			Out in the barn, Abbey sat down in the straw and offered Max a slice of lamb. He sniffed it, and then ate a tiny bit after she coaxed him, but obviously his usual appetite had deserted him.

			“Come on, Max, try to eat some more,” Abbey said gently, offering him another piece of meat. The dog lay his head down and went back to sleep.

			Abbey heard the door open, and looked up, hoping to see Jack. Clementine’s blonde head popped around the door.

			“Need any help?” she asked, taking Abbey by surprise.

			“No, not really,” Abbey said truthfully.

			“How about some company, then?” Clementine came in and peered down at Max. “He doesn’t look his usual boisterous self, does he?” she said.

			“No,” Abbey sighed. “Normally he has a very healthy appetite, and he’s never satisfied, but he only ate a tiny piece of meat.”

			“Perhaps he’s in pain,” Clementine said. “His wound is obviously still bleeding.” The bandage had a dark red stain.

			“I was hoping his pain was easing,” Abbey said. “I should change this dressing. Mr. Hawker said if an infection sets in …” She couldn’t finish the sentence and didn’t want to become emotional in front of Clementine.

			“Let’s change the dressing now then,” Clementine said, much to Abbey’s amazement. She couldn’t help but recall what Heath had said about her not being the type of woman to feed chickens or get her hands dirty.

			“I can do it,” Abbey said, thinking that perhaps Clementine was only being polite.

			“I don’t mind helping,” Clementine said. “I’ve got nothing else to do. Mrs. Hawker is doing my father’s dressings. Have you a clean bandage?”

			“Yes,” Abbey said, retrieving it from the pocket in her skirt. “Actually, it’s one that the doctor left for your father. I’ll have to wash the one I remove for next time.”

			“While you remove that one,” Clementine said, “I’ll fetch a bowl of warm, salty water to wash the wound.” She left the barn.

			Abbey took the bloodied bandage off Max’s leg. By the time she’d gently and slowly unravelled it, and inspected the wound, Clementine was back with the bowl of water.

			“Oh, dear. That looks awful,” Clementine said, gazing at the wound with a frown on her face. The injury had gone sticky and off-color.

			“It does, doesn’t it?” Abbey said, also scowling. She wanted to cry, but she held back.

			The barn-door opened again. “How is Max doing?” Doris Hubert asked. “Oliver told me he’s been hurt.” With so many workers gone, she had little to do. She had been tutoring the Finch children, but now that Kenny had taken his family to the Queensland gold fields, there were no more pupils.

			“His wound doesn’t look too good,” Abbey admitted.

			Doris peered over Clementine’s shoulder. “No, it doesn’t. You clean it, and I’ll get some ointment that might help,” she said and headed back to the store.

			While Abbey gently washed Max’s wound, Clementine watched.

			“How was your trip to Martindale yesterday?” she casually asked Abbey.

			Abbey wasn’t surprised by the enquiry and suddenly wondered if finding out what had happened at the Martindale estate had been Clementine’s motive for offering to help with the dog. “Fine,” she said. “I think Mr. Mason is now in a much better frame of mind.”

			“Good,” Clementine said. “Your presence must have been comforting.”

			Her words were left hanging in the air when Abbey made no comment. She didn’t want to start a discussion about Heath.

			Not to be put off, Clementine persisted. “Will you be seeing him again?”

			“I don’t know,” Abbey said evasively. She hoped Clementine would take the hint that she didn’t want to discuss him.

			“Did you really think he could have jumped from the roof?” Clementine went on, remembering Abbey’s remark to Dr. Ashbourne.

			“Well, I was up there with him on the day of his father’s funeral, and he looked over the edge to the ground below with a rather peculiar expression on his face. I didn’t think too much of it at the time”

			Clementine couldn’t hide her curiosity. “What were you doing on the roof with him?”

			“He was showing me the view,” Abbey said. She had no intention of telling Clementine anything that was said between Heath and herself.

			“Did he seem upset?” Clementine probed.

			Abbey was starting to think Clementine was like a dog with a bone. “His father had just been buried, so his mood seemed justified.”

			“I don’t think you should spend time with him, Abbey,” Clementine said. “He’s too worldly for someone with your innocence.”

			“Why do you care, Clementine?” Abbey asked directly. “We’re practically strangers.” She didn’t believe that Clementine still cared for Heath after courting Jack for almost a year.

			“I know we’ve just met, but I still don’t want to see you get hurt,” Clementine said softly.

			Abbey could almost believe that Clementine sounded sincere.

			“We’re both women, and we should look out for each other,” Clementine added. “Besides, one day Jack and I will be married, and I’ll be living here. If you are still Sybil’s companion, we’ll be spending quite a bit of time together, almost like sisters.” Clementine was looking around the barn as she spoke, so she didn’t see the astonishment and guilt on Abbey’s face, as she remembered the kiss she and Jack had shared.

			“Has Mr. Hawker proposed?” Abbey could barely get the words out.

			“He hasn’t yet gone down on one knee, but we’ve spoken of the future, our future together.”

			“I see,” Abbey said, her heart plummeting.

			Just then Doris came back with a small jar. “Put this ointment on the dog’s wound, Miss Scottsdale. I’ve always found it to be good with infections.”

			“Would it help with my father’s burns?” Clementine asked hopefully.

			“I don’t think so,” Doris said. “It’s best for rashes and cuts, as far as I know.”

			“Then I hope Dr. Ashbourne comes back today,” Clementine said. “My father’s burns look like they are becoming infected.”

			“Ask Ernie’s advice about that,” Doris said.

			“Ernie … the Aboriginal man?” Clementine asked, astonished.

			“Yes, he knows quite a bit about bush remedies.”

			Clementine’s face hardened. “You don’t expect me to believe that he could cure my father’s burns with something from the bush, do you?” she said haughtily.

			“You ask Ben Dobson about it,” Doris said defensively. “He once had a terrible burn from the forge fire, and Ernie soon fixed him up.”

			Disdainfully shaking her head, Clementine left the barn. Doris glanced at Abbey and pursed her lips in anger. After she helped Abbey dress the dog’s wound, she went back to her store, leaving Abbey alone with Max.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			It was stiflingly hot in the barn, so Abbey threw the doors wide open. A hot wind stirred dust willie-willies on the road, but moving air, no matter how hot, was better than no air at all.

			Abbey had been sitting with Max for quite some time when he awkwardly got up and cautiously made his way to the open doorway, wobbling as he kept his wounded leg off the ground. She wasn’t sure what to do, so Abbey followed him outside. On three legs, Max went to the nearest bush, alongside the barn, and clumsily peed on it. It was a simple, natural thing to do, but Abbey saw it as a hopeful sign that he would recover. He then came back to the barn, had a drink of water, and flopped down again on the blankets. It appeared that the short trip outside had sapped what little strength he had.

			“Oh, Max,” Abbey said, her emotions tumultuous. “You are going to be all right, aren’t you?” She stroked the dog’s head, wishing she could share the news with Jack. She offered Max more meat, but he ate just a little again, dashing her fresh hopes.

			Abbey sat with Max for another hour, just to make sure he was all right. She then decided to see what Sybil and the others were doing. As she walked towards the house, she noticed the smithy and his son gazing off into the distance with concerned expressions on their faces. They didn’t even acknowledge her. At the same time, she caught a whiff of smoke in the air.

			“What’s wrong, Mr. Dobson?” Abbey asked the smithy. She sensed danger, and her heart began to race. “Is that smoke in the air?” She hoped it was from the cooking fire in the big house.

			“Yes, it is,” Ben said, but he wasn’t looking in the direction of the house. He pointed into the distance where a smoky haze hung over the tops of some gum trees on a hill. “Saddle two horses, Michael,” he said urgently to his son.

			“What are you going to do?” Abbey asked.

			“We’ll have to investigate the smoke in case livestock are in danger.”

			“Won’t Ernie and Wilbur be looking after the sheep?”

			“They’ll likely be with the ewes and lambs, but Bungaree is a big place, and there is stock spread all overrams, wethers, horses, and cattle. If there’s a fire out there and Ernie and Wilbur have seen it, they might need a hand putting it out.”

			Abbey was distracted as Sybil, Clementine, and Ralph came out through the gate from the backyard.

			“We can smell smoke, Mr. Dobson,” Sybil called anxiously.

			“We’ve seen it, Mrs. Hawker. Oliver and I will investigate,” Ben shouted back, just as Oliver Hubert appeared from behind the stables, carrying a rifle. He’d been checking on the stallions in their yards and feeding the deer that were fenced in an area not too far away. The Aboriginal visitors had been quite intrigued by the deer when they were first introduced. They’d never seen them before. But once they’d tasted one, the deer became a sort of treat. Taller fences had been built around their enclosure and locks put on the gates. This only encouraged the poachers to become more inventive. They dug under the fences or dropped into their pens from the trees. As a result, the deer were checked frequently.

			While Michael hurriedly saddled horses, Ben told Oliver what they were going to do. Horses ready, they mounted and prepared to leave.

			“I’ll come, too,” Michael said, throwing a saddle blanket over his own horse.

			“No, Michael. You’re needed here,” Ben said firmly. “Mr. Hawker will be counting on you, son. Keep a gun handy, just in case any Aboriginal attackers come around here. Mrs. Hubert will give you extra ammunition if you need it.”

			Michael, a quiet lad of about seventeen, nodded, but he looked alarmed by the heavy responsibility placed on him.

			“And be careful,” Ben said sternly. He was torn. He didn’t want to take his son into possible danger, but he didn’t know if leaving him behind was even more dangerous.

			As Ben and Oliver galloped away, Abbey joined Sybil, Clementine, and Ralph, just as Sabu came through the gate with a broom in his hand. He was carrying it as if he were going to use it as a weapon.

			“Does Mr. Dobson think the Aboriginal people have started another bush fire?” Sybil asked Abbey in concern. She was thinking of Tom, William, and Martha, and praying their homesteads were safe.

			“He didn’t say,” Abbey said, glancing curiously at the broom.

			“Sabu doesn’t believe in using guns,” Sybil explained when she saw Abbey’s baffled expression. “It’s against his religious beliefs, but he doesn’t have a problem defending us with anything found in the kitchen.”

			Abbey thought a meat cleaver might prove more useful if they were confronted with spears, but she didn’t say so for fear of fuelling Sybil’s anxiety.

			“Maybe we should start filling buckets with water,” Ralph said. The thought of fighting another fire so soon was not something he relished, especially as he was feeling so unwell. He was perspiring profusely, and he felt dizzy, but he didn’t want to worry Clementine and tell her how terrible he felt.

			Before anyone could reply to his suggestion, Ralph’s knees buckled beneath him. Sabu caught him just before he hit the dusty ground.

			“Father,” Clementine cried. “Father, what’s wrong?”

			“Mr. Feeble,” Sybil said frantically, as Sabu scooped him into his arms and carried him inside.

			After depositing Ralph on the sofa in the living room, Sabu went to fetch a wet cloth and a glass of water. Using a thin book, Sybil fanned Ralph, who was barely conscious, while Clementine fussed with cushions to make him comfortable.

			“I think he’s got a fever,” Clementine said to Sybil, after feeling his forehead. “For God’s sake, where is Dr. Ashbourne? He was supposed to return today to check Father.”

			“Your father’s body must be trying to fight the infection from his burns,” Sybil said anxiously. “If only we had something that could clear it up. I’ve been using iodine and salt water when cleaning the burns, but obviously that’s not strong enough, and this heat doesn’t help.”

			“Is there anything I can do?” Abbey asked from the doorway. She felt so helpless.

			Clementine looked at her. “Do you think there’s any truth to what Mrs. Hubert said about that Aboriginal man knowing a bush remedy for infected burns?”

			“I don’t know,” Abbey said honestly.

			“What are you talking about?” Sybil asked, glancing from one young woman to the other.

			“Doris Hubert said one of the Aboriginal stockmen knows of a bush remedy to heal burns,” Clementine told her.

			“Did she?” Sybil said, interested. “I don’t know anything about it, but it could work.”

			“I find it hard to believe that those people would have such knowledge,” Clementine said. “The Aboriginal people are so primitive.”

			“Consider it, dear,” Sybil said. “The bush Aboriginal community doesn’t have doctors like we do, do they? So, it makes sense that they have to discover their own remedies for illness.”

			“But they’re not the same as we are, are they?” Clementine stated with obvious distaste.

			“They’re humans like we are,” Abbey said, unable to believe what she was hearing. Although she was fearful of the tribal Aboriginal men, she had always been interested in their culture.

			Sabu came into the room with the wet cloth and a glass of water.

			“Do you know anything about Ernie giving Ben Dobson a bush remedy for a burn, Sabu?” Abbey asked him. She watched with intrigue as his expression changed.

			“Yes,” Sabu said brusquely. “The stockman did make something, and it healed the burn very quickly.” He turned away, obviously not wanting to discuss it.

			Abbey was determined to find out more. “It would be useful for you to keep something like that in the kitchen,” she said. “You must burn yourself often. I know I do when I cook. Did you ask for some of the remedy or ask what it was made from?”

			Sabu glared at her. “I do not burn myself,” he snapped and walked away.

			Abbey had the feeling that Ernie and Sabu did not get along, and that the cook resented the Aboriginal stockman’s knowledge.

			“There, you see, Clementine,” Sybil said, turning a blind eye to Sabu’s mood. She was used to his mercurial nature. “Obviously, whatever this remedy is, it works. Perhaps Mr. Dobson’s son knows what it is, or, better still, Mr. Dobson mightn’t have used all of what Ernie gave him. I’ll send Marie to find out.” She ordered the maid to go and look for Michael.

			Marie returned to the house a short time later and told them that Michael didn’t know what Ernie had given his father. “He said it was some kind of paste that Ernie made,” Marie said. “But he didn’t know what it was made from, and there isn’t any left.”

			“Where is Ernie?” Clementine asked.

			“He’s with the sheep in a paddock somewhere,” Sybil said. “We won’t be able to talk to him until he comes back tonight, if he comes back. I think I heard Jack tell Elias that he wants Ernie and Wilbur to camp out with the ewes and lambs until this unrest with the Aboriginal troublemakers settles.”

			Ralph groaned. “Clemmie,” he rasped, disoriented. “What happened?”

			Clementine leant over her father. “You fainted, Father. How do you feel now?”

			“I need the doctor, Clemmie,” Ralph groaned before closing his eyes again.

			Clementine straightened up and went as white as a sheet. “If my father says he needs a doctor, he must really be feeling awful,” she said quietly. “Can we send that stable lad to Clare to fetch Dr. Ashbourne?”

			“The doctor could be anywhere,” Sybil said. “He visits people all over the countryside. He might even be on his way here.”

			“And Michael was told to guard Mr. Hawker’s stallions and the homestead,” Abbey added.

			“My father is more important than horses,” Clementine shrieked. “If the doctor is not here very soon, I’m going to find this Ernie fellow myself and get him to help my father.” She wasn’t sure she trusted his knowledge, but she was at the point of trying anything.

			“You can’t go out there alone,” Sybil said. “Besides, you can’t take your buggy all over the property. The terrain is too rugged, and you certainly can’t go on foot.”

			Clementine looked about to burst into tears.

			“I’ll go,” Abbey volunteered. “I’m a good rider. I could go and be back in no time.”

			“Will you, Abbey?” Clementine asked hopefully.

			“No, she won’t,” Sybil snapped protectively. “It’s far too dangerous. Tom was speared, and so was one of the dogs. What if Abbey gets attacked, and she’s all alone?”

			“What about the cook? Can he go?” Clementine suggested in desperation.

			“Sabu can’t ride a horse,” Sybil answered. “He’s refused to learn because he doesn’t like them. They don’t like him, either. He’s been bitten three times and kicked at least once.”

			“Then please let Abbey go,” Clementine pleaded. “My father needs help—and quickly. You can see how ill he is. I can’t lose him.”

			“Ernie is in the paddock behind the shearing sheds, and that’s not far,” Abbey said. She was only guessing as to his location, but she needed Sybil to consent to her going. “And with all the men from here riding around, I’m sure the Aboriginal men are keeping well away.”

			“She’s probably right,” Clementine said, willing to cling to any hope.

			Sybil frowned. “Very well, but be careful, Abbey. You had better take a gun with you, just in case.”

			“I wouldn’t know how to use one,” Abbey admitted. Her father had never kept one.

			Sybil paled. “I can’t let you go out there without a gun,” she said.

			“Can’t the stable boy show her how to use one?” Clementine asked.

			“I suppose he could,” Sybil said, still unsure of what was best.

			“I’ll go and see Michael and get him to saddle me a horse,” Abbey said, turning to leave.

			“Wait, Abbey,” Sybil said. “Please be careful, and come straight back if you can’t find Ernie. Promise me. I don’t want you wandering all over the property. Apart from Aboriginal men with ill intentions, the bush-fire might come this way.”

			“I’ll be as quick as I can,” Abbey said. “I promise.” She looked at Clementine. “Will you check on Max for me?”

			“Yes, of course,” Clementine said. “Be quick, Abbey, and thank you.”

			Clementine’s wordsabout women looking out for each otherwent through Abbey’s mind. It felt good to be useful, and she wanted to do anything she could to help.

			***

			Jack, Elias, and Father Quinlan hadn’t had any luck in finding the Aboriginal men they sought. They’d been all over Bungaree before going to Anama, where they met up with Tom and one of his workers, Bill Bendon. With the help of two brown Kelpies, they were moving fifty Black Angus cattle from one paddock to another where there was more feed.

			“Did you find your dog?” Tom asked.

			“Yes, he came home with a broken spear tip sticking out of his leg. That’s why we’re out looking for those responsible.”

			“I told you we should shoot first and ask questions later,” Tom snapped. He glanced at the priest’s displeased expression, but he didn’t shy away from what he had said.

			“Something has to be done,” Jack agreed, but he didn’t intend to go as far as shooting those he thought responsible. “If we catch them, I’m taking them to Sergeant Brown in town. Perhaps a stint in the Redruth Jail will cure their antics. Elias got a glimpse of the man who threw a spear at you, so he can identify him, and we’ll also take anyone with him. If we don’t catch them, I’m going to ask Sergeant Brown to come out here with a few men and round them up. The sergeant might not be inclined to lock them up for spearing Max, but he will do so for what they did to you, Tom.”

			“Is the dog still alive?” Tom asked. He supposed that Jack had been forced to shoot him.

			“Yes, he’ll be fine if he doesn’t get an infection.”

			“I’ll help you search for the men who did it,” Tom said. He told Bill to keep watch over the cattle.

			“What about your homestead?” Jack asked. “Is Jimmy there?”

			Tom had originally employed Jimmy Martin as a farmhand during shearing five years earlier, but he’d kept him on as a general handyman because he could turn his hand to just about anything. Over time, the two men had become firm friends. Jimmy was also a darn good cook, whereas Tom couldn’t boil water.

			“Yes, he’s at my place,” Tom said. “So, I’m not too worried. Jimmy hates the tribal men because they steal our chickens and eggs. If they know what’s good for them, they won’t go near the house unless they want to be peppered with shot-gun pellets.”

			“We’re going to check on William’s place,” Jack said. “I wish he had told us earlier that he’d been having trouble with the Aboriginal men. We could have called in Sergeant Brown, and the trouble would have been over by now. After what’s happened at Bungaree to you and Max, I’m quite worried about William and Martha.”

			***

			As the men rode in the direction of William’s house, they caught a whiff of smoke in the air. It was the one thing guaranteed to strike fear in the hearts of landowners.

			“The smoke is coming from the direction of William’s station,” Tom said. “You don’t suppose?” He and Jack looked at each other in horror. They urged their horses into a full gallop to Parrallana Station.

			Even before William and Martha’s house came into view, the men saw orange flames licking towards the sky, streaked with smoke.

			“Oh, God, no,” Jack said, terrified that his brother and his wife might be trapped in their burning house.

			The four men raced towards the house. It wasn’t until they got closer that they realised it was the blue gums near William’s house that were burning. William had built the house near the gum trees for shade, but now flames were devouring the branches and trunks, making the trees look like giant crackling torches.

			William’s house reminded Jack of how his own home had once looked, in the early days of settling at Bungaree. But William’s original slab hut had been recently extended with the help of Kenny Finch. Kenny and William had built a room onto the shadiest side for the baby and a new kitchen for Martha on the back.

			The men quickly dismounted amidst a chaotic scene. Gusts of searing winds were blowing luminous embers around them, and the embers were falling like rain in the dust and dry grass. It was obvious that the house was in real danger of catching fire. William and one of his employees, Don Simpson, were busy pulling water from his well and using it to douse the walls of the house so the embers couldn’t take hold. They couldn’t do it quickly enough, as the blistering wind soon dried their efforts.

			Jack, Tom, and Elias rushed to help. William shouted for them to get blankets from the stables to smother any small fires springing to life around the house. Father Quinlan asked where Martha was.

			“She’s inside,” William told him. He’d told her to keep out of the smoke for the baby’s sake. “Can you take her to Bungaree? She may not want to go, but please persuade her. I don’t know what’s going to happen here, and I don’t want her in danger.”

			“Aye,” Father Quinlan replied. It was obvious that it wasn’t safe at Parrallana.

			While the men outside worked frantically, the priest hurried into the house. It was the first time he’d been into William’s home, so he was momentarily taken by surprise at how neat and tidy it was. The house was simply furnished, but Martha’s feminine touch was everywhere, from little ornaments to knitted cushion covers lovingly placed on chairs. There was a sewing box on the table and an unfinished baby garment nearby. Obviously, the fire had taken them by surprise.

			Father Quinlan couldn’t see Martha, so he called out to her while checking the four rooms. He found her in the baby’s room. She was struggling to drag the crib out through the door.

			“What are you doing, Mrs. Hawker?” Father Quinlan asked. He was alarmed at the way she was exerting herself in her present state.

			“I’m trying to get this crib outside,” Martha said in a breathless voice shaky with emotion. One hand was resting protectively on her enormous belly. Her dark hair was lank with perspiration, and she was as pale as a bed-sheet. But it was her intensity that struck him.

			“Why?” the priest asked, humbled that she was not thinking of her own life first, but of her unborn child’s.

			Tears slid from her brown eyes as she looked down at the crib. “If the house burns, and we have no home, we’ll have nothing for the baby.”

			Father Quinlan suddenly understood. The crib represented her future with her baby and all the hopes and idyllic dreams she’d had throughout her pregnancy. “Here, let me get it out,” he said, dragging the crib through the backdoor. It was made from wood and beautifully crafted, but it was very heavy. He knew it must have taken William months to build it in his spare time. The crib would be used for each new child that Martha would bear, and possibly even for future grandchildren. It was a treasured possession, and inside it she’d placed all the baby clothes that she must have spent endless hours making.

			Martha followed Father Quinlan outside with the crib.

			“Take it up by the clothesline, please,” she requested. She coughed, covering her mouth and nose in a futile effort to avoid breathing the smoke. “It should be safe there,” she gasped. The burning gum trees were mostly at the front and sides of the house, whereas the area near the clothesline was clear of vegetation and dry grass. Martha intended to guard the crib so that no embers or ash landed inside.

			The priest pushed and dragged the crib towards the clothesline, thirty yards from the house. It took him a while, as the clothesline was uphill where the washing caught any gulley breezes. By the time he got there with the crib, Father Quinlan was exhausted. He took a few breaths before he realised that Martha had collapsed halfway between the clothesline and the house.

			The priest rushed to her side. “Mrs. Hawker, are you all right?” he asked, noting she was clutching her belly.

			“I think the baby is coming,” she cried.

			“What? It isn’t time yet, is it?”

			“Three weeks,” Martha groaned.

			Father Quinlan knew that could mean the baby could come any time. “Oh, dear Lord,” he said. “Can you get up?” He tried to lift her, but her swollen belly made it challenging.

			***

			Jack and Tom had retrieved blankets from the stables to smother any embers that landed near the house. Elias went to see what he could do for William’s horses, the cow, and the chickens that were housed alongside the barn, about fifty yards from the house. The horses were frantically prancing in their yards, neighing, rearing, and throwing their heads around, but they were not in immediate danger. The same couldn’t be said for the chickens. The fence around their pen had caught fire after embers had landed in dry bushes that were growing up against it. While Jack and Tom beat at the flames, Elias opened the gate and set the panic-stricken chickens free before they burnt to death. If the dingoes didn’t get them, they’d return to their roost when it was safe.

			The thick smoke turned day into an eerie twilight while the embers floated on the wind like miniature lanterns. Jack suspected William’s efforts with a bucket were going to be in vain if the roof of the house caught fire. He’d no sooner tried to warn William when the barn roof began to burn. There was nothing they could do about it. The only ladder William had wasn’t long enough to reach the high roof. There was such a ladder, and it had been used when building the barn, but it was at Bungaree now.

			Elias turned his attention to the horses, roping them and leading them a safe distance away before tethering them. William and Don rushed to drag the buggy out of the barn. They didn’t have time to get the horse-feed out before it was engulfed in flames. Don also rescued the saddles and other tack from the tack room beside the stables, just in case they started to burn.

			William was terribly distressed to see his barn burn, but he had no time to dwell on the fact. He roped the cow and led her out of her yard. Just then four neighbours rode up on their horses. They’d brought shovels and blankets with them. William had never been so glad to see them. They immediately started fighting spot fires in the grass, which could get out of hand and spread to their properties.

			***

			Father Quinlan had just helped Martha stand when they saw embers land on the shingle roof of the house. In moments, the flames took hold. Martha cried in anguish as the house she loved began to burn. She wanted to go back inside to retrieve clothes and things she treasured, but Father Quinlan stopped her.

			***

			“Get the ladder,” William yelled to Jack, as he rushed back to the well.

			Jack hesitated, weighing the danger to William if he got on the roof and it collapsed.

			“Get it,” William shouted. “I won’t stand by and let my home burn.”

			Jack did as he asked. He knew he couldn’t talk his brother out of doing what he had to do. William climbed up the ladder with a bucket of water while Jack held the ladder steady. William threw the water, but the wind caught it, and it missed the flames.

			Tom passed another bucket up. This time William climbed onto the roof and poured the water over the flames. Jack followed him up with blankets and threw them over other smouldering embers, smothering them. Tom retrieved another bucket of water from the well and climbed up with it, pouring it over the roof and blankets.

			Miraculously, they managed to smother the fire quickly, saving the roof and the house. While only a small section of the shingles had been damaged, they were all aware that the danger hadn’t yet passed.

			As the trees weren’t overhanging the house, it was only flying embers that represented a threat. As the embers continually rained onto the roof, Jack, Tom, and William smothered them, while William’s neighbours and Don took care of smaller fires in the dry grass around the house.

			William suddenly noticed Martha and the priest at the back of the house.

			“Are you all right?” he called to his wife from the roof.

			As pain struck her abdomen, she doubled over, unable to answer him.

			“No, she’s not,” Father Quinlan shouted back. “The baby’s coming.”

			William almost fainted.

			***

			Michael Dobson lent Abbey his horse, a stocky quarter horse named Bobby. He also gave her a loaded rifle and showed her how to use it. She stored the rifle in a holster on the saddle, but prayed she wouldn’t need it.

			Sybil was at the back gate and waved to Abbey as she galloped past, silently praying for her safety. She felt sick with worry. Jack would be furious if he knew she’d allowed Abbey to go out alone. But Clementine’s father looked extremely ill, and she was worried that his life was in danger.

			Abbey raced towards the shearing sheds and the paddock behind it, but she couldn’t see any sheep or any signs of Ernie and Wilbur.

			“Oh, hell,” she mumbled, scanning the distant countryside for them with one eye on nearby trees where Aboriginal men with spears could be hiding. She opened a gate and went through, galloping down slopes and up over hills, looking for the sheep and the stockmen. The further she went, the thicker the smoke became. She went through two more gates into large paddocks where there were a lot of sheep droppings, but no sheep. She pressed on, but couldn’t find any sign of the stockmen.

			After twenty minutes of riding aimlessly, Abbey stopped and looked around her. Doubts were creeping into her mind. Had she done the right thing in coming out alone? She’d become disoriented and was unsure of which way she’d come. The trees and the hills all started to look the same, and she couldn’t see the house or any outbuildings. She was afraid to call out to Ernie or Wilbur in case anyone else who might be on the property overheard her.

			Abbey decided it was time to try to retrace the route she’d come. She truly wanted to help Ralph, but she didn’t want to get lost and then worry Sybil by disappearing for hours. A short time later she found herself in a paddock where there were a lot of horses that she hadn’t seen before. Now she really started to worry, especially when just over the fence she could see cattle that she hadn’t seen before, either. She’d lost all sense of direction. She couldn’t even remember where the sun should have been in relation to the house. She decided to head for the highest point and hope she could see the house or at least a landmark that she recognised.

			Up on the nearest hill, Abbey scanned the landscape through the drifting smoke. She noticed that the smoke was thickest to the west, but she couldn’t see the Bungaree homestead.

			As Abbey sat on the horse, wondering what to do and trying not to panic, she saw a cantering horse in the gulley below her. The sight confused her. The horse was wearing a saddle, but it was riderless.

			“Let’s see what you can do, Bobby,” she said to the quarter horse, pressing her heels into his flanks. Bobby shot off down the hill at speed, and Abbey soon intercepted the riderless horse, taking hold of the reins and bringing it to a halt. She thought she recognised the star-shaped blaze on its head. If she was right, it was Ernie’s horse.

			Leading the horse by the reins, Abbey headed in the direction it had come from. They crossed an open paddock, where she saw sheep in the distance, and she headed toward them. There was no point in worrying about getting any more lost than she already was, and Ernie was obviously in trouble. She had to find him.

			The sheep appeared to be unattended, and they had no lambs, so Abbey assumed they were a flock of wethers, grazing peacefully. She kept going, all the while expecting to find Ernie lying on the ground, injured. She found a broken fence and saw hoof-prints in the dry dirt on the other side, so she crossed through into another paddock.

			Up ahead, near an outcrop of rocks at the base of another hill, Abbey saw something move, and stopped. Was it Ernie? She watched for a few moments, and determined that it wasn’t a man on the ground, but a light-colored animal, a dog of some kind. She walked the horses closer before she realised the animal was a dingo. She’d seen them around the Burra Township, but had never actually had a close encounter. All she knew of them was that they weren’t particularly dangerous unless they were very hungry. Then she heard a lamb bleat.

			“Oh, no,” Abbey murmured and ventured closer. She saw another dingo and heard the lamb bleat again, obviously in distress. Pushing her fears aside, she galloped towards the rocks, hoping to frighten the dingoes away. They scattered, but only went as far as the shelter of some nearby bushes.

			Some of the rocks were enormous boulders, jutting out from the base of the hillside, but there were many small rocks around the perimeter of the larger boulders. Abbey couldn’t see the lamb. She dismounted to take a closer look, all the while keeping an eye on the dingoes. Listening for the lamb, she peered into the dim spaces between the larger boulders. There appeared to be a narrow cavern between them, but there wasn’t a space large enough for her to squeeze through. Then Abbey heard the bleat again. The lamb was definitely hiding or stuck inside the cavern somewhere.

			Abbey walked around the base of the rocks, hoping for a glimpse of the lamb. Crouching, she thought she could just see something white through another gap. She could make out two of the lamb’s legs. Then she saw a piece of red ribbon dangling. It was Josephine!

			“Oh, Josephine,” Abbey cried in despair. She frantically looked around the rock base again, desperate to find a way to reach her, but there didn’t seem to be a space large enough for Abbey to get in. Any gaps in the rocks were all too narrow—but not too narrow for a dingo. Abbey walked around the rocks again, and noticed that whenever she was out of sight, the hungry dingoes came out from their hiding place in the bushes and tried to find a way to reach their prey.

			Abbey had to rescue Josephine before it was too late. She threw rocks at the dingoes, and they backed away, but they kept a wary eye on her and refused to go away altogether.

			Abbey suddenly wondered if she could reach Josephine from the top of the rocky outcrop. If there were any gaps up there, the lamb might have fallen through during the night or slipped while grazing on higher ground with her mother.

			The hillside beside the rocks was quite steep, and climbing in a skirt wasn’t going to be easy. Abbey also worried that the dingoes would reach Josephine before she did. She glanced at the rifle in the saddle holster and decided to take it with her, just in case. After retrieving the gun, she began to climb the steep ground to the top of the rocks. She kept glancing back to make sure the dingoes weren’t trying to get Josephine from below.

			Finally, Abbey reached the top of the rocks, and she could see the space that Josephine had likely fallen through. It was a larger space than those below, so she was sure she could get down into it and retrieve the lamb. She crawled to the edge, still holding the gun, and she could clearly see the lamb, eight to ten feet below. When she’d fallen into the cavern, she’d become wedged between two rocks at the bottom.

			“I’m coming, Josephine,” Abbey called. As she looked down at the lamb in the space below, she saw the nose of a dingo poke through a gap in the rocks, and she gasped. “Get away,” she shouted. The nose darted back, but only momentarily. Abbey picked up a rock and threw it over the side of the big boulder, being careful not to throw it in the direction where she’d left the horses tethered to a small tree. The nose of the dingo darted back again, but not for long. Abbey’s worry increased, and so did Josephine’s. The lamb started bleating louder, obviously sensing she was close to death. The noises she made only further excited the dingoes.

			Abbey stood up and went to the edge of the rocks. She pointed the gun at the ground below. She couldn’t see the dingoes because of the curvature of the rocks, but she hoped to drive them off. She realised she could alert Aboriginals to her position, but she had to take the chance. She fired the gun, and the dingoes scattered. This time they ran through the distant bushes and kept going.

			Abbey went back to the space in the rocks and looked down at Josephine, who was struggling to free herself. “I’m sorry I frightened you, little one,” she said soothingly. “But I had to drive those dingoes away.”

			Josephine looked up, and Abbey’s heart melted. Her sweet little face was so innocent. Abbey placed the gun down on the rock and using both arms, tried to lower herself into the crevice. She struggled for a minute, trying to find footholds—then slipped.

			Landing heavily in the crevice, Abbey cried out. Luckily her feet had missed the lamb, but she’d grazed her arm and hurt her ankle on the side of a rock at the bottom.

			“Oh, hell,” she muttered as pain shot up her arm and leg. “Now we’re both stuck.” She tried and tried, but she couldn’t get a foothold to lift herself upwards again. “What am I going to do now?”

			***

			Half an hour passed, and Abbey was starting to panic. If the horses ran off, no one would ever find her. She’d tried everything to lift herself out of the crevice. She could have freed Josephine, but if the lamb ran off alone, the dingoes would make an easy meal of her.

			Suddenly a shadow appeared over the top of the crevice, blocking the sunlight. Abbey looked up to see a dark face. She almost fainted with fright. The tribal Aboriginal men must have found her—she cursed herself for leaving the gun up there.

			“What you doin’ down there, missus?” Ernie asked.

			“Oh, Ernie. I’ve never in my life been so glad to see someone.”

			“I’m glad to see you, too, missus. And my horse. The fool ran off after throwing me.” Ernie had been expecting to see Michael Dobson after recognising his horse.

			“Can you get me out of here, Ernie?” Abbey asked.

			“Reckon I can,” Ernie said, disappearing from view again.

			A few minutes later Ernie used a rope he kept in his saddlebag to pull Abbey and the lamb out of the crevice. Abbey was at once relieved to be out of the crevice and also annoyed with herself for not thinking to see if there was a rope in Ernie’s saddlebag.

			Ernie explained that his horse had thrown him when it almost stepped on a brown snake and had then run off. Abbey told him how she tried to rescue Josephine, but had become stuck in the rocks.

			“If I hadn’t heard your gun-shot, I’d still be walking the wrong way.”

			“Where’s Wilbur?” Abbey asked.

			“He left me with the sheep and went to see where the smoke was coming from. He hasn’t come back yet.”

			“There is a lot of smoke, isn’t there? Do you think a bush fire is coming this way?”

			“No, looks like it’s been put out,” Ernie said.

			For the first time, Abbey noticed that the smoke in the air was diminishing.

			“What are you doin’ out here anyway, missus?” Ernie asked.

			“I was looking for you and got lost,” Abbey said, cradling Josephine in her arms.

			“Why were you looking for me?” Ernie asked. “Is something wrong at the homestead?”

			“Clementine Feeble’s father is very ill because his burns have become infected. Mrs. Hubert told us that you once made something for Ben Dobson that healed his burns very quickly. We were hoping you’d do the same for Ralph Feeble.”

			To Abbey’s amazement, Ernie didn’t immediately say he would.

			“What happened to this man, Ralph Feeble, missus?”

			“Are you asking me how he came to be burned, Ernie?”

			“Yes, missus,” Ernie said.

			“Is that important, Ernie?”

			“Yes, missus. I have to know before I can help him.”

			Abbey didn’t understand. “Ralph Feeble was burned while trying to save his daughter from a house fire,” she said.

			Ernie seemed to be thinking about what she had said.

			Abbey couldn’t take the suspense. “Can you help him, Ernie?”

			“How did the fire start, missus?”

			“Mr. Feeble said an ember from the kitchen fire landed on a garment that his daughter had been working on before she retired for the night,” Abbey replied.

			“So, it was an accident,” Ernie said, making sure he understood.

			“Yes, it was,” Abbey said. “Will you help him, Ernie? If you don’t, he might die.”

			”Yes, missus,” Ernie said, much to Abbey’s relief. “But don’t be giving any of what I make to the cook.”

			Abbey was again puzzled. “I won’t, Ernie, I promise, but what have you got against Sabu?”

			Ernie looked angry. “He said that the Aboriginal medicine I made for Ben Dobson looked and smelled like horse shit, and that the smithy already had plenty of that.”

			Abbey was startled, but she couldn’t help smiling. She looked away, trying to hide her amusement. Her instincts had been right. Sabu had tried to appear superior to Ernie and now had egg on his face.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Abbey was watching Ernie dig under a bush for a root he needed for his remedy, when Wilbur came across them.

			“Where was the fire?” Ernie asked as he straightened up and Wilbur dismounted.

			“At Parrallana Station,” Wilbur said. He was quite surprised to see Abbey with Ernie. “Some gum trees were burning near William Hawker’s house.”

			“Is the house all right, Wilbur?” Abbey asked, fearing the worst.

			“It’s fine, missus. The roof started to burn, but the boss turned up with his brother Tom, Elias, and Father Quinlan, and they helped William put the fire out.”

			Abbey didn’t want to think about how dangerous it must have been up on a burning roof. “Is William’s wife all right? She’s expecting a baby, so she must have been terrified when the roof caught fire.”

			“She wasn’t there when I got there, missus. Everyone had gone except for some neighbours who were keepin’ watch for any grass fires that might start up. What are you doin’ out here, missus?” He also wondered why Ernie wasn’t with the sheep.

			“I came looking for Ernie. Ralph Feeble is quite sick. He needs some of Ernie’s remedy for burns.”

			“It’s easy to get lost out here, missus,” he said with a frown of concern on his weathered face.

			“I found that out the hard way,” Abbey admitted. “But keep that between us.”

			Wilbur looked at Josephine in her arms. “Where’d ya find the lamb, missus?”

			“She was stuck in some rocks at the bottom of a hill,” Abbey said. “I got to her just in time to rescue her from some hungry dingoes.” She glanced at Ernie, and a rueful grin appeared on her face. “Unfortunately, by the time Ernie found me, I also needed rescuing.” Josephine started bleating loudly. “Do you know where her mother is, Wilbur? She must want some milk by now.”

			“She’ll be with the mob about half a mile from here, missus,” Wilbur said. “Do you want me to take her there?”

			Abbey was hesitant as she looked at Josephine’s sweet face. “Only if you make sure she’s reunited with her mother.”

			One corner of Wilbur’s mouth lifted. “I will, missus.”

			Abbey knew it was the best thing for Josephine, and she had to get back to the house with Ernie and the remedy. “Well, then,” she said, handing the lamb over after kissing the top of her head.

			Ernie collected leaves and seedpods from a tree, along with two different kinds of bushes. He also dug up pieces of roots from beneath two plants that looked like weeds. He explained to Abbey what some of them were—the root of Northern black wattle, beaty leaf, and billy goat weed—but she’d never heard of them, as they were native to Australia. After Ernie had all he needed, they began their trek back to the homestead.

			***

			They arrived at the stables just as Jack, Elias, and Father Quinlan turned towards the house from the road, followed by William and Martha, who were aboard their buggy. They’d had to travel via the road because of the buggy, so it had taken them longer to reach Bungaree than it would have had they been able to ride straight home.

			While Ernie disappeared to prepare the remedy, Abbey waited for Jack, as she knew he’d want an explanation about where she’d been.

			“You have been out riding, Abbey?” Jack said, frowning when he reached her. He’d seen her dismounting Michael’s horse from near the road and was not pleased about it.

			“Ralph Feeble needed a remedy that Ernie makes for burns,” Abbey said in nervous anticipation of his response. “He’s quite ill.”

			Jack interrupted. “Are you telling me you went to find Ernie by yourself?”

			“Yes, I had to,” Abbey said, as casually as she could. The buggy was just passing them on its way to the front of the house. The sight of a woman aboard, whom Abbey believed was Martha Hawker, distracted her. Martha’s face was an unhealthy shade of white, and she was clutching her abdomen in obvious pain. There was also a baby crib fastened to the back of the buggy. “Is something wrong?” she asked Jack.

			“Martha seems to be having her baby,” Jack said absently, as he tried to digest what Abbey had told him.

			Abbey gasped. “Isn’t it a bit soon?” She thought she remembered being told that Martha had three weeks to go.

			“Yes, but the excitement seems to have sped things up,” Jack said.

			Abbey noticed that his clothes were covered in ash. “Wilbur said there was a fire on your brother’s station. What about the house? Has it been damaged?”

			“We managed to save it, but while we were extinguishing the fire, Martha started having pains. We insisted she come here but she refused until we agreed to bring the crib, as well.” She’d been very stubborn about it, and nobody had wanted to argue with her, so they had loaded the crib on the back of the buggy. “I can’t believe my mother let you go out alone, Abbey, especially after all that’s been happening. What if you’d gotten lost or attacked?”

			Abbey had no intention of admitting she’d become lost. “It was my idea to go. Mr. Feeble is very ill. As you can see, I was quite safe, but I took a rifle with me as a precaution. As it happened, I had to use it to chase some dingoes away from Josephine.”

			“What?”

			“She’d fallen between some rocks and got stuck, but she’s fine. I got to her just in time, however. Wilbur has taken her back to her mother.”

			Jack shook his head angrily. He couldn’t believe how much danger Abbey had been in and considered it a miracle she was safe. “Mother shouldn’t have let you go,” he said tersely.

			“Don’t be cross with her. She tried to stop me.” Abbey was worried that Jack and Sybil would argue. That was the last thing she wanted.

			Jack left his horse with Elias and Father Quinlan, and he and Abbey went up to the house together. Ernie was already busy cooking up his salve in a billy can over the fire in the smithy’s shop. He boiled up the crushed ingredients until they formed a jelly-like pulp and then mixed this with a small amount of animal fat to make a salve, which needed to be applied directly to the burns.

			As soon as Jack walked in through the backdoor with Abbey, Sybil threw her arms around her companion in relief. “Thank God you are all right, Abbey,” she said, her eyes bright with tears of joy. She’d been almost sick with worry. Abbey had been gone for ages. When she glanced at Jack and saw the expression on his face, she suspected she was in trouble.

			“I know you are cross with me, Jack,” Sybil said in a small voice. “But I had to let Abbey go. Mr. Feeble is gravely ill.”

			Jack’s eyes hardened, and he glanced at Abbey, who flushed. She’d been caught in a white lie.

			“Abbey,” Clementine said, rushing to Abbey’s side when she heard her voice. “Did you find Ernie? Is he going to make the remedy to help my father?”

			“Yes, Clementine. He’s making it now,” Abbey said. “Apparently, it won’t take long.”

			“Oh, thank you, Abbey,” Clementine said.

			Jack ignored Clementine. “How could you let Abbey go, Mother?” he admonished. “What if she’d been attacked by the Aboriginal men? How would you feel, then?”

			Sybil looked down in shame. He wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t said to herself.

			“It was my idea, Jack,” Abbey said, determined to defend Sybil. “Your mother really tried to talk me out of it.” Whatever he thought, this was the truth.

			“She should have tried harder. Those men lit a fire at William’s house that could have killed William and Martha. They wouldn’t have hesitated to kill you, given the chance.”

			Clementine was glaring at Jack. “Didn’t you hear your mother, Jack? My father is terribly ill. He needs help, and Dr. Ashbourne hasn’t come yet. Abbey is safe, and it was good of her to go. At least she is concerned about my father.” She couldn’t believe that Jack appeared to be more worried about Abbey than about Clementine’s father.

			Jack glanced at Clementine and then went to have a closer look at Ralph. He was still lying on the couch with his eyes closed. “Have his burns become infected?” he asked Clementine.

			“Yes, they have,” she replied curtly.

			“Jack! Jack!” William called from the top of the stairs. He’d taken Martha straight up to a room when they had arrived at the house. “The baby is coming, and Martha needs assistance.” Martha let out an excruciating scream that they heard downstairs.

			Jack turned to his mother in the living room doorway. “Mother, go and see what you can do.”

			“What?” Sybil said, aghast. “Martha needs a doctor.”

			“We’ve no hope of getting a doctor here on time, Mother, so we’ll have to make do. Now get Marie and Elsa to boil water or whatever needs doing, and you and Clementine go and see what you can do for Martha. There’s nothing William or I can do, is there?”

			“I am going to look after my father,” Clementine said pointedly. “When Ernie brings the salve, I’ll have to apply it.”

			“I’ve assisted a woman giving birth,” Abbey said quickly, remembering one of the neighbouring women on Creek Street having her baby in the middle of a wet night when they couldn’t find a doctor. Abbey had helped another woman who sometimes aided a local midwife. “I’m not claiming to know what to do, exactly, but I do have some idea.”

			“Your help would be appreciated. Thank you, Abbey,” Jack said. “Mother will help you.”

			Sybil gave the servant girls some orders, and then she and Abbey went upstairs.

			***

			The women had been upstairs for a short while, when Bungaree had a visitor.

			Elsa answered a knock on the front door to find Heath Mason standing on the doorstep. “Good afternoon,” she said.

			“Good afternoon. Is Miss Scottsdale at home?” Heath asked politely with hat in hand.

			“Yes, sir,” Elsa said.

			Jack was in the living room with Clementine and Ralph. He’d been distracted and hadn’t heard a carriage pull up, but he overheard Heath’s request to see Abbey and hurried to the door, dismissing Elsa.

			As the men faced off, Martha’s screams could be heard from upstairs.

			Jack dispensed with formalities. “This is not a good time, Mr. Mason,” he said coldly.

			“Is something wrong? That’s not Miss Scottsdale screaming, is it?” Heath glanced up the stairs.

			Jack was incensed that Heath would think something like that. “Of course not,” he snapped impatiently. “My sister-in-law is having her baby, and Miss Scottsdale is assisting.”

			“Oh, then I have indeed come at a bad time. Can’t you call a doctor?”

			Jack bristled at the criticism. “It’s too late for that. What do you want with Miss Scottsdale?” It was an impertinent question, but he couldn’t help asking it.

			Heath looked taken aback. “I don’t mean to be rude, but is that your business, Mr. Hawker?”

			Jack stiffened. “I think we need to have a discussion,” he said. Martha’s screams rang through the house, so Jack stepped outside and shut the door behind him. “Let’s walk in the garden,” he said.

			Heath hesitated momentarily, but then agreed.

			As they walked down the garden path, towards the blue gum tree, Jack said, “I’m going to be direct, Mr. Mason. Miss Scottsdale is a sweet, innocent girl, and you are, well, best described as quite well-acquainted with women. I’m concerned about her friendship with you.”

			“Well, you needn’t be, but as a courtesy, I will endeavour to put your mind at ease. Miss Scottsdale and I have become friends, that’s all.”

			“Really?” Jack said. “And what do you get out of a friendship with her?” He seriously doubted that Heath could be just friends with a woman.

			“She is a breath of fresh air in my life. She is innocent in a very beguiling way, but she’s also wise in some ways, most likely due to her upbringing and the unfortunate experiences she has endured.”

			“Are you including amongst those experiences what your father put her through?” Jack asked acidly.

			“I suppose I am,” Heath was forced to admit.

			“Not so long ago you were convinced that she had married your father because he was a rich man,” Jack pointed out. “I’ve always wondered what changed your mind. Perhaps you could explain it.”

			“It’s simple. I was wrong, and I soon realised that when I got to know Miss Scottsdale. I can now see what a delightful young woman she is and why my father was drawn to her. I have never been blind to my father’s lecherous ways. Abbey is a very innocent and trusting girl, so my father was able to mislead her. I feel terrible about that.”

			“He did more than mislead her,” Jack said angrily.

			“Yes, he did,” Heath said softly. “Is that the real reason you mistrust me, because you fear I will do the same? I can assure you, I’m nothing like my father.”

			“You have your own reputation with women, Mr. Mason,” Jack stated strongly.

			“I don’t believe my reputation with women is warranted. You know what small towns are like for gossip.”

			Jack was certain that Heath’s reputation was well-deserved. “I won’t argue the point with you. I just don’t want to see Miss Scottsdale hurt again.”

			“In my opinion, you are being overly protective of someone who is merely an employee.”

			“Miss Scottsdale has no family, no one to look out for her,” Jack said defensively. “My mother and I have stepped into that role.”

			“It makes sense that your mother might feel maternal towards her, but are you sure your interest isn’t personal? She is a very attractive young woman.”

			Jack became indignant. “I’m sure you are aware that I’ve been seeing Miss Feeble for nearly a year.”

			“Indeed, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be captivated by another woman, even if you are denying it.”

			Jack flushed. “I can see we are not going to come to an understanding,” he said, barely keeping hold of his temper.

			“If by an understanding you mean that I should keep away from Miss Scottsdale, then no, we are not,” Heath said firmly. “She and I are going to maintain our friendship, and you will just have to get used to it.”

			Jack knew he couldn’t insist that Abbey not see Heath, even though he would have liked to. “Then let me make this crystal clear, Mr. Mason. If you touch her or hurt her in any way, you will have to deal with me. And believe me, I will soon forget I’m a gentleman.” He began walking towards the house, but then stopped and turned. “Miss Scottsdale is busy at the moment, and I don’t know how long it will be before the baby is here, so it might be best if you go back to Martindale Hall.”

			“Very well, but please tell her that I called,” Heath said.

			Jack glared at him, but made no comment before he continued on to the house.

			Heath suspected that Abbey would not learn of his visit.

			***

			Abbey was flustered, and Sybil was being no help at all. Sybil sat beside the bed where Martha lay, pushing, straining, and sweating profusely, refusing to even look to see if the baby’s head was crowning. As poor Martha screamed in agony, instead of comforting her or encourageing her, Sybil had her head in her hands and her eyes squeezed tightly shut.

			“We will need some scissors to cut the cord,” Abbey said, trying to remember everything that needed to be done. “They must be placed in boiling water before we can use them, though.” When she got no response, Abbey glared at Sybil, who was white with fear. “Are you listening, Mrs. Hawker?” she said crossly. “I need your help.”

			“What if something goes wrong?” Sybil asked. “We’ve never done something like this before.”

			Martha’s eyes widened. “Is something wrong?” she moaned. “Have you ever delivered a baby before?”

			“Yes, and everything is as it should be,” Abbey reassured her. “The baby is on its way. A few more pushes should do it.” She glowered at Sybil, but she was oblivious.

			“What if the cord is around the baby’s neck?” Sybil asked, voicing her own fears.

			Martha was gripped by another contraction and screamed. Abbey had the feeling it was half in terror.

			“Bear down, Martha,” Abbey said. “Push as hard as you can.” Her own nerves were frazzled, but she dared not show it.

			Gripping the backs of her legs, Martha strained with all her might. Her normally pallid features became crimson with the effort. When the contraction had passed, Martha flopped back on the damp pillows, exhausted and gasping. “Get me a doctor. I need a doctor,” she cried.

			Abbey wiped the perspiration from her face with a wet cloth, something Sybil could have been doing. It was becoming obvious that the older woman had little intention of doing anything that was helpful.

			Sybil was looking at her daughter-in-law as if she were terrified of her at a time when Martha needed comfort and support.

			“I’m afraid we can’t get a doctor, Martha,” Abbey said. “But you are doing brilliantly. The baby will soon be born, and it will be just fine. You’ll see.” She glanced at Sybil. “Mrs. Hawker, could you come with me for a moment?” she asked in a tight voice as she took Sybil by the arm and led her to the door.

			Martha looked alarmed. “Don’t leave me alone,” she cried.

			Abbey forced a smile. “We’ll only be a moment, Martha, I promise,” she reassured her.

			Abbey closed the door once they were out in the hallway and turned on Sybil with her hands on her hips. Sybil appeared to be relieved to be outside the room.

			“Mrs. Hawker, you are frightening Martha when you should be comforting her,” Abbey snapped in a hushed tone.

			“I can’t help it,” Sybil whispered.

			“Well, if you intend to continue this way, it would be best if you stayed out of the room,” Abbey chided. “I can’t deal with your fears and help Martha give birth. I’m afraid myself, but I can’t show it.” She was terrified, but if she acknowledged it out loud, she’d fall apart. “Now at the very least go ensure that the scissors are being boiled.” With these words, Abbey went back into the room and shut the door.

			“Where’s Mrs. Hawker?” Martha asked wearily.

			“She’s got something she needs to attend to,” Abbey said as lightly as she could. For the first time, she noticed she was shaking. “You are doing very well.” She tried to push all of Sybil’s fears from her mind, but it wasn’t easy.

			Martha was gripped by another pain, clasped her legs, and pushed.

			***

			Sybil was on the landing when Jack saw her from the bottom of the stairs.

			“Mother! Is something wrong?” he asked, worried.

			“No,” Sybil said, trying to regain her composure.

			“Are you sure? Why aren’t you helping Abbey with Martha?”

			“Abbey asked me to stay out of the room,” Sybil admitted.

			“What?” Jack was confused. “Why?” He climbed the stairs.

			Sybil didn’t reply. She was too ashamed.

			“Why, Mother?” Jack persisted when he reached her.

			“I wasn’t any help. In fact, I was making things worse,” Sybil blurted out.

			“How?” Jack asked. He could hear the sounds of Abbey encourageing Martha drifting down the hallway.

			“I was worried and …” Sybil couldn’t go on.

			“Mother, as a young woman who’s never given birth herself, Abbey is probably scared witless, but she’s in there helping Martha. You gave birth to three sons. Now go in there, and do what you can to support her.”

			Sybil knew Jack was right. She was being cowardly and irrational. Abbey was very young to be taking on such a big responsibility on her own. Taking a deep, calming breath, she went back into the room.

			Abbey was surprised to see Sybil again, and not at all pleased, but she concentrated on Martha. Sybil had carried a tray up from the kitchen, on which she’d placed the boiled pair of scissors. She then found some cotton to tie the cord. Taking a deep breath, she went to stand at Martha’s feet and had a look, going quite faint when she saw the baby’s head appearing.

			Abbey nudged Sybil to bring her out of her stupor, while not taking her eyes from Martha’s face. “Push, Martha,” she said. “One more big push, and the baby’s head will be out.”

			Martha lifted herself up and pushed with all her might. Sybil got a damp cloth and wiped the perspiration from her daughter-in-law’s face as Martha strained so hard that the tendons in her neck stood out like cords.

			“You are doing great,” Sybil said proudly.

			Abbey’s face lit up. “The head is out, Martha,” she said excitedly.

			Sybil steadied herself and then had a look, but the sight of blood was nearly her undoing. Abbey whispered for her to take deep breaths in case she fainted.

			Martha sensed that the birth was almost over and pushed even harder when she felt the next contraction. One shoulder popped out, and Abbey took hold of the slippery baby and gave it a little turn, something she remembered being done at the Creek Street birth. The baby’s other shoulder came out, and then the tiny body slipped out. Abbey held onto the baby as it let out a weak cry. She checked its mouth for obstructions, as the little one took its first full breath and cried much louder. It was music to the women’s ears.

			Abbey glanced at Sybil, who was moved to tears. “Cut your grandchild’s cord, Mrs. Hawker,” she said, excitedly.

			Sybil hesitated, her face full of awe as she gazed at the tiny being that had just been born. She had never expected to feel so overwhelmed at the wonder of being witness to a life coming into the world.

			“Is the baby all right?” Martha asked fearfully. “It sounds strong enough.”

			“Yes, it looks perfect,” Abbey reassured her. “I’m no expert, but it looks a healthy weight, even though it’s a bit early.”

			“Do we have a son or a daughter?” Martha asked, her face glowing with joy.

			Abbey turned the baby so Martha could see for herself.

			“A boy,” Martha said, her smile broadening. “I have a son.” Martha would have liked a daughter, but for months William had talked of nothing other than having a son. She was overjoyed at making his dream come true.

			Sybil looked at the baby and Martha, and tears ran down her cheeks.

			“The cord, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey repeated, and Sybil sprang into action, cutting the cord and tying it.

			Abbey took a towel and wiped the baby, and then wrapped it and placed it in Martha’s arms.

			Tears slid down Martha’s cheeks. She’d never been so completely happy.

			Sybil went to her side. It was the first time she had seen colour in her daughter-in-law’s cheeks. “Motherhood agrees with you, Martha,” she said softly. “You’ve never looked so …” She glanced at Abbey, whose eyes were wide with dread that Sybil would say something inappropriate. “ You’ve never looked so beautiful,” Sybil finished.

			“Thank you,” Martha said, smiling joyfully. “I think this is the happiest day of my life, other than the day I married William.” She thought about the fire at Parrallana. “Despite everything that’s happened today,” she added.

			***

			Downstairs, Jack had heard the baby cry. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs, smiling, when William galloped up to the front of the house and dismounted.

			Jack opened the front door, and William saw the happy look on his brother’s face.

			“Has Martha had the baby?” William asked, breathlessly. He’d been to check on their home, which was safe, and then had ridden back as hard as he could. He’d been praying that the baby and Martha would be fine.

			“Yes, I heard a healthy cry,” Jack reassured him.

			William took the stairs two at a time, followed by Jack.

			A few minutes later, when Martha was ready to see her husband, Sybil opened the door to find Jack and William pacing on the landing.

			“Come in and meet your son, William,” she said happily.

			William entered the room to see his wife holding their child. “A son,” he said emotionally. “We have a son, Martha.”

			Martha nodded, beaming proudly as William kissed her and looked at his tiny son.

			Abbey stepped outside with Sybil to allow the family some privacy. Jack looked through the open door at the happy scene. He was terribly relieved.

			“Abbey, I don’t know how to thank you for what you’ve done,” Jack said, as Sybil shut the door.

			“It wasn’t much,” Abbey said. “Martha did all the work. She didn’t have an easy time of it.”

			“The poor girl suffered,” Sybil said. “And I was no help at all. I’m terribly sorry, Abbey. Martha would have been in dire trouble without you. You were wonderful.”

			“You came through in the end,” Abbey said. She looked at Jack. “Your mother cut the cord and tied it off.”

			Jack glanced at Sybil, who smiled sheepishly, despite feeling a little proud for her small part.

			“How is Mr. Feeble?” Abbey asked.

			“Clementine applied the salve,” Jack said. “Let’s hope it works, because he is quite ill. I’ve sent Elias to find Dr. Ashbourne. If Mr. Feeble does survive, it’s because of your bravery, Abbey.”

			Abbey was just glad that Clementine’s father was getting the help he needed. “I forgot to tell you something,” she said spontaneously, reaching for Jack’s hand. “When I was with Max earlier today, he stood up and went outside to relieve himself. Isn’t that wonderful?” Smiling, she waited for his reaction, but her smile faded when he looked solemn. Abbey was confused. She had hoped Jack would be overjoyed at the news, but this obviously wasn’t the case.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			Even though Heath had kept his composure while talking to Jack, he’d been seething inside. He headed straight for his father’s solicitor’s office to vent his frustration. He burst into the room as the man was completing some important paperwork to do with his father’s estate. It was actually quite late, and Edward Martin should have been heading home.

			“Good evening,” Edward said wearily, knowing it would now be futile to try to finish his work. He discreetly closed the file. The contents were confidential, to be viewed only by himself and the beneficiary of Ebenezer Mason’s will—and that was officially not Heath. Fortunately, Edward still had some time before the work needed to be completed.

			“I’ve just been out to Bungaree,” Heath declared by way of greeting.

			“So, what has you in such a mood?” Edward could see how angry he was. “Did Miss Scottsdale refuse to see you?”

			“I didn’t speak to her. She was helping Jack Hawker’s sister-in-law deliver a baby.”

			Edward’s eyes widened. “Really?! Perhaps Miss Scottsdale has a future calling in midwifery.”

			“Very funny. Here I am, in total despair, and you’re being facetious.”

			“Sorry,” Edward said contritely. It was not the time for such remarks. If Heath failed in his bid to inherit his father’s estate through marriage to Miss Scottsdale or by other means, then Miss Scottsdale would be rich beyond her wildest dreams. She’d certainly never need to work to support herself. “It’s been a long day. Tell me what’s got you in a lather.”

			“Not what. Who. That would be none other than Jack Hawker. He’s certainly not helping my cause. I’d lose my temper with him, but he’d only speak ill of me to Miss Scottsdale, and that wouldn’t do.”

			“What’s he done now?” Edward asked, tidying other paperwork on his desk. He was eager to get home, so he hoped Heath’s visit was brief.

			“He wanted to discuss a few things today.”

			“Discuss things? Does he suspect you have motives for wanting to see Miss Scottsdale?”

			“Yes, but they’re nothing to do with my father’s estate. He’s not happy about my association with her because of my reputation with women. It’s quite obvious he thinks I’m lusting after her, and he’s all but warned me to keep my distance. He actually went as far as threatening me if I touched or hurt her. The nerve of the man.”

			“You do have quite a reputation with the fairer sex. You can’t deny that,” Edward said seriously.

			“Maybe so, but it’s none of his business, and I have no intention of heeding his warning. In actual fact, I believe Mr. Hawker is the one lusting after her.”

			Edward wondered if Heath was jealous. “Time is not on your side. I’ve had some more correspondence from the mine.” He retrieved some paperwork from the corner of his desk. “Things need sorting out there. Decisions need to be made; money needs to be spent to improve the miners’ safety. Apparently, morale is at an all-time low. There’s even talk that the miners are threatening to strike.”

			“I can’t deal with all of that unless I have this business with my father’s estate settled.” Edward hadn’t been able to have any money at the bank released to Heath, so he was running out of money quickly.

			Edward expected Heath’s plans to be fruitless, but he knew he needed to tread carefully. “Why not be candid with Miss Scottsdale and explain the situation?” he said. “I can draw up some papers that will make everything legally yours if she signs.”

			Heath’s eyes widened. “Are you mad? She’d never sign the estate over to me.”

			“She might, because she didn’t willingly marry your father. I believe it’s worth a try, and it would be so much easier than all this deception.”

			Heath pursed his lips. “I can’t take the chance that she’d refuse, and I’m sure she would. Who in their right mind would refuse so much money if it were legally theirs?”

			“Sometimes people surprise you,” Edward said philosophically. He could name a few instances he had witnessed over the years as a solicitor, but it wouldn’t be ethical.

			“And sometimes they don’t,” Heath countered. “Besides, even if she wanted to do the right thing, Jack Hawker would probably advise her against it.”

			“The longer this is drawn out, the longer everyone suffers,” Edward said. “The staff at Martindale needs to be paid. The funds we are legally able to access to pay the miners will run out this week. We can’t drag our feet on this much longer.”

			“I just need a little more time. There is a dance in Manoora this weekend. I’m going to ask Miss Scottsdale to spend the weekend at the Martindale Estate and attend the dance with me,” he said.

			“I can’t see her consenting to spending the weekend with you at Martindale,” Edward said in frustration.

			“There’s a possibility she won’t, because of Mr. Hawker, but I’m sure I can get her to attend the dance with me. If I succeed in that, I have a plan to get her to the estate. One way or another, I’m going to spend some quality time alone with her. If I can do that, I’ll get her to fall in love with me.”

			Edward simply sighed.

			***

			Jack and Abbey stood looking down at Max on the blanket in the barn.

			“He’s listless,” Jack said. “I think an infection is spreading through his body.”

			“Mrs. Hubert gave me something to put on his wound for infection. I think it was made from eucalyptus oil.”

			“I doubt it will help,” Jack said, dispirited. “The wound was particularly nasty.”

			“She seemed to have faith in it.”

			“I hate to say it, but I don’t think Max is going to get better.” Jack became emotional and turned away.

			“You aren’t thinking of?” Abbey couldn’t say it, but Jack knew what she meant.

			“It might come to that,” he said softly.

			“No, I won’t believe it,” Abbey said, outraged at the idea. “Why not ask Ernie to help?” It seemed logical to her, and she didn’t understand why Jack hadn’t thought of it.

			“Ernie?” Jack, said as if the notion hadn’t occurred to him. “There’s nothing he can do.”

			“How do you know that? He helped Mr. Feeble, so maybe he can make something to help Max.”

			“Just because he can make a remedy for burns, that doesn’t mean he can cure everything.”

			Abbey didn’t hear his reply because she had already left the barn in search of Ernie. She was first going to try the quarters he shared with Wilbur at the back of the stablesnot that they used them often. They preferred to sleep under the stars on all but the coldest nights.

			Jack followed her out of the barn. “Abbey, wait. If you are going to look for Ernie, he’s not here.”

			Abbey turned around. “Where is he?”

			“He went back to the sheep.”

			“We must find him before it’s too late for Max.”

			“It’ll be dark in an hour, Abbey,” Jack said, avoiding eye contact. The days were long because it was summer, but it was getting late.

			Abbey marched towards him. “Don’t you want to help Max?” His attitude baffled her.

			“Of course, I do,” he snapped.

			“Then why are you giving up so easily?”

			“I’m not giving up. I’m being realistic.”

			“It looks to me like you are giving up,” Abbey said angrily.

			“You don’t understand, Abbey. You’ve only been here a very short while. I’ve lived here for years. I know my Aboriginal workers, and I know their capabilities.”

			“Did you know that Ernie made a remedy for Ben Dobson’s burns and that it healed them within days?”

			“Yes, of course I did.”

			“Then why aren’t you seeking his help now, when Max’s life is at stake?”

			Jack could see that Abbey had to learn some things the hard way. “Just because he knows how to heal burns, that doesn’t mean he can fix everything. Leave it at that.”

			“I believed you cared enough for Max that you’d do anything to help him,” Abbey said, fighting tears.

			“That’s not fair, Abbey,” Jack stated in a grave tone before he turned away from her.

			Abbey knew she’d hurt him, but she was defiant. “Is Ernie coming back here tonight?” she asked his retreating figure.

			Jack stopped and turned. “No, he and Wilbur will camp out with the sheep, and you are not going out there in the dark, alone, so don’t get any ideas.”

			Abbey understood that Jack felt defeated, but she wasn’t so ready to concede defeat. “Then come with me. Let’s go and see him right now,” she said. “If he can’t help, at least we tried.”

			Jack knew that arguing with Abbey was getting him nowhere, and he was worried she would go looking for Ernie on her own. “Very well, then,” he sighed. “Let’s go find him.”

			***

			“What makes you so sure that Ernie can’t help?” Abbey asked Jack as they cantered over the countryside side by side.

			Jack didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t reply.

			“Is his knowledge limited to burns?” Abbey persisted. She hadn’t considered this possibility.

			“It’s not that, Abbey. The Aboriginal community has customs and beliefs that are quite complicated. Don’t be surprised if Ernie won’t help Max.”

			Abbey thought about the questions that Ernie had asked her when she wanted him to make the salve for Ralph Feeble. She’d been quite puzzled by them at the time. “What would stop him helping?” she asked Jack.

			Jack slowed his horse to a walk, and Abbey did the same.

			“Aboriginals believe that death and serious illness are caused by spirits or people practicing sorcery.”

			Abbey was shocked. “Sorcery?! Are you serious?”

			“Yes, very serious. Even a minor accident, like falling over a log on the ground and injuring oneself, is suspected of being caused by someone casting a spell.”

			Abbey wondered if Ernie had suspected that the fire at Clementine’s house was set deliberately, as the result of a spell. But something like that certainly wouldn’t apply to a dog. “Surely Ernie won’t think someone has put a spell on Max,” she said. “That would be ridiculous.”

			Jack shrugged.

			Abbey pulled on the reins of her horse, bringing it to a standstill, and Jack did the same. They faced each other. “I just can’t believe you are as indifferent about Max’s life as you appear to be,” Abbey blurted out.

			Jack grew angry at her words. “Farm life is not like a story in a book, where there is always a happy ending, Abbey. We don’t know if Clementine’s father will get well again, and it was a miracle that Martha and her baby survived.”

			“I didn’t offer to help Martha with the assumption that things would work out perfectly. I had no idea what would happen, and I was terrified, but I did my best, and in the end, Martha and the baby were fine. We have to give Max that same chance. He deserves that much.”

			Jack looked at her in silence for a moment. “I almost envy you, Abbey,” he said wearily.

			Abbey was taken by surprise. “Why?”

			“Despite all you’ve been through, you still possess a firm belief that everything will turn out for the best.” He found that extraordinary. “I’ll go along with this, Abbey, but I won’t get my hopes up only to have to …” He couldn’t say the words, but in his mind he could see himself shooting Max. “In the end, it will be me who has to put an end to Max’s suffering, and I will have to gather the courage. Believe me, it will be the hardest thing I’ve ever done. To have you think I’ve given up, just because I won’t get my hopes up, is very hurtful.”

			“I’m sorry. I don’t believe that, honestly,” Abbey said, feeling terrible. “I know you love Max. Let’s just explore this one last possibility. Please.”

			Jack had a good idea of what was going to happen, but he nodded, and they rode on.

			***

			It was almost dark when Jack and Abbey came upon Ernie and Wilbur sitting beside a campfire. The sheep were nearby, so they approached cautiously so as not to disturb them. Abbey did catch a glimpse of Josephine amongst the flock, with the bright red ribbon around her neck. Abbey was happy to see that the lamb was sticking close to her mother.

			The stockmen were surprised to see them.

			“Is something wrong, boss?” Wilbur asked.

			Jack glanced at Abbey as they dismounted. She could see he was uncomfortable with approaching them for help, but she didn’t understand why.

			When Jack didn’t immediately reply, Abbey spoke up. “Ernie, Max is quite ill,” she said to the stockman. “Is there anything you can do to help him?”

			Ernie glanced at Jack and then Wilbur. He then looked into the flames of the fire. “No, missus. I can’t help him.”

			Abbey was momentarily speechless and stared at the stockman in disbelief. “His wound has become infected, Ernie. Is there an Aboriginal remedy for infection?”

			Ernie glanced at Wilbur again, and then both men looked into the flames of the fire in silence.

			Abbey didn’t understand what was wrong.

			“Let’s go, Abbey,” Jack said to her.

			“No,” Abbey snapped. “We have to help Max.” She looked at Ernie. “Why won’t you help Max, Ernie? Tell me.”

			“I can’t help, missus. The dog was speared by Aboriginal men.”

			“I know that, but I still don’t understand, Ernie.”

			“I can’t change what they did. If I did, I could be killed.”

			Abbey was shocked, but Ernie looked gravely serious. “Tell us what to do, and we’ll do it,” she said.

			Ernie shook his head. “Can’t do that, missus. I can’t undo what’s been done. The dog will die.”

			Hearing those words, Abbey burst into tears. The three men glanced at each other in dismay before Jack went forward and put his arms around her. There was nothing he could say.

			“We can’t let Max die, Jack,” she sobbed into his chest. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He doesn’t deserve this.”

			Over her head, Jack looked at Ernie. It was growing quite dark, but in the glow from the fire he could see the stockman felt terrible. Jack didn’t blame him, however. He wasn’t angry. He knew that Aboriginal people had firmly held beliefs. He’d known virile, healthy young men die simply because they believed they’d had a spell put on them. Jack had come to realise that the mind was a powerful thing.

			Suddenly, Ernie stepped towards Abbey. “Maybe someone else can help, missus,” he said nervously. “I can’t say for sure, but maybe.”

			Abbey dried her tears. “Who, Ernie?” she asked, a glimmer of hope sparking in her eyes.

			“A Kurdaitcha man,” Ernie replied in barely more than a whisper.

			Abbey looked at Jack in confusion.

			“He’s a spiritual tribal man,” Jack explained. He was surprised that Ernie was sharing this information, as he and Wilbur were from the Arabana clan of central Australia. He didn’t know how much influence he had with the local Kooris clan, let alone their Kurdaitcha man.

			“The Kurdaitcha man is the only one who could help Max, but I don’t know whether he’d do it,” Ernie said.

			Abbey looked at Jack again.

			“Ernie is talking about a man of great wisdom and stature in the tribe. He may not consent to help a dog.”

			Still, Abbey clutched at the hope he offered her. “Can you find out, Ernie?”

			Ernie glanced at Wilbur, and they discussed the situation in their native tongue. It was a rapid exchange in clipped syllables. There was also quite a bit of pointing in different directions. Abbey assumed they were having a discussion about where this great spiritual man might be.

			“You might have to offer something in return,” Ernie said to Jack.

			“A sheep,” Jack suggested. “One of the wethers.” They were valuable, but not as valuable as Max.

			Even though the clans had different languages, they could quite often understand each other well. “The local clans have told me they can get meat. Always plenty of roos around. But because of the drought, berries, yams, and fruit are scarce. So maybe I can offer some fruit and vegetables in return for the Kurdaitcha man’s help.”

			“Please do, Ernie.” Jack wasn’t convinced the stockman would have any pull with a local Kurdaitcha man, but he was pleased that Ernie was willing to try.

			“Go back to the homestead and wait,” Ernie said. “If the Kurdaitcha man will come, I’ll bring him to the barn.”

			***

			Abbey and Jack sat with Max for the next hour, waiting.

			“I wonder what is taking so long,” Abbey complained. Her patience was growing thinner.

			“Don’t get your hopes up that Ernie will convince the Kurdaitcha man to come, Abbey. Aboriginals think very little of dogs. It’s not that they don’t like them, but they are not nearly as important to them as they are to us. You quite often see them with dogs, but they use them to keep warm in the winter, while the dogs have to scavenge for the scraps of meat and bones that the tribe throws away after a meal.”

			“This situation is far more involved than I understood,” Abbey admitted. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.” She was starting to see that there was only a slim hope for Max and that Jack was suffering because of her stubbornness. “Why does life have to be so painful?” she whispered.

			“There are good times, and there are hard times, Abbey. One thing is sure: You can’t have it all one way.”

			“I know that,” Abbey said. She was thinking of her father and Neal.

			Jack squeezed her hand. “Why don’t you go to bed, Abbey? I’ll wait here. If anything happens, I’ll come and get you.”

			“No,” Abbey said. “This was my idea. I’ll see it through with you.”

			Just then Elias appeared at the barn door. “Is everything all right?” he asked Jack. “Is the dog worse?”

			“Yes,” Jack said sadly.

			“Do you want me to?”

			Jack interrupted. “No, Elias. You go to bed. Ernie may bring some tribal Aboriginal men here, so don’t be alarmed and shoot them if you see them. Please tell Ben about it.”

			Elias looked startled and frowned. “Why is Ernie bringing them here?” he asked.

			“Never mind. I’ll explain in the morning,” Jack said. “Could you ask Frank Fox to prepare a large basket of fruit and vegetables and leave it by the barn door?”

			“What for?”

			“I’ll explain everything in the morning.”

			Puzzled, Elias turned and left.

			***

			A short while later Ernie appeared at the door. “Can you bring the dog outside?” he asked Jack.

			Abbey went with Jack to the door, but Ernie blocked her from going outside. “You must keep out of sight, missus. This is sacred Aboriginal business that white fellas can’t witness.”

			Abbey didn’t understand, but she didn’t want to do anything that would interfere with what was going to take place. She stepped aside as Jack carried Max out in the blanket. Ernie closed the door, shutting her inside.

			Abbey tried to peer out through the gaps in the slats of wood that the barn was built from, but none were wide enough for her to see much. She glanced around. The hay was stacked high at the back of the barn, but up at the top there was a trap door, presumably for ventilation. She climbed the bales carefully and positioned herself up near the trap door. She then opened it enough to peek out, making sure she could not be seen.

			A short distance from the barn, a fire had already been built. Jack was instructed to lay the dog nearby. Abbey could see an elderly man with white hair, wearing only a loincloth. He was as thin as a skeleton and accompanied by two elderly women, also very thin. They looked like the women she’d met on the road to Clare, but surely that wasn’t possible. They were carrying something, but she couldn’t see what it was. After Jack lay Max down on the blanket, he was instructed to leave. He seemed hesitant to leave Max, but he headed back to the barn.

			When Jack entered the barn, he was puzzled. He couldn’t see Abbey.

			Abbey tried to get his attention from atop the haystack. “Psssst.”

			Jack looked around, confused.

			“Up here, Jack,” Abbey whispered loudly.

			He looked up. “What are you doing up there?”

			Abbey gestured for him to climb up to her.

			When Jack reached her, Abbey put her fingers to her lips and then pointed outside, peering through the barely open trap door. Jack looked out through the opening. They had a good view of what was taking place by the campfire.

			“Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this,” Jack whispered.

			“How else are we going to know what’s going on?” Abbey whispered back.

			“We’d better make sure we are not seen,” Jack said, as curious as she was.

			The white-haired Aboriginal man added more wood to the fire, building it up until it was blazing fiercely. The women sat facing the fire on the opposite side of Max. They put down a vessel of some kind that they’d been carrying. The orange glow from the fire made their thin faces look ghostly. The old man took the vessel and wafted it with smoke while chanting. Jack and Abbey watched, enthralled.

			“What’s he doing?” Abbey whispered.

			“I don’t know exactly,” Jack said. “But the Aboriginal members are great believers that smoking something cleanses it in some way. I know they do it to newborn babies.”

			Ernie was squatting near Max, making sure he lay still. The Kurdaitcha man instructed Ernie to remove the bandages from the dog’s wound. After this was done, he opened the vessel the women had been carrying. He scooped some ash from the fire and mixed it with the contents of the vessel, using a stick. He then cupped the contents of the vessel in his hands and put it on Max’s wound. He appeared to pack it on both sides. After this he wafted smoke from the fire over Max while chanting.

			“Have you seen anything like this done before?” Abbey asked.

			“No,” Jack whispered. “I’ve seen Ernie put ash on one of his own wounds before. I told him the wound would get infected, but it didn’t.”

			“What’s all the chanting about?” Abbey asked.

			“Presumably, they are trying to get rid of evil spirits,” Jack said. He shook his head. “Don’t get your hopes up that this will work, Abbey. There’s little chance it will.”

			Abbey put her hand on his arm. “I might be disappointed, but I’m going to put my faith in what’s taking place down there. I’ve been told that the Aboriginal people have been in Australia for hundreds, maybe even thousands of years. If they’ve survived this long with their medicine, there must be something to it.”

			“I know many of them have gotten sick and died, Abbey.”

			“One of my father’s friends once told me that when the white man came to this land, he brought illnesses like smallpox that the Aboriginal people had never before been exposed to. He said they can’t deal with our illnesses, and that’s why they get ill and die,” Abbey said.

			Jack thought she had a point, but he still didn’t believe that Max would survive. He was just too sick.

			***

			The chanting went on for hours. It was mesmerising to watch, ethereal and eerie at the same time.

			Eventually Jack and Abbey became so weary that they climbed down from the hay bales and curled up on the straw on the floor. They must have fallen asleep, because the next time they opened their eyes, Ernie was standing over them, and it was daylight. Max was asleep beside them. For a few moments, they both wondered if they’d had the strangest dream.

			“Mornin’, boss,” Ernie said. “I’m going to work now.”

			“Good morning, Ernie,” Jack said sleepily. “Have you been up all night?”

			“I had an hour’s sleep this mornin’,” Ernie said. “The Aboriginal poachers won’t be bothering you or your brothers again,” he said.

			“How do you know?” Jack asked.

			“The Kurdaitcha man gave me his word,” Ernie said. “He was grateful for the fruit and vegetables. The dog will be fine now.” Ernie left the barn.

			Jack looked at Abbey in bewilderment. She was staring at Max, hoping to see a change in him. There was a noise outside the door. It sounded like the other dogs. Max suddenly lifted his head, alertly. Abbey looked at Jack. “Does Max seem a bit better to you?” she asked. She thought so, but she needed to hear that Jack was of the same opinion.

			“He does seem brighter.” There were still bits of mud on his leg, so Jack knew that what had taken place hadn’t been a dream.

			Elias appeared at the door with Rex and Jasper. The dogs went to Max and sniffed him while wagging their tails. Max wagged his tail, too, glad to see them. He stood up, gingerly touching his foot to the ground. Abbey and Jack stared at him in disbelief.

			“Max looks fitter this morning,” Elias commented in his dry fashion.

			Jack looked at Abbey, and their smiles broadened. She got up and went to retrieve the wrapped pieces of meat she’d left on a hay bale. She offered Max a piece of the meat, and he nearly ate her hand with it. She gave it all to him, and it was gone in seconds.

			“I’d say he’s back to his old self,” she said to Jack.

			“I can’t believe it,” Jack said, his features softening with relief. “I just can’t believe it.”

			“What happened here last night?” Elias asked.

			“A miracle,” Jack said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			“I could certainly do with a hearty breakfast,” Jack said as he and Abbey walked towards the house. He intended to instruct Elsa or Marie to take Max more food to help him get his strength back quickly. “How about you?”

			“Yes, I’m famished,” Abbey admitted. Her stomach growled noisily to enforce the point, and she laughed with embarrassment. “I’m so pleased that Max is feeling better,” she said, unable to stop smiling.

			“So am I, and it’s all because of you, Abbey.” Jack put his hand on her shoulder. “If you hadn’t pushed for Ernie to help”

			“I know it was very hard for you. I never meant to imply that you didn’t love Max. I hope you believe me.”

			“Truthfully, I was afraid. I can only admit that now.”

			Abbey could see that he felt uncomfortable admitting such a thing. “Afraid? But why?”

			“As a farmer, I often face the task of shooting a wounded or sick animal, and I’ve done it countless times. Not that it’s ever easy,” Jack said. “But with Max it was different. He means far more to me than a working animal. Because I saved him as a pup, he’s always had a special place in my heart. I know that sounds soft, but when it came right down to it, I honestly don’t know if I could have shot him, and that makes me feel ashamed.”

			Abbey was deeply moved by his confession. “You should not feel ashamed for having a heart. Even though it would have been painfully difficult, if Max were suffering, you would have found the strength to end it. For his sake. And that’s because you love him so much. I’m just so glad it didn’t come to that.”

			“Not half as glad as I am,” Jack said. He looked into her eyes. “I owe you a great debt, Abbey.”

			“No, you don’t,” she replied. “It was Ernie’s idea to contact the Kurdaitcha man. I still don’t really understand what he did, but I’m so happy it helped.”

			“We’ll probably never know,” Jack admitted. “The Aboriginal healers’ ways are a bit of a mystery.”

			“Yes, they are,” Abbey agreed. “I didn’t even know that sort of thing existed, but you’ve opened my eyes.”

			Jack looked at her for a long moment with an unreadable expression. “It’s you who’ve opened my eyes, Abbey. You are a remarkable young woman. I hope you know that.”

			Abbey blushed and dropped her chin. Her father had always said she was something special, but she’d never really believed him because he was her father, and he was supposed to say such things. But to have Jack pay her such a wonderful compliment meant the world to her.

			She looked up again and was sure that he wanted to kiss her. She wanted him to, but they were both well aware that they were in full view of the smithy’s shop, where Ben and Michael Dobson were working. Abbey wondered if Jack remembered kissing her in the barn.

			“I think we should keep the actual ceremony we witnessed between ourselves,” Jack said, breaking the spell, “especially as we weren’t meant to observe it.”

			***

			After washing their hands in the outside laundry and picking straw from each other’s clothes and hair, Jack entered the kitchen with Abbey. He instructed Elsa to take some meat to Max in the barn. “And give him a bowl of milk, too,” he said, thinking it would be an extra treat.

			Sybil and Clementine were seated at the dining table, sharing a pot of tea.

			“Good morning, Mother. Good morning, Clementine,” Jack said. “Have you had breakfast already?” He thought it odd not to smell toast or eggs.

			“No, we haven’t had breakfast,” Sybil said curtly. “I made the tea myself.”

			“What’s going on?” Jack asked suspiciously. “Where’s Sabu?”

			“Meditating on the balcony,” Sybil said. “It’s another Hindustani holiday, apparently.” In the past, she’d been patient and accepting of Sabu’s customs, although she’d never admitted that to Sabu. Now, however, she had guests, and she wasn’t in the mood for his eccentricities. “I’ve never known a religion to have so many holidays.”

			Jack’s expression changed. “Oh, for goodness’s sake,” he said angrily.

			“I’ll make breakfast,” Abbey suggested helpfully, turning to go back to the kitchen.

			“No, Abbey, you must be as tired as I am, and Sabu gets paid to prepare meals,” Jack said, cross with the cook. “I’ll go and have a word with him. I want to speak to William and Martha, anyway.” He headed for the stairs.

			“Where’ve you been so early?” Sybil asked Abbey. “And why are you and Jack tired? Didn’t you sleep well?”

			“We’ve been with Max in the barn most of the night,” Abbey said, blushing again in case Sybil or Clementine thought that was inappropriate. “He’s so much better,” she added, unable to hide her happiness. She decided to let Jack explain about the Aboriginal healers if he wanted to.

			***

			Jack knocked on the door of the bedroom where Martha and William were staying. William answered the door, and Jack told him about Max and the tribal elder who had cured his infection with an Aboriginal healers’ remedy. He didn’t mention the late-night ceremony. “After receiving a gift of fruit and vegetables, he promised we won’t have any more trouble from Aboriginal tribal members,” Jack said. “I have the elder’s word.” He thought the gift was a small price to pay to have Max well and to have the station safe again.

			“Do you believe him?” William asked, concerned for his family.

			“Yes, I do, but I intend to keep sending them some of our surplus fruit and vegetables, just to keep up good relations. It’s only fair, and I should have thought of it before. They had a problem with us in the first place because they once roamed freely over all our land.”

			Martha was sitting on the bed holding her son and listening to their conversation. “Does that mean we can go home, Jack?” she asked hopefully. She appreciated his hospitality, but she already missed her home and being surrounded by her own things.

			“Yes, whenever you are ready, but there’s no hurry. I just thought you’d like to know your home is safe.”

			“We appreciate that,” William said, relieved.

			“I’d like to go home and settle in with the baby,” Martha said to her husband.

			William understood. He was also eager to get home to check on his livestock and start rebuilding his barn.

			“That’s up to you,” Jack said. “I’ll have one of the servants bring breakfast up to you.”

			***

			Downstairs, Clementine had just noticed a remnant of straw in Abbey’s hair, a piece that Jack had failed to remove. She was about to comment on it when her attention was caught by raised voices on the stairs. A few moments later Jack appeared again, followed by Sabu, who headed for the kitchen with a face like thunder.

			Jack sat down at the table, and Sybil poured two more cups of tea, one for him and one for Abbey.

			“Is Sabu going to cook?” Sybil asked in a hushed tone.

			“He will if he wishes to stay employed,” Jack said loud enough for the cook to overhear. He turned his attention to Clementine. “How is your father this morning?” Elias had managed to find the doctor, who had visited the previous night. He had checked Martha and the baby, declaring them both healthy. When he had examined Ralph, he had found him slightly improved from how Elias had described his condition. The infection had begun to subside, and the burns had started to heal within hours of the salve being applied.

			Dr. Ashbourne had been going to give Ralph something to help with his fever, but it had already started to come down. Ashbourne was keen to know what Clementine had been using on her father’s burns, but she was reluctant to tell him the truth. She thought he’d be horrified. When he continued to press her, it was Ralph who eventually admitted that an Aboriginal man had made something from plants and roots.

			“We could learn a great deal about how to treat illnesses if we took more notice of Aboriginal healers’ medicine,” he said. “Unfortunately, there is also a lot of superstition that comes with it.”

			“Yes, how is your father?” Abbey asked, hoping for more good news. “I was just about to ask.”

			Clementine flicked a slightly annoyed glance at Abbey. She thought she was behaving as if she were the lady of the house, and it irritated Clementine. “He’s much better,” she answered, noticing that Jack also had straw in his hair. A flash of jealousy shot through her when she thought of possible scenarios that could have led to them both having straw in their hair. They seemed very cosy about something, and she felt certain it wasn’t just a shared elation over the dog’s recovery. “Father actually wanted to get up this morning, but I insisted he stay in bed for one more day, at least.”

			“I’m glad to hear he’s on the mend,” Jack said, thinking that Ernie had come through for Ralph, too. He smiled at Abbey again, knowing that she would also be thinking the same. Jack knew, however, that it was Abbey’s bravery in fetching Ernie to make the salve that meant Ralph might recover. He believed they were all indebted to her.

			Clementine didn’t fail to notice the intimate smiles between Jack and Abbey, and she inwardly seethed, becoming more than suspicious that something was going on between them. She felt hurt and betrayed by both of them, but especially Jack.

			“I hear your dog is going to be all right,” Sybil said to her son, genuinely pleased for him. Although she wasn’t fond of the dog, she knew how worried Jack had been.

			Jack opened his mouth to speak, but he heard a crash in the kitchen. He frowned in annoyance. If he weren’t in such a good mood, he’d fire Sabu that moment rather than put up with any more of his tantrums. “Yes, Max is much better, Mother, but I’ve got some more good news.”

			“What’s that?” Sybil asked excitedly.

			Clementine became worried, fearing suddenly that Jack was going to make some kind of announcement about him and Abbey.

			“We don’t have to worry about being bothered by the Aboriginal tribal members any more,” Jack said.

			Sybil stared at him for a moment in silence. “How do you know this, Jack?” she asked. “Have they been apprehended by the constabulary?”

			“No. Abbey had the idea to ask Ernie to help Max,” Jack explained. Without giving too much detail, he told her about how Ernie had brought in the Aboriginal healers to help the dog.

			“Are you telling us that Aboriginal men and women were within a few yards of the house during the night?” Sybil said, aghast. She was terrified that they could have been killed in their beds.

			“Yes, Mother, a tribal elder came with two women, and they made something for Max’s wound.” He avoided going into specifics about the elder being a Kurdaitcha man and also made no mention of sorcery. “Max is up on his feet this morning, and he’s hungry, so that’s a very good sign. In return, I had Frank Fox prepare a basket of fruit and vegetables for the healers. Ernie said the drought was making this type of food hard to come by. The elder was very grateful and promised that the troublesome tribal members would now leave us alone.”

			“Do you believe him?” Sybil asked doubtfully. She was skeptical that a basket of fruit and vegetables was all it took to change the situation.

			“Yes, I do. Ernie assured me that the elder’s word is law amongst the clan members.”

			“How can you believe that those savages will take notice of an old man?” Clementine asked, making clear her disdain for them. “They have little respect for themselves, let alone the white community.”

			Jack couldn’t fault her ignorance, because nearly all the settlers were ignorant about Aboriginal tribal ways, but he was startled by the contempt in her voice. “I do believe the elder,” he said patiently.

			Just then Jack heard Elias call him from the backdoor. He hurried to the door, fearing Max had been hurt again, but for once it was good news.

			“Your Rambouillet rams have arrived,” Elias said excitedly.

			“Oh, wonderful! Did you hear that, Abbey?” Jack called spontaneously. “Napoleon is here.” He hurried out to see Napoleon and the other rams. He’d been waiting months for their arrival and was relieved they’d been delivered safely.

			Abbey’s eyes widened in excitement, and she stood up.

			“Who in heaven’s name is Napoleon?” Sybil asked her.

			Clementine looked puzzled, too.

			“He’s one of the new rams,” Abbey said, hurrying to the backdoor.

			Sybil and Clementine looked at each other in confusion. Neither understood what all the excitement was about.

			“Napoleon is a ram!” Sybil said, tut-tutting. “Now I’ve heard everything, but let’s go and see what all the fuss is about.”

			***

			Outside, Jack and the waggon’s driver, Fred Roundtree from Truro, were unloading Napoleon and five other rams from a waggon. They were put into a small holding pen alongside the smithy’s shop where horses usually waited to be shod. Jack inspected the animals to see that they hadn’t been hurt on the journey and that they were in good condition.

			Abbey was standing alongside the pen, watching the rams with excitement. The Rambouillet breed was quite large, as Jack had said, with huge horns that curled at the sides of their heads near their ears. “Which one is Napoleon?” she asked Jack.

			Jack looked over the animals with a grin on his face. “That one,” he said, looking to Fred for confirmation. He nodded.

			Abbey looked at the ram. “Maybe it’s my imagination, but he does seem to have a sense of nobility about him,” she said enthusiastically.

			“Don’t be fooled by his calm exterior,” Fred said. “He’s a feisty one, but beloved by the ewes, if you get my drift.” As if to prove his point, Napoleon rammed the fence railing.

			“He’ll settle down,” Fred said, laughing at Abbey’s shocked expression.

			They were so engrossed in the rams and each other that the threesome didn’t notice that Sybil and Clementine were now standing behind them.

			Jack pointed out some of the rams’ finer features. Abbey was enthralled to learn about them, and they discussed the rams for a few minutes. Jack told her they were shorn twice a year, and that it had to be done two to three months before joining them with the ewes. This was to keep them cool and to avoid lice and being fly-blown, he explained. “Rams with short wool are also better able to scout for feed in big paddocks because they are more active,” he added, noticing that Abbey was showing an interest in the rams’ hooves. “Because of their heavier weight, it’s also important to keep their hooves trimmed,” he said. “Although they may not appear lame, rams with bad hooves aren’t able to roam the vast distances in pastures to get enough feed.”

			“As you can see, I gave their hooves a good trimming before leaving my farm,” Fred said proudly.

			“Yes, they’re in good condition,” Jack said, admiring the well-done job.

			“Even though I fattened them up for the trip, they’ve all lost a bit of weight; the journey was long,” Fred said in his thick, Scottish brogue. He’d fed and watered them in the waggon on the five-day journey, and they were now anxious to get into a paddock and stretch their legs. “They’ll soon regain their former condition once they’ve had some exercise and good feed.”

			“They look good to me, but don’t worrythey’ll be well looked after here at Bungaree,” Jack promised. “My future stock depends on it.” He looked at Abbey. “When Josephine is of breeding age, we’ll put her with Napoleon.”

			“How romantic,” Abbey said and laughed.

			Fred surmised that Josephine was a sheep and chuckled. “Will you be setting up a house for them?” he asked, and Abbey and Jack laughed heartily.

			Behind them, Clementine looked at Sybil, her lips tight with disapproval.

			Just then Tom rode up. “Morning, everyone,” he said, dismounting.

			“Good morning, Tom,” Sybil said, and Jack and Abbey turned around, surprised to find the women standing behind them.

			“What do we have here?” he asked, looking over Jack’s shoulder at the new arrivals.

			“The Rambouillet rams I ordered,” Jack said to his brother. He noticed that Clementine didn’t look pleased and wondered what had upset her now. He’d always found her moods rather perplexing.

			William and Jack were more interested in sheep breeding than Tom, who preferred cattle. He didn’t share his brother’s enthusiasm over the new rams.

			“How exciting,” Tom mocked, winking at Clementine, who forced herself to smile sweetly despite her sour mood. She hoped Jack noticed.

			Jack introduced his mother and Clementine to Fred Roundtree, and they exchanged greetings.

			“How is Martha?” Tom asked his mother.

			“Oh, you don’t know yet, do you? She and William have a son,” Sybil said proudly.

			“That’s wonderful news,” Tom said, genuinely thrilled. “Is my nephew healthy?”

			“Yes, he’s a good weight, despite being a little early,” Sybil said. She’d spent an hour holding him the previous evening while the doctor had examined Martha. Sybil had thoroughly enjoyed the experience.

			Tom smiled broadly. “Has he a name? I think Thomas has a nice ring to it,” he said, grinning

			“Not yet,” Sybil said. “We should have a celebration lunch,” she added, just thinking of the idea. “You can stay for lunch, can’t you, Tom?”

			“Lunch is a few hours off yet, Mother,” Tom said. “And I have a lot of work to do. There’s still that bore to dig.” He glared at his brother, hoping he’d take the hint.

			“We’ll have to help William rebuild his barn first,” Jack said. “But while you are here, Tom, you can help me get these rams to a bigger yard.”

			Tom rolled his eyes, thinking that his bore was never a priority. “The dogs can do that, can’t they?” he said. He had every intention of helping, but he liked giving Jack a hard time.

			“Please come to lunch, Tom,” Clementine joined the conversation flirtatiously. She linked her arm through his. “If you don’t, we’ll end up discussing sheep for the entire meal.” She glanced at Jack, hoping to see a spark of jealousy, but she was disappointed.

			“How can I refuse such a charming offer?” Tom replied.

			“Let’s get your horses fed and watered,” Jack said to Fred, oblivious to Clementine’s game. He also intended to make Fred comfortable in the swaggie’s hut for the night.

			Clementine was annoyed that Jack didn’t react to her flirting with Tom, but Abbey noticed and wondered what she was up to.

			“Won’t you also join us for lunch, Mr. Roundtree?” Sybil said to Fred.

			“Thank you,” Fred said. “I’ll need a good wash first.” He’d brought a change of clean clothes with him, which was just as well. He’d been wearing the same clothes for days and smelt worse than the rams by far.

			Sybil and Clementine headed back to the house, while Abbey went to check on Max. Jack, Tom, and Fred, with the help of Jasper and Rex, herded the rams towards a yard down by the shearer’s quarters.

			“Mrs. Hawker,” Clementine said as they walked through the back gate. “I hope you don’t think I’m speaking out of turn, but aren’t you concerned that Abbey spent the night alone in the barn with Jack?”

			Sybil looked confused. “Why should I be concerned?” she asked.

			“A young, unmarried woman shouldn’t be in the company of a man all night, unless they are chaperoned,” Clementine said haughtily.

			“They were nursing the dog, Clementine, so I’m not sure what you are suggesting. My Jack is a gentleman.”

			“He’s a man, and if Abbey were offering, I doubt he’d refuse.”

			“Clementine! That’s not a nice thing to say.” Sybil was very surprised that Clementine would even think something like that, let alone speak it out loud. She’d never heard her talk that way before.

			“Surely you don’t approve,” Clementine said. “Even if nothing happened, that sort of thing is not good for Abbey’s reputation.”

			Sybil frowned. On that subject, she had to agree. “I’ll have a word with Abbey,” she said.

			“I think that would be wise,” Clementine said, satisfied with the result. “I’m not jealous, you understand. I know Jack loves me, but I don’t want people talking. I don’t want to appear foolish should stories start getting around.”

			So much for Abbey’s reputation, Sybil thought. Clementine was obviously more worried about her own.

			***

			After breakfast, which was served by a very surly Sabu, who refused to utter a word to anyone, Sybil asked Abbey if they could talk alone. Jack hurried back to his rams, taking some breakfast to Fred Roundtree, who wouldn’t come up to the house until he’d washed. Tom went home to check on his cattle, as some of them were calving, but promised to be back for lunch. William and Martha were staying for lunch, but intended to head home afterwards.

			Jack promised to help Tom dig the bore at his place that afternoon. William said he’d have to clear the barn site of debris before they could begin constructing a new one. To help the process along, they promised to help him cut wood over the next few days.

			Sybil and Abbey took their tea into the living room.

			“What did you want to talk to me about, Mrs. Hawker?” Abbey asked. She was feeling a little queasy, so she put her tea down.

			Sybil came straight to the point. “Abbey, twice now you’ve spent the night in the barn with my son,” she said in a gentle tone. She didn’t want Abbey to think she was reprimanding her, as it was no doubt all quite chaste, but she wanted her to think of her reputation.

			Abbey’s eyes widened.

			“I know Jack is a gentleman, and I don’t think badly of you, but you have your good name to consider.”

			Abbey was dismayed. “We’ve only been looking after Max,” she said, verging on tears. “It was all very innocent, I can assure you.” She felt her cheeks grow warm when she thought of the kiss they’d shared, but she hoped that Sybil wouldn’t notice.

			“I know, dear, but you should have let Jack handle that situation,” Sybil said.

			Abbey couldn’t say that they’d been watching the Kurdaitcha man perform a ritual to rid Max of evil spirits. “He was upset,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. Tears began streaming down her face, which was as much a shock to her as to Sybil. Her emotions were suddenly all over the place, something she didn’t understand.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you, Abbey,” Sybil said, thinking her reaction was a bit strong.

			Suddenly Abbey felt the urge to vomit. “Excuse me,” she blurted out and ran from the room with her hand over her mouth.

			Sybil was shocked. She hadn’t expected such a reaction. Clementine had been waiting in the kitchen when Abbey dashed toward the backdoor. She gaped at her retreating figure and then went into the living room, looking for Sybil.

			“Abbey’s in a bit of a state. What did she say?” She half wondered if Sybil’s companion had confessed to something improper.

			“Not very much. I was as gentle as I could be, so I’m a bit surprised by her reaction myself.”

			Clementine was more convinced than ever that Abbey’s reaction was from guilt.

			***

			Outside, Abbey vomited. Elsa was doing laundry and heard her.

			“Are you ill, Abbey?” she asked, giving her a damp towel to wipe her face.

			Despite her churning stomach, Abbey shook her head, but she was as white as the bed-sheets Elsa had hung on the washing line. “I just feel a little queasy.”

			Elsa scrutinised her. “Oh, by the way—did Mr. Hawker tell you that Mr. Mason was here yesterday afternoon?” she asked. She’d only just remembered herself.

			Abbey straightened up. “No,” she said, frowning and a little breathless. “What did he want?”

			“He wanted to see you, but you were helpin’ the young Mrs. Hawker have the baby.”

			Abbey was confused about why Jack hadn’t mentioned that Heath had called, but then she reminded herself that he’d had a lot on his mind. It also occurred to her that Jack wouldn’t have been happy that Heath had called, because he had reservations about him. Still, he could have trusted her enough to tell her. She could feel her emotions wash over her again and began to weep.

			What’s the matter with me? Abbey asked herself. She’d never felt like this before.

			***

			A few minutes later, when Abbey felt better and was able to compose herself, she went inside. Sybil and Clementine were in the kitchen, where Sybil was serving tea at the table.

			“Are you all right, Abbey?” Sybil asked. She felt awful for upsetting her so much that she’d become sick.

			Abbey nodded and sat down. Sybil offered her a glass of water, but Abbey suddenly had a yearning for sweet, black tea. She normally had her tea white, with no sugar. Just then there was a knock on the front door. Sybil sent Marie to answer it.

			It was Heath Mason, and he asked to speak to Abbey. Marie showed him into the living room and then went to the kitchen to inform Abbey that she had a visitor.

			“Who is it?” Abbey asked. She didn’t feel like seeing anyone.

			“Mr. Mason,” Marie told her.

			“Do you want me to tell him you’re not up to receiving company?” Sybil asked Abbey, wanting to be helpful.

			“No, he’s come a long way,” Abbey said. “I’ll see him.” She went through to the living room, while Sybil and Clementine remained in the kitchen.

			“Good morning, Heath,” Abbey said, trying to appear normal.

			“Good morning, Abbey,” Heath said. He gave her his most disarming smile. He was about to pay her a compliment, but noticed she didn’t look well. “You are a little pale this morning,” he said. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

			“I’m a little out of sorts,” Abbey said bravely. She felt like crying again, and it took a great deal of effort to keep her composure. “What brings you out to Bungaree?”

			“I was here yesterday afternoon. Did Jack tell you?”

			“No,” Abbey said, looking down at her hands in her lap. “But a lot has happened in the past twenty-four hours. Elsa only just told me that you called.”

			Heath wasn’t surprised, but he still had to suppress his anger. “I heard that you were helping Mr. Hawker’s sister-in-law deliver her baby. You’re a very brave young woman.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Abbey said, uncomfortable with the compliment. “I just did what I could. She did all the work.”

			“Are she and the baby doing well?” Heath was just making small talk, biding his time before he came to the point of his visit.

			“Yes, they’re fine. Would you like tea?” Abbey hoped he wouldn’t stay long. She felt like lying down for a while.

			“No, I won’t stay, as I have business to attend to, and you are obviously not feeling well. I only came to ask you if you’d do me the honour of attending a dance in Manoora with me on Sunday evening. I know it’s short notice, but I’ve only just learned about it myself.”

			Abbey was taken by surprise, and the first thing that flashed through her mind was what Sybil had said about her reputation. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

			Sybil could hear their conversation. She knew what Abbey was thinking, and she felt awful for suggesting that Abbey’s reputation was suffering. She wished Clementine had never brought it up. She was confident that Abbey was an honourable girl, despite what Ebenezer Mason may have put her through, and that her son was a gentleman.

			“Don’t you want to go?” Heath asked, feigning hurt pride. He was actually a bit panicked. His plan wouldn’t work if he couldn’t get her to leave Bungaree and Jack’s protection. “I thought you would accompany me as a friend.”

			“I would like to go, but I’m not sure I can get away,” Abbey said. She noticed her hands were shaking, so she clasped them together.

			“I don’t think Mrs. Hawker would mind,” Heath said. He couldn’t believe Jack’s mother would have any objection. He seriously doubted that Jack would confide in her that he was jealous. It wouldn’t look right—he was courting Clementine Feeble.

			Sybil went through to the living room. “Forgive my intrusion, Mr. Mason,” she said. “I couldn’t help but overhear your request.” She looked at Abbey, who seemed half afraid of what she was going to say. “I overheard Mr. Mason ask you to a dance, Abbey, and I think it would do you good to get out and meet people. So, please, accept his invitation and go to the dance.”

			Heath was relieved. Abbey, on the other hand, was surprised and a little confused.

			Sybil looked at Heath. “You will have her home at a respectable hour, won’t you, Mr. Mason?”

			“Yes, of course,” Heath lied. He had no intention of bringing her home until Monday night at the earliest. He felt confident, given plenty of time alone together, that he’d get Abbey to fall in love with him. He’d then see to it that rumors about her spending the weekend alone with him at Martindale were spread throughout the area, thus sullying her reputation. Marriage to him would be her only option. And thanks to Sybil, his plan was going perfectly.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			After Heath had gone, Abbey turned to Sybil with a worried expression on her face.

			“What is it, Abbey?” Sybil asked.

			“Your son won’t like me attending a dance with Mr. Mason. He doesn’t trust him.”

			Clementine overheard this from the kitchen, and her mouth dropped open. She was furious with Abbey for thinking that Jack cared enough about her to object to her attending a dance with another man. Despite Clementine’s earlier worries that something inappropriate had happened between them, Clementine knew on a rational level that Jack would never pursue his mother’s companion. She thought Abbey must be delusional to believe that Jack would care about her attending a dance with Heath.

			“I know he feels that way, Abbey, but do you trust Heath Mason?” Sybil asked.

			“Yes,” Abbey said. In the back of her mind she did have reservations, but she had nothing specific to base them upon. She believed her reservations were more to do with his father than with Heath.

			“Then we should trust your judgement. When it came to Ralph’s burns, Martha’s labour, and Max’s injuries, your judgement has saved the day. You’ve more than proved you can handle most any situation. Trust yourself, Abbey.”

			“My judgement let me down in regard to Ebenezer Mason,” Abbey said very softly.

			“You weren’t to blame for that,” Sybil whispered, just in case someone overheard. “He was a cunning man. I’m sure you were not the first young woman to have fallen into his trap.”

			Clementine was straining to overhear what was being said. She thought she’d heard Heath’s father’s name mentioned, but not the details about him. That his name was mentioned at all, and in hushed tones, led her to believe that Abbey had a secret. This she found intriguing.

			“You are young, and you should be enjoying things like dances,” Sybil said. “There’ll be many people there, so I’m sure you’ll be quite safe, and it will do you a world of good to have some time away from Bungaree. But to soothe any concerns that Jack might have, I’ll ask Elias to drive you to Manoora and wait and bring you home after the dance.” This also soothed any personal qualms she had about Heath Mason.

			“But Mr. Mason has already said he’d pick me up and bring me home,” Abbey said.

			“I’ll send him a note explaining the new plan,” Sybil said.

			Abbey was a little relieved, thinking Jack wouldn’t have much to complain about now. She could relax. She thought it was kind of Sybil to look out for her.

			Sybil’s eyes suddenly widened. “The dance is on Sunday, and it’s already Friday. That doesn’t leave us much time to find a dress.”

			“Find a dress?”

			“Yes, we’ll have to go tomorrow, Abbey,” Sybil said excitedly. “You’ll need a new dress, and I want to buy a gift for my new grandson.”

			“I can wash the dress you gave me, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said. She still didn’t feel wholly comfortable with Sybil buying her clothes.

			“What nonsense! You can’t wear that old thing. You must have something new, with shoes to match. Finding something perfect will be so much fun.”

			Sybil seemed happier than Abbey had ever seen her, so she didn’t refuse. “I think I’ll lie down for an hour if you don’t mind?” she said.

			“You do that,” Sybil said. “I’ll have a word with Sabu about lunch.”

			Abbey had only just reached the landing on the stairs when she heard Sybil and Sabu shouting at each other. From what she overheard, Sabu was not happy about preparing a celebration lunch on a Hindustani holiday.

			Abbey came back downstairs, just as Sabu stormed out of the backdoor. Sybil was on the verge of tears.

			“I’m going to have guests for lunch, and he won’t cook,” she said to Abbey. “I told him Jack will fire him, but he says he doesn’t care. Of all the days for this to happen!”

			“I’ll prepare lunch,” Abbey offered.

			“I couldn’t ask you to do it, Abbey. You don’t feel well,” Sybil said. “I’ll get Jack to speak to Sabu.”

			“I’m fine, honestly.” Abbey lied. “Don’t bother your son.” She noticed that Clementine was sitting in the kitchen, but she didn’t offer to help. When Abbey looked at Clementine, she stood up and said she was going to check on her father. Again, Heath’s words about Clementine went through Abbey’s mind, and it seemed more obvious than ever that she wouldn’t make a good farmer’s wife. She wondered if that thought had occurred to Jack—could it be part of the reason for the delay in a proposal?

			“What can you make for lunch?” Sybil asked, glancing into the larder with none of the enthusiasm she’d had just a few minutes earlier.

			“What did you have in mind?” Abbey asked her.

			“Chicken and salad, I suppose,” Sybil said. “I was going to leave it up to Sabu. But the chickens would need to be killed and plucked.” She wrinkled her nose at the idea. “Sabu is very adept at that.”

			“I’m not,” Abbey said. She found even the thought horrifying.

			Sybil looked dismayed. “This is going to be a disaster. I just know it. We don’t have any meat to serve.”

			“No, it won’t,” Abbey assured her. “I’ve made a tasty meal out of virtually nothing more than once,” she said. This was quite true. There had been times when her father had drunk or gambled all his pay, leaving virtually nothing for food.

			Sybil imagined that Abbey meant she’d made Irish soda bread or potato cakes, and she shuddered.

			“You’ve got a full larder here,” Abbey said, peering at the contents of the shelves. She noticed there was an abundance of eggs, as well as cheese and vegetables. “One of my neighbours in Burra was French. She used to make a wonderful dish called quiche, with eggs, cheese, and onion. It was quite simple, but delicious. I can make that if we have some baking dishes and flour.”

			“Sabu has the kitchen stocked with more dishes than we will ever need,” Sybil said. “But there isn’t much time, and we’ll need a fresh salad, too, and some bread. This is going to be too much for you.” Sabu could do six things at once when he put his mind to it, but Sybil couldn’t imagine Abbey coping with all that lunch would require.

			“You could help with the salad preparation,” Abbey suggested.

			“Me? I’m useless in a kitchen.”

			“Surely you can chop tomatoes and cucumbers,” Abbey suggested.

			Sybil knew there was little choice. Obviously, Clementine had no intentions of helping. “Yes, I suppose I can,” she said unenthusiastically.

			“Good, we’ll get busy, then,” Abbey said.

			Sybil was amazed by Abbey’s positive attitude and take-charge manner. She inspired confidence and admiration.

			Abbey found the flour, salt, and butter, and got started on making pastry dough. Meanwhile, Sybil called out to Frank Fox and asked him to fetch her some salad vegetables from the garden. While he was doing that, she watched Abbey, who had mixed the flour, butter, and a pinch of salt into a crumbly mixture. Next, Abbey added an egg and some water. Once this was mixed into a ball, she began rolling out the pastry. When it was the right thickness, she lined two large baking tins, trimmed the pastry, and put them in the oven.

			“What about the filling?” Sybil asked her. Frank brought the cucumbers, tomatoes, onions, and lettuce to the backdoor, and Abbey instructed Sybil to wash, peel, and chop them.

			“I’ll do that now,” Abbey said. She fried some finely chopped onion in butter, and then whisked in several eggs, a tablespoon of flour, some cream, and grated cheese. Next, she took the pastry-lined pans out of the oven and poured in the mixture before returning the pans to the oven. “If we had ham, I could have chopped some and put that in, too,” Abbey said absently. She realised too late that her statement would inspire Sybil to ask questions again.

			“Are you going to tell me what happened to the ham?” Sybil asked. “I’m certain you know.”

			“No,” Abbey said. “It’s not my place.”

			“Sabu threw it to the dogs, didn’t he?” Sybil said.

			Abbey had hoped that Sybil would guess the truth, but now that she had, Abbey was quite surprised. She made no comment, however.

			“I know what he’s like, Abbey, and he can be impulsive at times,” Sybil said. “I can just see him doing something like that to be spiteful.”

			Still, Abbey made no comment as she cleaned up her mess.

			“I’m just disappointed that he lied about it,” Sybil said softly, as she chopped the tomatoes.

			“He might have been afraid that he’d lose his job,” Abbey said, flicking a glance at her.

			“Does he seem frightened he’ll lose his job?” Sybil said. “He defies me and Jack all the time.”

			“I think your son will really fire him for refusing to make lunch,” Abbey said. She was certain of it. He’d definitely lost patience with the cook.

			“Yes, he probably will. I know Sabu has nowhere to go. I don’t understand his attitude.”

			***

			An hour later, they were all sitting at the table, including Ralph, who’d insisted on coming down to eat. The food looked amazing, and the smell of the quiche wafted temptingly through the kitchen. Sybil had been truly impressed when Abbey took the baking tins out of the oven, and had enthusiastically admired the golden brown crust of the delectable dish.

			Now, with her family around her, including her new grandson in his crib, Sybil smiled. Her salad looked quite appetising, as well, and she’d actually enjoyed herself while making it. Abbey had commented that if Sybil learned to cook, perhaps she wouldn’t find life in the country so dull, and Sybil contemplated the idea. Sabu had always made cooking look so complicated with so many ingredients and spices, but Abbey had made it look easy.

			When Jack tasted the quiche, his eyes lit up. “Sabu has never cooked this before,” he said. “I can’t taste even a hint of spice, and it’s wonderful.” He watched as his mother glanced at Abbey with a conspiratorial look on her face. “Did Sabu make this?” he asked suspiciously.

			“No,” Sybil said candidly. She was determined not to protect Sabu this time. “Abbey made it and deserves full credit.” She took a bite of the slice on her plate. “Mmm. Delicious, isn’t it?”

			Martha and William agreed, and so did Tom and Fred Roundtree, as well, who was now dressed in a clean shirt and trousers, with his face shaven and his hair combed. He looked like a different person. Clementine refrained from comment.

			“Your mother prepared the salad,” Abbey said proudly to Jack. “It’s very good, isn’t it?”

			Jack looked at his mother in confusion. “Yes, but what did Sabu make?” he asked tensely.

			“Nothing,” Sybil said, “but we can discuss that later.” She glanced at Fred Roundtree to hint that it wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss such matters with a guest in the house.

			Jack bit his tongue.

			“William and I would love to have you all over for dinner on Sunday evening,” Martha said.

			“You don’t have to do that, Martha,” Jack said. “The baby will probably keep you up all night for the next few weeks.”

			“We’d like to, Jack. It would be our way of thanking you for your hospitality and for all Abbey and your mother did for me.”

			Abbey glanced at Sybil. She wanted to tell Jack about going to the dance in Manoora with Heath at the right time, when he was in a good mood. Now was definitely not that time. His anger with Sabu was simmering just below the surface, and it wasn’t going to take much to unleash it. The mention of Heath Mason would certainly do it.

			“Abbey is going out on Sunday night,” Sybil said casually, thinking it might be wise to tell Jack right away. She believed, with guests, that he might hold his temper.

			Jack looked at Abbey blankly. “Going out? Where?” he asked.

			Abbey swallowed the lump in her throat and glanced nervously at Sybil again.

			“Never mind,” Martha said cheerfully. “We can have dinner together the following weekend.”

			Jack looked at his mother with a frown on his face.

			Sybil knew she had better explain. “Abbey has been invited to a dance in Manoora. I suggested she go, as it will do her good.”

			“A dance in Manoora?” Jack said. He looked at Abbey again. “Who invited you?” He had a good idea, but he still hoped he was wrong.

			“Heath Mason,” Abbey said in a small voice. “He called at the house a few hours ago. Apparently, he called yesterday, too,” she added pointedly.

			Jack looked momentarily uncomfortable. “He did,” he admitted. He was thinking about what Heath had said, about only being friends with Abbey. Why, then, did he invite her to a dance?

			Abbey watched as Jack clenched his jaw. Clearly, he wanted to explode, but somehow he held his temper in check.

			Clementine was watching him closely, too. She noted his reaction, but didn’t know what to make of it. She decided to further test him. “I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time, Abbey,” she gushed. “They hold some very good dances in Manoora, and I think you’ll find Mr. Mason to be a very attentive escort.” She looked at Jack.

			Abbey wished Clementine would hold her tongue. She was only adding fuel to the fire. It was almost as if she were doing it on purpose. But why?

			“Would you like to go to the dance, Clementine?” Jack asked.

			Clementine blinked in surprise. That had been the last thing she’d expected to hear. “Me?” she said.

			“We haven’t had a night out in ages,” Jack added.

			“No, we haven’t,” Clementine admitted. “You’ve always been too busy.” She was shocked that he could now suddenly find the time to get away from Bungaree.

			“Then would you like to go?” Jack asked again. He was aware that Abbey was staring at him.

			Clementine was rageing inside. She could see right through Jack’s plan. He wanted to keep an eye on Abbey. Well, she’d give him something else to keep an eye on. “Only if Tom can come with us,” she said pointedly.

			Tom looked up from his lunch. “Me?” he said, wondering how he had gotten into this discussion.

			“Yes, Tom,” Clementine said sweetly. “You aren’t going to meet the future Mrs. Tom Hawker in the middle of a paddock, you know.”

			Sybil laughed out loud, and her youngest son blushed.

			“No, I suppose I won’t,” Tom said, smiling.

			“Then it’s settled,” Clementine said. “We’ll all attend the dance together.” She glared at Jack and then glanced at Abbey, who looked thoroughly uncomfortable.

			The last person Clementine wanted to see was Heath. But she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to find out what he saw in Abbey, and she could only do that by observing them together.

			“Martha and I have chosen a name for our son, Mother,” William said proudly. “We were going to tell you on Sunday evening, but we can do it now.” He smiled at his wife.

			“Oh,” Sybil said excitedly. “Don’t keep us in suspense. What is it?”

			“Gerald Hastings Hawker,” William proclaimed. “’Gerald’ after Father, and ‘Hastings’ after Martha’s father.”

			“Baby Gerald will be the fifth generation to carry the Hastings’ name,” Martha said. “Hopefully our son will pass on his other grandfather’s name, too.”

			Sybil’s eyes filled with tears. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “Your father would have been ever so pleased,” she said to William. “And yours, Martha.”

			“Here, here,” the brothers said, raising their glasses in a toast. “To baby Gerald Hastings Hawker.”

			***

			After lunch, Jack and Fred Roundtree walked down to the pen holding the rams. Tom went home, and Jack promised to be at Anama within the hour to get on with the digging of the bore. While William and Martha prepared to go home, Sybil asked Clementine to share a pot of tea with her. Sybil asked Abbey to join them, as well, but Abbey said that she had something else she wanted to do.

			“We’re going into Clare in the morning to find a dress for Abbey,” Sybil said to Clementine as she handed her a cup of tea. “I also want to make a few purchases for my new grandson. I’ve never been able to knit, but the women at the Country Women’s Association make beautiful things for children and sell them as a fundraiser.”

			“I’ve nothing to wear to the dance, either,” Clementine moaned. “All my good clothes were lost in the fire.”

			“Oh, of course they were, dear. How thoughtless of me. Would you like to come with us?”

			“Yes, I’d love to.”

			“It’s settled then. We’ll get an early start right after breakfast.”

			***

			Abbey went to look for Sabu. She wanted to talk to him before Jack fired him. Jack had put Max back in the garden, where he was resting in his own kennel and had the other dogs for company, so she had a good idea where the cook might be.

			Abbey opened the door to the barn and saw Sabu kneeling in prayer. She went in as quietly as she could and waited for him to finish.

			Sensing he was no longer alone, Sabu turned around crossly. “Do you mind?” he hissed. “I prefer to pray alone.”

			“I’m sorry to disturb you, Sabu, but I’d like to talk to you, and it can’t wait. Jack is working now, but when he gets back, I think he’s going to fire you.”

			“I don’t care,” Sabu said defiantly.

			Abbey wondered if the cook was convinced that Jack would never fire him. “Oh, then you must have another position and somewhere else to live. Why didn’t you say so?”

			Sabu looked away.

			“I didn’t think that was the case, Sabu, so why are you trying to be dismissed?” Abbey went towards him, and he stood up. “As far as I can see, you’ve got it quite easy here, and it’s a lovely place. The Hawkers are good people.”

			“My religion is not being respected,” Sabu snapped.

			“I don’t know much about your religion, Sabu. Is it customary to not eat anything at all on holidays?”

			“Someone like you would not understand that fasting is a way of cleansing the body.”

			“You are right. I don’t understand how starving is cleansing,” Abbey said. She wasn’t going to pretend that she understood.

			“I eat fruit throughout the day and a very small meal in the evening. I’m not starving,” Sabu said defensively. “It’s a healthy way of living. It’s a form of discipline that brings me closer to the soul of the universe.”

			“Oh,” Abbey said, sensing that she was out of her depth. “I can respect your ways, even if you think I can’t. But explain to me why you will not cook on the days that you are getting closer to the soul of the universe.”

			Sabu’s eyes narrowed, suspecting that she was mocking his religion.

			“No, really,” Abbey insisted. “That part I don’t understand.”

			“It’s because no one respects or appreciates what I do. You are too young and too Irish to understand something so complex.”

			Abbey flinched. She didn’t understand what being Irish had to do with it. “Are you sure it’s not because preparing wonderful food is difficult when you can’t eat it? Irish or not, I’d struggle with that.”

			Abbey could see by Sabu’s expression that she’d hit upon the truth, at least in part.

			Sabu looked away, without comment.

			“Mrs. Hawker and her son do not understand how hard that is, do they?” Abbey asked. “But I do because I’ve smelt food that my neighbours have been cooking when I’ve had nothing to prepare. I’ve an idea, Sabu. I like cooking, and I’m very happy to do it when it’s a Hindustani holiday. Why not let me? I know Mr. Hawker said he wouldn’t pay you for the days you don’t cook, but you don’t really need the money, do you? You don’t have a family to support, and you obviously don’t socialise or spend money in town.”

			“I do not have family in Australia, but I have a large family back in India,” Sabu admitted.

			“Is that so?” Abbey asked. “Do you send them money?”

			“I send most of my wages back to India to help my family,” Sabu said. “They depend upon me.”

			Abbey was surprised, and she discovered a new respect for the cook. She’d imagined him to be selfish, but obviously that was not the case. “Do the Hawkers know that?” she asked.

			Sabu looked away again, his features set proudly.

			“I see,” Abbey said, beginning to understand. “I lived in the dugouts in Burra, Sabu, but I don’t tell anyone that, either. Sometimes pride holds us back. I think you’d find the Hawkers more understanding if they knew the truth.”

			“They should trust and respect me. I’ve been here a long time,” Sabu said, still upset.

			“They do respect you, Sabu. They think you are a wonderful cook. Why do you think they have put up with your tantrums this long?”

			Sabu glared at her, but Abbey smiled at him, and the cook had to look away because he feared he’d return her smile, and that would be a show of weakness.

			“If you leave, you won’t get the chance to win back the money you lost to me in Liar’s Poker,” Abbey said. “Not that you could”

			Sabu’s head snapped round. “I could beat you if given the chance,” he said.

			“We won’t know if you leave, will we?” Abbey said.

			“If Mr. Hawker fires me, I’ll have no choice,” Sabu replied flatly.

			“He won’t fire you if you tell him the truth,” Abbey said, catching a hint of regret in his voice.

			“I cannot,” Sabu said defiantly. He lifted his chin.

			Abbey was frustrated. “Very well. I tried.” She walked towards the door. “I may rearrange the kitchen after you’ve gone,” she said casually, knowing this would rile the cook. “And I’ll be throwing out all of those strange spices.” Abbey glanced back before she went out the door. Sabu looked livid. She just hoped that he was mad enough to explain the situation to Sybil or Jack before it was too late.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			Before going to bed, Abbey decided to take a walk, as she felt queasy again. It was a lovely balmy evening, and as she walked, she took deep breaths, hoping to settle her stomach. Jack hadn’t yet returned from working on his brother’s station, although Abbey thought he might have stopped to check on his rams before coming up to the house. She felt sorry for him, as she knew he’d be exhausted.

			Abbey wandered in the direction of the paddock where the rams were. For the time being, they’d been put where the lambs had been born, just behind the shearing sheds. Jack wasn’t there, and neither was anyone else. She supposed Ernie and Wilbur were still guarding the lambs somewhere else on the vast property, and she hadn’t seen Elias since that morning. She’d noticed a lamp burning in the swaggie’s hut, and assumed Fred Roundtree was probably settling in to enjoy a comfortable night’s rest in a bed after days on the road. He would begin the journey back to Truro the next morning. Fred was a nice man, who had told them he had a family of five sons and a daughter. At lunch he’d talked quite a bit about his farmland near Truro, where he bred Merinos and Rambouillet rams. Jack had visited his farm when he bought the rams, and he said it was a lovely place.

			Standing beside the fence railings, Abbey tried to absorb the unique sounds of the bush transitioning from day to night. The endless sky looked magnificent as wisps of clouds were streaked with flaming pinks and oranges, a dramatic backdrop for the canopy of the majestic blue gums. Crickets chirped on the ground and kookaburras made their laughing sound in the outstretched boughs of the trees. It was such a tranquil scene, and its peace should have resonated within Abbey’s soul, but she felt troubled and unsettled. Something wasn’t right. She had a terrible feeling. It was so dreadful that she couldn’t even let it enter her mind where she’d have to confront it. So, instead, she buried it where it caused her the most painin her heart.

			***

			Clementine had wanted to talk to Abbey to see if she could pry some information from her about Ebenezer Mason, but Abbey had seemed so aloof when she returned from talking to Sabu. She had hardly spoken to anyone, not even Sybil. Sybil sensed that something wasn’t right. She had an idea about what it might be, but she prayed she was wrong.

			When Abbey left the house, Clementine went into the back garden and looked out through the gate, to see which direction Abbey had taken. When she headed towards the shearing sheds, Clementine suspected she was looking for Jack, hoping to garner some time alone with him. Bitter and jealous, she followed Abbey at a distance.

			Instead of going through the shearing sheds, however, Abbey walked around them, sure her queasy stomach couldn’t take the smell. Clementine went into the sheds and watched Abbey through a crack in the door on the far side. She found the odor in the sheds overpoweringly awful, but she was willing to suffer it to find out if Jack was being unfaithful.

			As Abbey watched the rams, she noticed Jack’s spare hat lying on the ground in the paddock, not too far from the fence rail. She figured he’d left it on the top of a fence post and that the wind had caught it. She wondered if the rams would chew on it. They seemed to be nibbling on everything they could find, including hardy weeds and pieces of tree branches. However, after witnessing Napoleon crash into the fence rail, Abbey wasn’t keen on entering the paddock to retrieve the hat. Instead, she walked alongside the fence, picked up a long, thin tree branch, and tried to hook the hat from outside the fence without success.

			“Damn,” Abbey said in frustration when the branch broke. She continued to watch the rams as they slowly made their way around the paddock in search of feed. Jack had earlier given them some hay, but they’d eaten all of that. As they slowly moved towards the other side of the paddock, she wondered if she dared try then to retrieve the hat. She knew if she left the hat, it would probably be in pieces by morning, or, worse, eaten by the rams.

			It could make them sick, Abbey thought. She was afraid to try and retrieve it, but the thought of Napoleon or one of the other rams becoming ill and dying didn’t bear thinking about. If she didn’t get the hat, and something like that happened, she’d never forgive herself.

			Clementine watched as Abbey opened the gate cautiously. “What’s she doing?” she wondered aloud.

			Abbey closed the gate behind her, and then walked slowly along the fence line towards the hat. The rams were still feeding fifty yards away and didn’t seem to notice her. When she reached the hat, some twenty yards from the gate, she bent and picked it up. Just as she did, one of the rams lifted its head and turned in her direction. Abbey froze.

			Clementine watched in fascination. She couldn’t believe Abbey was in the paddock with rams. If one of them struck her, it would surely kill her. Her first thought, in her present, jealous state of mind, was not to find this an altogether dreadful prospect. But she knew she wouldn’t like to witness something so terrible, and as jealous as she felt, she didn’t truly wish any harm to come to Abbey.

			Abbey watched the ram, not daring to move. She thought if it began moving towards her, she might have to make a run for the gate. She tried to mentally work out how long it would take her to reach the gate, and what speed a ram could run, but her biggest fear was that she’d become paralysed with terror and find herself rooted to the spot.

			The ram didn’t move, but it didn’t take its eyes off her, either. Slowly, Abbey began taking small steps backwards, towards the fence, being cautious not to make any sudden movements. She even held her breath. A wave of nausea made her feel sick, but she forced the bile in her throat down. Unfortunately, she realised that her skirts would impede her getting over the fence quickly, and there wasn’t a big enough space at the bottom to crawl underneath. She was trying not to panic.

			Clementine watched, her gaze darting from Abbey to the rams. She wondered if Abbey could climb the fence quickly if she had to. Somehow, she doubted it.

			Suddenly another ram looked up, his head turning in Abbey’s direction. He took a few steps towards her, and Abbey froze again. She prayed it wasn’t Napoleon, as Fred had claimed he was feisty, and she’d seen that for herself.

			Move, Abbey told herself, but she couldn’t.

			“Run,” Clementine whispered. “Run!”

			The ram put his head down again and began chewing on a bit of greenery. Abbey’s heart was racing, but she recovered some of her nerve. I’ll act natural, she told herself, and turned her back. She walked towards the gate, all the while listening in case the rams began charging her. The gate was just over twenty steps away, but her legs felt as heavy as tree trunks. It seemed like miles.

			By the time she reached the gate she was so light-headed she thought she’d collapse. Her fingers fumbled with the wire that overhung the gatepost, so she put the hat on the opposite fence-post and pulled the gate open with two hands. She went out and turned to close it again, exhaling a huge sigh of relief. To her amazement, the rams hadn’t moved, but they were all watching her.

			Clementine also sighed with relief. One part of her admired Abbey, but the jealous part was annoyed. Luck seemed to always be on Abbey’s side.

			Abbey began walking back to the house. She didn’t even look back. All she wanted was the sanctuary of her room and the comfort of her bed.

			Clementine’s anger with Abbey surged again, and she stepped out of the sheds and walked towards the gate to the paddock. It seemed like Abbey couldn’t put a foot wrong at the moment, and everyone admired her. She cooked delicious food. She delivered babies. She sat up all night with a sick dog. She could ride well. She had helped her father, and Clementine was grateful, but that had only made Jack admire her more. If only she’d make a mistake, Clementine thought.

			What if Abbey had left this gate open? Clementine asked herself, noting that Abbey had left the hat behind on the gatepost. Would they all admire her then? An idea flashed through Clementine’s mind, and her lips twisted into a smile. A few moments later Clementine headed back to the house.

			***

			The next morning, Abbey got up, feeling even worse. Waves of nausea passed over her, and she craved sweet black tea again. After dressing, she headed downstairs to the kitchen. There she found Sybil and Sabu. Sybil was making toast while the cook fried eggs. Abbey stopped in her tracks and looked at them with her mouth hanging open. She couldn’t believe it. Not only were they working together, but they were chatting happily, as if their argument the previous day had not happened.

			“Good morning,” Sybil said cheerfully when she looked up and saw Abbey. She noted with concern that she didn’t look well.

			“Good morning,” Sabu mumbled. His expression was a mix of embarrassment and humility, which confused Abbey.

			“Good morning,” she replied. “Did Jack come home?” She declined the milk that Sybil was about to put in her tea, instead adding two spoons of sugar. She also couldn’t face the thought of a fried egg, so only accepted a dry piece of toast for breakfast.

			“Yes, quite late, though,” Sybil said. “Do you still feel ill, Abbey?”

			“Yes, a little,” Abbey replied. She was glad that Jack hadn’t yet had time to speak to Sabu. That would give the cook more time to consider telling Jack the truth about why he didn’t like to cook when fasting and that he needed an income to support his family in India. She was sure Jack would understand.

			Just then, Jack entered the kitchen, closely followed by Clementine and Ralph.

			“Good morning,” he said wearily. He barely noticed that Sybil and Sabu were working side by side in the kitchen.

			“Good morning, everyone,” Clementine said cheerfully.

			Ralph looked much healthier and said he was feeling better, which explained his daughter’s good mood.

			“I want to talk to you this morning, Sabu,” Jack said to the cook in a stern voice.

			Sabu didn’t reply. He dropped his head, concentrating on what he was doing.

			“Sabu and I have had a little chat, and we’ve come to an agreement,” Sybil said to her son. She was very happy about it, but Jack didn’t notice.

			Overnight, Sabu had thought about what Abbey said. He still couldn’t bring himself to tell Jack the truth about his family in India. But the idea of Abbey rearranging his kitchen finally persuaded him to swallow some of his pride and confide in Sybil about how hard it was to cook when fasting. Sybil understood—she knew what a ferocious appetite Sabu had, but she was especially moved that he’d shown a softer side and confided in her. She’d told him that she thought it would relieve some of her tedium if she did more in the kitchen, so she’d help out when he was fasting. This surprised Sabu, but it also pleased him. She also promised not to move any of his things.

			Jack assumed that his mother was just defending the cook yet again, and this time he wasn’t having it. “It’s too late for that, Mother,” he said.

			Sybil was about to argue with him when Elias knocked on the backdoor insistently and called to Jack in an urgent voice. Jack hurried to the door. Those in the kitchen fell silent, listening. They overheard Elias tell Jack that the rams had escaped from the paddock.

			“What?” Jack said, alarmed.

			“I’ve caught three of them with the help of Fred Roundtree and the dogs, but the others are missing,” Elias said. “We can’t find them anywhere on the property.”

			“Have you caught Napoleon?”

			“No,” Elias said. He wouldn’t have known which one Napoleon was, but Fred had told him that the prize ram was not one of those they’d caught.

			“How could they get out?” Jack asked frantically. “That paddock is secure.”

			“The gate was open when I went to give them their feed this morning,” Elias said.

			“What? How can that be?” Jack cursed himself for not checking the rams the previous night when he had returned to Bungaree. But it had been dark, and he’d been so tired that he could hardly stay upright in his saddle. He, Tom, William, Don Simpson, and Bill Bendon had been determined to finish digging the bore and assembling the pump before Jack went home, and it had taken hours. They’d sent William home well before dark so that he could be with Martha, in case she was still a bit nervous alone with the baby. Tom had suggested that Jack stay at his place when it got late, but he’d wanted to get home so that he could get started on his own chores first thing the next morning.

			Everyone in the kitchen heard what Elias said, including Abbey, but she didn’t understand it. She’d shut the gate when she left. She was sure of it.

			Jack went outside and spoke to Elias for a few minutes, planning how they would search for the missing rams. He then came back into the kitchen.

			“I can’t stop for breakfast,” he said angrily. “I must go and search for the rams. They could have wandered miles in the dark, possibly out onto the road and onto someone else’s property. If the wrong person realises how valuable they are …” He didn’t want to think about it, let alone say it out loud.

			“We overheard Elias say a gate was left open,” Clementine said. She felt slightly guilty, but it was done now, so she had to make sure the blame fell where she intended.

			“That’s right, and that’s something I don’t understand,” Jack said angrily. It was an unspoken law on a property where there was livestock: You always shut a gate behind you.

			Clementine looked at Abbey. “Didn’t you go for a walk last night, Abbey? Did you see anything unusual?”

			Abbey looked at her blankly for a moment. “Yes, I went for a walk just before dark. I went down to the rams, but they were all there.”

			“Was the gate closed, Abbey?” Jack asked.

			“Yes.”

			“I don’t understand how it could have been open this morning,” he said, scratching his head.

			“Could an Aboriginal tribesman have opened the gate with the intention of stealing a ram?” Sybil asked.

			“They’ve never done anything like that before, and I’m sure they wouldn’t do it now. Besides, a sheep would be much easier to steal than a ram.”

			Clementine looked at Abbey again. “You didn’t go into the paddock with the rams, did you, Abbey?” she asked.

			Jack was astonished at the notion. “Why would she do that, Clementine?” he asked, as if the very idea were ridiculous.

			Abbey looked at Jack. “I did,” she said in a small voice. “I went in just a little way to retrieve your spare hat, which was lying on the ground. It must have blown off a fencepost.”

			Jack looked shocked. “That was a dangerous thing to do, Abbey,” he said.

			“I thought the rams might eat the hat and become sick,” Abbey said. “But I shut the gate,” she added.

			“Are you absolutely sure you put the wire over the fence post?” Jack asked, almost accusingly.

			“Yes,” Abbey said, trying to actually recall doing so. She’d been feeling ill and had been shaking, but she was sure she had shut the gate properly.

			“Well, they didn’t let themselves out of the paddock,” Jack said tensely. “As for my hat, Elias just gave it to me. He said he found it on the ground inside the gate.”

			Abbey looked confused. “What? I thought I brought it back here,” she said, trying to remember.

			“You thought you shut the gate, too,” Jack said. He glared at her. “I hope I haven’t lost Napoleon,” he said.

			“I’ll help you search for him,” Abbey suggested in a voice that shook with emotion.

			“No. I think you have done enough,” Jack snapped and headed for the backdoor.

			Abbey burst into tears.

			“Now, now, dear,” Sybil said, putting an arm around her. “Don’t take any notice of Jack. He’s always irritable when he’s tired. He’s been like that since he was little.”

			“He thinks I left the gate open, Mrs. Hawker, but I wouldn’t have done that. I’m sure I wouldn’t.”

			“Of course not, dear.”

			“But if it was closed when I left, how did it get open?”

			“I don’t know, dear, but Jack will find out,” Sybil said.

			Clementine turned away to hide her smug expression. Not likely, she thought.

			“He’ll find the rams,” Ralph said. “They probably haven’t gone far.”

			“I hope so,” Abbey sniffed miserably.

			Abbey couldn’t eat any breakfast. Her stomach felt uneasy, but even worse, she felt sick at heart because Jack thought she’d left the paddock gate open. She also felt annoyed with Clementine for turning Jack’s attention to her. Why did she have to ask point blank, in front of Jack, whether she went into the rams’ paddock, unless she’d been deliberately trying to cause trouble? Abbey didn’t want to believe it, but it certainly looked that way.

			Abbey refused to eat more than half a slice of toast for breakfast. Even eating that much was an effort.

			“Let’s set off for town,” Sybil suggested.

			“I don’t want to go,” Abbey said, still miserable.

			“We can’t do anything sitting here, dear,” Sybil said. “I’m sure by the time we get back, the rams will have been found.”

			“Do you think so?” Abbey asked hopefully. She really wanted to believe it.

			“Yes, I’ll send Elsa to the stables to tell Michael to get a buggy ready,” Sybil said.

			Abbey still didn’t want to go, but she thought they could search for the rams along the road to town, so she got ready. It wasn’t until they were about to set off and Clementine joined them, that Abbey realised she was coming, too.

			Sybil saw Abbey’s expression. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that Clementine is joining us,” she said, climbing aboard the buggy. “She needs a new dress for the dance, too. She lost most of her clothing in the fire.”

			Abbey didn’t comment. She did feel sorry that Clementine had lost almost everything she owned, but Abbey was still a bit annoyed with her. The buggy had two benches, so Abbey offered to sit in the back, telling Sybil she’d look out for the rams on their journey. That meant Sybil and Clementine could chat along the way, and she didn’t have to join in their discussion.

			Not far from the house, they passed Elias and Jack on horseback, as they searched the roadside.

			“Any sign of the rams?” Sybil asked as they slowly made their way past.

			“No,” Jack snapped. He still looked angry, and he was understandably worried.

			“I’ll look for them on the way to town,” Abbey called, but Jack didn’t reply. She was hurt that he thought she was responsible, but there was nothing she could do about it. She wasn’t even completely certain that she wasn’t responsible, and that made her feel even worse.

			***

			Saturday morning in Clare was a busy time. Many farmers and their families came into town, and the streets were quite crowded with people looking to make purchases. The three women strolled along, looking in the shop windows, but Abbey couldn’t find any enthusiasm for the task at hand, and she still felt quite ill. When they came upon a shop run by the Country Women’s Association, Sybil said she was going inside to buy baby Gerald something to wear.

			“I’ll wait out here,” Abbey suggested.

			“Are you sure, dear?” Sybil said, concerned.

			“Yes,” Abbey replied.

			Sybil could see that she was still quite pale, and she was a little worried. “Very well,” she said. “I won’t be long.” She looked at Clementine. “Will you wait here with Abbey?”

			“Yes, of course,” Clementine said. She’d noticed that Abbey was cross with her, so she wanted to speak to her.

			“That won’t be necessary,” Abbey said to Clementine. “You help Mrs. Hawker pick something for the baby.”

			“No, I’ll stay here. I’d like to speak to you, anyway,” Clementine said.

			Abbey wasn’t pleased, but Sybil went inside, leaving them together.

			“We’ve nothing to discuss,” Abbey said tersely.

			“I think we have,” Clementine said. “I have noticed that you are cross with me, Abbey, and I can’t say that I blame you. I didn’t mean to get you into trouble with Jack. I only mentioned seeing you heading in the direction of the rams because I thought you might have seen something useful. I’m sorry that Jack now thinks you left the gate open.”

			Abbey was confused because Clementine sounded sincere. “Please, don’t dwell on it. I just hope he finds the rams, especially Napoleon.”

			“I’m sure he will, Abbey,” Clementine said.

			Sybil appeared again and showed them the lovely outfit with a matching hat that she’d picked for Gerald. She held up the pale blue hat. “This will keep the sun off little Gerald when Martha takes him outside,” she said. “Isn’t it lovely?”

			The young women agreed.

			“Now, let’s go down to MacAvoy’s Emporium and get you both something nice to wear to the dance,” Sybil said, very satisfied with her purchases. “Then we should look in William’s Shoe shop.”

			The three women were heading down the street when they crossed paths with two ladies accompanied by a man. It was immediately clear they were not country folk, as they were dressed quite smartly and seemed to have an air of grandeur that was quite out of place in the small rural town.

			Sybil immediately became excited. “Bernice! Esmeralda!” she cried. “And Leonardo! What are you doing in Clare?”

			“Sybil, darling,” the women gushed, embracing her and bestowing air kisses on her cheeks.

			“We’re scouting for props for our next play,” Leonardo said in an accent more suited to London’s West End than rural South Australia.

			“Oh, how exciting,” Sybil enthused. She turned to Abbey and Clementine. “Girls, allow me to introduce you to the Rubenstein Theatre Company’s artistic director, Leonardo McBride.”

			“Enchanted, ladies,” Leonardo said, bowing gracefully and tipping his hat.

			“Abbey Scottsdale is my companion, and Clementine Feeble is a friend of my son, Jack,” Sybil explained. “Girls, this is Bernice Vincent and Esmeralda Dijon. The Rubenstein Theatre Company couldn’t survive without them.”

			The women squealed with pleasure, and they exchanged greetings.

			“Sybil, won’t you join us in the tearoom up the street?” Bernice asked imploringly. “Perhaps you could give us some information about where to find props in this quaint little town.” The way she articulated the word quaint gave the word a whole new meaning that had nothing to do with being charming or old-fashioned.

			“Oh,” Sybil looked at Clementine and Abbey in a fluster. It was obvious she wanted to go, but didn’t want to abandon the young women.

			“You go and have tea with your friends, Mrs. Hawker,” Clementine said. “Abbey and I can find our dresses and meet up with you later.”

			“Are you sure, Clementine?” Sybil asked, obviously torn. She looked at Abbey.

			“Yes, you go, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey insisted. She felt quite ill again and just wanted to sit somewhere quiet for a little while.

			“Fine. I’ll see you at the tearoom in an hour,” Sybil said, scurrying away with the threesome.

			Abbey and Clementine had just begun walking when Abbey suddenly ducked into an alley between two shops and began heaving. As she’d eaten little that day, there wasn’t really anything to come up, but her stomach was twisting painfully.

			“Abbey, what’s wrong with you?” Clementine asked, following her into the alley.

			Abbey stumbled though the alley into a small park on the street behind and collapsed onto a bench, where she took several deep breaths, fighting the nausea. Clementine followed.

			“Why don’t we stop at the doctor’s, Abbey?” Clementine asked, sitting beside her. “It is obvious you are quite ill.”

			“No,” Abbey said breathlessly. “I’m sure this will pass.”

			“What if it doesn’t?” Clementine asked. “What if it gets worse? There might be something seriously wrong.”

			Abbey knew she was right. For the first time, she acknowledged what the problem might be and burst into tears.

			“Abbey,” Clementine said in genuine dismay. “What is it? Do you know something you are not telling me?”

			Abbey nodded. She wanted and needed to discuss her dilemma with someone, and Clementine sounded so caring.

			“What is it, Abbey? You can confide in me.”

			Abbey looked at her through watery eyes. “Promise you won’t judge me, because what happened wasn’t my fault.”

			“Of course, I won’t judge you, Abbey.”

			“I think I might be … with child,” Abbey whispered.

			“What?” Clementine wasn’t certain she had heard correctly. Then she thought about Jack, and her heart fell to the soles of her shoes. She looked so shocked that Abbey felt she had to explain.

			“Ebenezer Mason drugged me and” She couldn’t say the words, but she witnessed a transformation in Clementine’s expression. She didn’t realise it was relief.

			“That horrid man,” Clementine spat. She was actually happy, for a number of reasons. Most importantly, Jack wasn’t responsible, and she was certain that he wouldn’t want Abbey if she had been so defiled, no matter how fond of her he had become. She had another thought that delighted her. She was sure Jack would never consider taking on the responsibility of raising Heath Mason’s half-brother. She suddenly saw Abbey in a whole new light. She was no threat at all. “You poor thing, Abbey,” she said. “This is such a terrible burden to carry alone. But I’ll do all I can to help you.”

			Abbey felt a sense of relief. It was so good to be able to share her burden with someone of a similar age.

			“Does Sybil know?” Clementine asked.

			“She knows what Ebenezer Mason did to me, but she doesn’t know yet that I suspect I might be carrying his child.” Tears ran down her cheeks.

			Clementine fished in her bag for a handkerchief and handed it to Abbey.

			“You have to find out the truth, Abbey. That means visiting a doctor.”

			“I’d be too ashamed,” Abbey said, blushing at the thought.

			“You have to know for certain one way or another, Abbey. I’ll go with you.” Clementine stood up. “Come along.”

			Abbey stood up, too. “Thank you, Clementine,” she said, feeling ashamed for thinking that Clementine had deliberately tried to get her into trouble with Jack when, in truth, she was turning out to be such a good friend.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26

			Clementine and Abbey went up the street to Dr. Clarence Ashbourne’s surgery.

			Upon entering, Clementine took charge. “This young lady would like to see Dr. Ashbourne, Miss Swinson,” she said to the receptionist in the waiting room. She knew Cindy Swinson well, as she was a customer of Clementine’s.

			“I’m afraid he’s away for the rest of the week and possibly some of next week, as well,” Cindy said apologetically. “His gout has flared up again, and it’s very bad this time,” she added. “He knows he shouldn’t eat tomatoes, but half of his patients pay him with produce, and he can’t help himself.”

			“Oh,” Clementine said as she looked at Abbey in dismay.

			Even though seeing a doctor was going to be humiliating, knowing one way or another whether she was with child was for the best. “Let’s go, Clementine,” Abbey said in a small, shaky voice. What little courage she’d summoned had deserted her, and hiding from the truth awhile longer seemed a more appealing option. “I can come back another day,” she whispered.

			“Dr. Mead from Burra is filling in,” Cindy said. “If you’d like to see him, his next appointment isn’t for half an hour.”

			Abbey recognised his name. Her father had been sent to see him after hurting his hand at work, but she’d not had a reason to see him herself, something she was now grateful for.

			“Yes, Miss Scottsdale will see Dr. Mead,” Clementine said to Cindy. She turned to Abbey. “You will, won’t you?”

			Abbey nodded as a wave of nausea overcame her again, quickly followed by the realisation that she would soon be facing the truth of her situation.

			“Would you like me to come in with you?” Clementine whispered.

			“No, I’ll go alone,” Abbey said, taking a deep breath. She was actually relieved that Dr. Ashbourne wasn’t in the surgery. Seeing a total stranger, someone she might never have to see again, was preferable.

			That Vernon Mead was filling in for Clarence Ashbourne was not a coincidence. He’d been trying to think of a way to find out whether Ebenezer Mason had also been getting potions for his problem from the Clare doctor. It was possible because the mine owner had mentioned seeing Ashbourne more than once. Vernon couldn’t discuss the matter openly with Clarence Ashbourne, in case he inadvertently implicated himself in Ebenezer’s demise. When Vernon had heard that the Clare doctor was looking for a temporary replacement, however, he volunteered for the position, seeing the perfect opportunity to look through Ashbourne’s files. He then hired a young doctor without a practice to take over his own patients temporarily. The arrangement worked perfectly for all concerned.

			Vernon had only arrived in Clare that morning, so he hadn’t yet had time to go through Clarence’s records. This was his last hope of finding out whether he was directly responsible for Ebenezer’s death. Upon doing a quick inspection of Clarence’s medicinal supplies, however, he found the man did have the ingredients for a potion similar to the one Vernon had concocted. Now he just needed to check the records to see exactly what the other doctor had given Ebenezer Mason.

			After taking Abbey’s name, Cindy went to the doctor’s office door and knocked. “You have a patient, Dr. Mead,” she said. “A Miss Abigail Scottsdale.”

			Vernon paled. The butler at Martindale Hall had told him that the young lady who was in bed with Ebenezer Mason that last night was named Abigail Scottsdale. At first the Scottsdale name hadn’t been familiar, but he later realised he’d once treated a Finlay Scottsdale. Winston hadn’t mentioned the marriage to Vernon, so he now felt some concern about Miss Scotsdale finding herself in such a scandalous position.

			“Send her in,” he said. He was curious, but anticipated meeting a rather unladylike character, possibly someone jaded by her circumstances and ambitious to improve them. He prayed she knew nothing of the potion.

			With her head down, Abbey entered the doctor’s office. She still felt ill, but at that moment the humiliation she was suffering was far worse.

			“Please sit down, Miss Scottsdale,” Vernon said, warily appraising her.

			Abbey perched on the edge of a seat beside his desk with her back erect and her gaze averted.

			“What can I do for you, Miss Scottsdale?” Vernon asked. He couldn’t help but notice that she was very beautiful. He wasn’t surprised that Ebenezer Mason had lusted after her, but that made him wonder what she saw in the mine owner. Not only was he old enough to be her father, he wasn’t a particularly nice man and was certainly not handsome. All he had to offer was his money, and he didn’t part with that easily. Vernon thought Abbey at first glance seemed rather shy and timid, rather than the brash and bold woman he’d been expecting. He tried to imagine her as a willing participant in an affair with the man he had known, but it was difficult. On the other hand, he’d learned to never assume anything when it came to people.

			“I have been vomiting for a few days now and suffering waves of nausea,” Abbey said in a small, breathless voice. In the back of her mind she was praying that the doctor might diagnose her with the ill effects of eating something that disagreed with her. The chances of that, however, were slim to none, as Sabu was very particular, and Bungaree had an abundance of fresh food.

			“And this has been going on for a few days, you say?” Vernon said, taking notes.

			“Yes.”

			“Are you able to keep anything down at all?”

			“Yes, a little when I don’t feel sick, but nothing tastes the same.”

			“What do you mean?” Vernon asked, looking at her directly.

			“I used to like my tea white, with no sugar, but now I can only have it black with two spoons of sugar. And I can’t tolerate the thought of butter, cheese, or milk, when I’m usually very fond of them.”

			“I see,” Vernon said. He looked in her mouth and felt the glands in her throat. They were normal. “Please lie on the examination bed so that I may feel your abdomen, Miss Scottsdale,” he said.

			Abbey did as he requested, and he pressed on the lower portion of her abdomen, asking if she was experiencing any pain, which she was not.

			“Have you missed your monthly menstruation, Miss Scottsdale?” Vernon asked. His tone was professional, but Abbey felt humiliated by the question.

			“I think so,” she said softly, doing a mental calculation for the hundredth time. She still couldn’t look into the doctor’s eyes for fear she’d see condemnation.

			“How late are you?”

			“About a week.”

			That in and of itself wasn’t anything conclusive. “I’m sorry, but I must ask: Have you had intimate relations with a man in the last month?” Vernon asked directly.

			Abbey covered her face with her hands and began to sob.

			The doctor felt awkward, but he took her response as an affirmative answer, and he prayed that Ebenezer Mason hadn’t taken advantage of her.

			After a few moments, Abbey dabbed her tears with Clementine’s handkerchief and sat up. “The problem is that I don’t know for sure,” she said in a voice little more than a whisper. Her humiliation was now complete as she stared at the floor.

			Vernon swallowed the lump in his throat as his mind flashed back to Ebenezer. “How is that possible?” He didn’t think anyone could be that naïve, which meant that his fears about what Ebenezer had been doing with the opiate Vernon had given him might be realised. He prayed it wasn’t true.

			“I think I was drugged, and the next day, I did feel some discomfort” Abbey flushed. She couldn’t bring herself say the words. Had she been in denial? She swallowed hard. “I had only a few sips of wine, but I don’t remember anything from that night. I know this sounds impossible, but it’s the truth, Doctor. I swear.”

			Vernon felt sick. So, it was true. Ebenezer had drugged this poor girl, and who knew how many others? And Vernon had been inadvertently helping Ebenezer by supplying the opiate.

			Abbey looked at the doctor. She took his expression as disgust. “Don’t think poorly of me, Dr. Mead. I only went to see this man because we had something to discuss. I didn’t know what was going to happen. I never suspected he’d do something so terrible.”

			Vernon was horrified. He couldn’t believe the man had stooped so low. “I think” He struggled to say the words. “I believe you may be with child, Miss Scottsdale,” he said in a voice that had become raspy with emotion. “It’s a little early to be certain, but there is a good possibility.”

			“Oh, God forgive me,” Abbey mumbled, covering her face again and sobbing.

			Vernon knew it was partly his fault, and the guilt he suffered was overwhelming. “Please don’t be upset, Miss Scottsdale,” he said, pushing the urge to ask her forgiveness to the back of his mind. “I know it’s not your fault.”

			Abbey blinked. “You do?”

			“Yes,” Vernon said, thinking belatedly that he should be careful with his words. “I can see that you are a decent girl,” he said. He felt ill himself. Why, oh why, had he given Ebenezer Mason the opiate? Why hadn’t he paid attention to his misgivings and suspicions?

			“What am I going to do about the baby?” Abbey asked. She tried to imagine telling Jack and Sybil that she was with child. How would they react to such shocking news?

			Vernon didn’t know what to say. “I take it that this man doesn’t know?” he said. He thought she’d expect the question, even though he already knew the answer.

			“No, and telling him is out of the question,” Abbey said, not wanting to disclose that she’d awoken the next morning to find him dead. It was too horrible. Besides, everyone around here knew each other, and he might guess the man’s identity.

			Vernon became consumed with guilt. It was almost suffocating. “There’s nothing you can do, Miss Scottsdale,” he struggled to say. “When the baby comes, I suggest you give it up for adoption.”

			“Adoption!” Abbey hadn’t thought that far ahead.

			“Unless you think this man’s family will help you?” He thought it was the least Heath Mason could do, but he couldn’t say such things out loud.

			Abbey tried to imagine telling Heath that she was carrying his half-brother, and felt faint. She was sure he’d want nothing to do with her. She could live with that, but not with the idea that he’d believe she had willingly consented to lie with his father. “I don’t think that is an option,” she said, lifting her chin.

			“I understand, believe me, I do,” Vernon Mead said. “And forgive me for saying this, but you are not in a position to let pride stand in your way.”

			Pride, Abbey thought wearily. I barely have any pride left.

			***

			Abbey left the doctor’s room in a trance. She walked straight out onto the street without stopping, which left Clementine to follow along behind.

			“Abbey, wait,” Clementine said. She could see by her shocked expression that the diagnosis had not been good.

			Abbey stopped, but she couldn’t speak.

			Clementine took her arm. “I said I’ll help youremember?” she reminded her. “What can I do?”

			Abbey opened her mouth to say something, but she didn’t know what to say. She kept seeing Ebenezer Mason’s face in her mind, and she was repulsed. Just the thought of him touching her made her want to retch. “I’m ruined,” she whispered through tears.

			With her chastity gone and a baby on the way, no decent man would ever look at her again. So much for her father’s ambition of her marrying well. Not only was she with child and all alone, but she couldn’t stay with the Hawkers and bring shame on their household, even if they allowed it. She would never make it public knowledge that she was Ebenezer Mason’s legal wife, even if it saved her reputation.

			“Everything will be fine, Abbey,” Clementine said soothingly.

			“I seriously doubt that,” Abbey replied bitterly.

			“There are places you can go,” Clementine said, thinking of a convent far away from Bungaree.

			“Places?!” Abbey looked at her through watery eyes. “Are you talking about a home for unwed mothers?” She tried to imagine herself locked away for nine months in one of those shameful places. She pictured someone taking the baby after its birth and then shoving her out the door, with nowhere to go.

			“Yes. You’d have to go away for the sake of your reputation. The people at the home will put the …” Clementine glanced around and then lowered her voice. “ They will put the baby up for adoption,” she whispered.

			Abbey groaned. “I don’t want to tell the Hawkers about this just yet,” she said. “Promise you won’t say anything, Clementine. I confided in you because I needed to talk to someone, but the one thing you can do for me is keep my secret.”

			“Of course, I won’t say anything, Abbey. I know Sybil will be terribly embarrassed, and Jack will be horrified, I’m sure, but it’s not something you can keep a secret for very long, is it?”

			Hot colour crept into Abbey’s cheeks. “No, but I need a few days to digest this.” She took a deep breath, aware that passers-by were staring at her. They couldn’t know her secret, but it felt as if they did. She tried to summon all the courage she could, but suddenly a picture of her father flashed through her mind, and she thought about how disappointed he would be in her. This thought brought tears to her eyes again, but she dried them.

			“Let’s go to MacAvoy’s Emporium,” Clementine said.

			Abbey groaned again. “What for? I don’t intend to go to that silly dance,” she said bitterly. She’d been looking forward to the dance. It would have been the first she’d ever attended, but fate had robbed her of that pleasure. It wasn’t hard to imagine that her difficult childhood was going to seem pleasurable compared with what was to come.

			“Oh, but you must,” Clementine insisted. She still wanted to see Heath and Abbey together, and a small part of her wanted to see Jack squirm. Now that she knew there could never be anything between him and Abbey, she was no longer worried. She could observe the three of them and enjoy herself.

			“How could I possibly pretend to have a good time?” Abbey asked resentfully. How could she go to a dance with Heath when she was carrying his father’s child?

			“If you don’t go, everyone will wonder why, Abbey. You said yourself that you want a few days to digest this, so you must behave normally in the meantime.”

			Abbey knew Clementine was right, but how on earth was she going to behave normally when her world had just turned upside down and her situation affected so many other people?

			***

			At MacAvoy’s Emporium, Abbey felt numb. She couldn’t pick a new dress, so Clementine did it for her. Sybil had told both women to put their purchases on her account, which they did. Afterwards they went to William’s to select shoes, but Abbey couldn’t think of anything other than her dire predicament. How she would keep it from Sybil, Jack, or anyone else, for even the shortest time, she didn’t know.

			***

			At Bungaree, Jack had just put Napoleon back into the paddock with the other rams. He’d been the last of the three missing rams they’d found. Napoleon had wandered onto a neighbour’s property and had somehow gotten in with his sheep. It had taken Jasper and Rex almost half an hour to cut him from the flock and get him back to Bungaree, because he continually tried to butt them. In that time, Jack had missed Max’s skill. He’d have done it in no time.

			“Women shouldn’t be trusted with paddock gates,” Elias commented.

			Fred Roundtree was standing beside him and Jack. “Ah, but which of the women left it open?” he said.

			Jack was puzzled by the remark. “What do you mean, Fred? Only one woman went into the paddock with the rams that I know of, and that was Miss Scottsdale.”

			“She could have been killed,” Elias muttered, shaking his head at her foolishness.

			“That might be so, but then afterwards Miss Feeble was here, too. I saw her from the swaggie’s cottage.”

			“Afterwards? Do you mean she was here after Miss Scottsdale went back to the house?”

			“Yes, I saw her. I saw both of them. They weren’t together, though. Miss Scottsdale headed back to the house a few minutes before Miss Feeble.”

			“That’s odd,” Jack said. “She didn’t say she was here, too.” He thought about what Clementine had said, and it now seemed she’d deliberately tried to give him the impression that Abbey had left the gate open.

			***

			By the time Abbey and Clementine arrived at the tearoom, Sybil’s friends had gone.

			“Did you get something nice?” Sybil asked them excitedly. She was so full of all the news about the theatre that she barely noticed that Abbey was especially quiet.

			“Yes, we got two lovely dresses and some matching shoes,” Clementine said. “Thank you so much for letting us put our purchases on your store accounts, Mrs. Hawker. It was very generous of you.”

			“Yes, thank you,” Abbey whispered.

			“It was my pleasure,” Sybil said happily. “I don’t suppose the dresses are as good as what you make, though, Clementine.”

			“I believe they’re made by seamstresses in Adelaide and sent up here. The stitching is not quite up to my standard, but perhaps I am biased.” Clementine’s smile faded. “I’ve lost all my materials, cottons, and needles. I don’t know when I’ll be able to sew again, but I’m just grateful to have something to wear.”

			“It’s not much fun purchasing things for myself these days,” Sybil said, “but I’ll enjoy seeing you girls get dressed up.”

			Clementine glanced at Abbey, who hadn’t said a word. She still appeared to be in shock. “Did you have a nice visit with your theatre friends?” she asked Sybil, hoping to distract her.

			“Oh, yes, I’ll tell you all about it on the journey home.” Sybil looked at Abbey, thinking she was still very pale. “Do you still feel ill, Abbey?” she asked in concern.

			“A little,” Abbey said in a small voice. She couldn’t meet the other woman’s eyes. “But it’s passing,” she lied. She’d grown quite fond of Sybil, which made the thought of leaving Bungaree all the more heartbreaking.

			“I didn’t tell you yet, but Sabu is going to let me help in the kitchen,” Sybil said. “Can you believe that? He told me that it’s very hard for him to cook when he’s fasting.”

			Despite how dejected she felt, Abbey was pleased.

			“It hadn’t occurred to me before,” Sybil continued. “And I’m a little ashamed to admit it. All this time, I thought he was just being difficult.”

			Abbey wondered if Sabu had mentioned his family back in India. It didn’t seem he had, but at least he’d made a start.

			“Don’t tell me you actually want to cook,” Clementine said, aghast. She hated domestic duties. When she married Jack, she had no intention of cooking, let alone doing any other chores like dusting or making beds. As far as she was concerned, that’s what servants were for. Near her store on Clare’s main street, there was a butcher, and she’d employed his wife to do her cooking and cleaning while she concentrated on her work. “I wouldn’t consider marrying a man who didn’t employ house staff,” she added.

			Sybil was a little startled by this revelation. Although she’d never been a good housekeeper herself, she had hoped her son would marry a woman who’d help keep house if the need arose, someone domestic like Martha. “I never thought I’d say this, believe me, but I enjoyed helping Abbey with lunch yesterday. Abbey makes cooking look simple, and she turns out delicious food.”

			“It is simple, or it should be,” Abbey said, wishing everything in life were so simple. If there were a simple way out of her present predicament, she couldn’t see it.

			***

			Abbey remained quiet on the journey home while Sybil chattered happily about what was happening in the Rubenstein Theatre Company. She told Abbey and Clementine all about Esmeralda, Bernice, and Leonardo, and the colorful lives they’d led. She also told them about the plays the company had produced. Clearly, she was enthralled with theatre life and missed it dearly.

			Abbey was only half listening. She kept trying to imagine Jack’s and Sybil’s reactions to her situation. She knew Jack was a kind man, but even if he didn’t ask her to leave Bungaree out of pity, she couldn’t inflict her shame on him and his mother. It wouldn’t be right. There was no other choice. She had to leave. She’d attend the dance because Sybil had been so generous in buying her a new gown and shoes, but the morning after, she would leave without giving an explanation, and she’d make Clementine swear to keep her awful secret from the Hawkers.

			***

			When they got back to Bungaree, Abbey asked Sybil if she’d mind if she went to lie down for a while.

			“No, of course not, dear,” Sybil said. “But if this illness doesn’t pass soon, I’m going to insist you see a doctor, either here or in town.” Sybil felt it had gone on too long to be insignificant, and she had a lingering fear about the cause. She planned to keep such fears to herself for the time being, however.

			Abbey glanced at Clementine with wide eyes. “I’m sure I’ll feel better soon,” she muttered before running upstairs.

			“Are you worried about Abbey?” Clementine asked Sybil in an effort to find out whether she suspected the truth.

			“Yes, a little,” Sybil admitted.

			“What do you think is the matter with her?”

			“It’s probably nothing serious, Clementine,” Sybil said evasively. “Now, show me the gowns you bought at MacAvoy’s.”

			***

			Abbey was still in her room that evening. She told Sybil that she was feeling too unwell to come down to dinner. Later, Sybil took something up to her, but Abbey was too distressed to eat. Jack thought she might be upset because he’d practically accused her of leaving the paddock gate open, and he felt awful. After dinner he suggested that he and Clementine take a walk in the garden. Anticipating a romantic encounter, Clementine was thrilled.

			“It’s a lovely evening, isn’t it?” Clementine said as they sat down on the seat under the blue gum tree. Moonlight was streaming through the branches above, casting a dappled silver light over the bench and nearby grass.

			“Yes,” Jack said, preoccupied. Fred had left Bungaree after the rams had been caught, eager to get home, but Jack hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what he’d said.

			“I understand you were out walking yesterday evening, too, Clementine,” Jack said. He leaned one elbow on the back of the bench so he could clearly see her reaction.

			Clementine’s heart began pounding in alarm, and she avoided looking at him.

			“I was told you were near the paddock containing the rams after Abbey had gone back to the house. Is that how you knew she was there?”

			Clementine’s mind raced. She was certain that Wilbur and Ernie had been out with the sheep and that Elias had also been busy. Sybil had sent him to deliver a note to Heath, saying that Abbey would meet him at the dance because she’d travel to Manoora with Jack, Clementine, and Tom. That meant Fred Roundtree must have seen her from the swaggie’s hut. She knew he was now gone, so it was safe to contradict his story. “I went out for a walk, but not as far as the rams, Jack. You know I don’t like livestock and avoid them whenever possible. As far as I’m concerned, they’re smelly creatures, so whoever told you I was near the rams must have been mistaken.”

			Jack felt saddened and disappointed because he knew that Clementine was lying. There was no reason for Fred Roundtree to claim she’d been down by the rams if she hadn’t been, and he’d been certain she was there. Fred had nothing to gain by making something like that up. For the first time, Jack wondered if Clementine was jealous of Abbey, and if so, whether she have gone as far as opening the paddock gate and hinting that it was Abbey. It certainly seemed so.

			“If you’ll excuse me, Clementine,” Jack said. “I have something I must do.” He stood up and walked away from her.

			Clementine was disappointed and confused. She wondered if he suspected the truth. No matter, she thought. He can’t prove I opened the gate, and Abbey can’t prove she didn’t. Anyway, once Abbey’s condition became known, the open gate will seem unimportant.

			***

			Jack knocked on Abbey’s door. When she opened the door, she looked exhausted, and he felt guilty.

			“Are you all right, Abbey? I was concerned when you didn’t come down for dinner, and Mother said you felt unwell.”

			“I’m just a feeling a little poorly, but I’ll be fine,” Abbey said, hardly able to look at him. At that moment she wasn’t feeling nauseous, but her heart felt as heavy as a stone.

			“I wanted to apologise for being so terse this morning. I was angry and tired”

			“There’s no need to apologise. I know how valuable Napoleon and the other rams are.”

			“Yes, you do,” Jack said. It was so clear to him now. Clementine thought nothing of his livestock, whereas Abbey did understand how valuable they were. “That’s why I should have believed you when you said you shut the gate. You wouldn’t leave it open. I know that, and I’m sorry for the way I behaved.”

			Abbey couldn’t accept his apologynot when she was keeping such an enormous secret from him. “Is that all? I’m tired, so I’d like an early night.”

			Jack was taken aback by her coldness. “Yes, I’m sorry to keep you up. Good night, Abbey.”

			“Good night,” Abbey said and shut the door. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep her tears from sliding out, but it didn’t work.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 27

			Heath was absolutely seething after receiving Sybil’s note. How dare she tell him not to pick Abbey up because Jack would be driving her to Manoora! He knew the only reason Jack had decided to attend the dance was to keep a close eye on him. Determined to outmanoeuver Jack, Heath devised a cunning plan, vowing that nothing and no one would stop him from getting Abbey to marry him as soon as possible.

			***

			Abbey kept to herself for most of Sunday, avoiding long discussions with Clementine and keeping any conversations with Sybil light. She even declined an invitation to attend church with the Hawkers and the Feebles. Jack had hoped she’d help him cook breakfast on Sunday morning, as she had done the previous week, but Abbey stayed in her room.

			When evening came, Abbey struggled through an early dinner of salad and cold meat that the newly reformed Sabu had magnanimously prepared the previous night in preparation for his day off. He’d escaped Jack’s wrath in the chaos of the missing rams, but he knew he’d have to change his stubborn ways. Abbey had made him see that it was his family who would suffer because of his foolish pride. Confiding in Sybil about why he didn’t like cooking while fasting had been extremely difficult for the proud Hindustani man. In order to avoid discussing his family back in India and the money he sent them, he’d decided it was easier to be on his best behaviour.

			Dinner would have been a silent affair if not for Clementine and Sybil doing most of the talking. Clementine noticed that Jack was quieter than usual. He’d been absent from the house for most of the day, exercising Max and tending to the rams. She didn’t complain, however, as she was looking forward to the excitement that the evening promised.

			At the dinner table, Abbey felt Jack’s gaze upon her several times, but she didn’t look up. Jack assumed she was still angry with him and wished their friendship could return to what it once had been. As for his relationship with Clementine, he didn’t think that would ever be the same.

			After the meal, Clementine and Abbey went upstairs to get ready for the dance. Abbey could not muster any enthusiasm for the task, but Clementine fussed over her, helping her dress and doing her hair. Sybil lent them both necklaces to go with their dresses. Clementine’s gown was dark blue, and Abbey’s was a rich burgundy. Both gowns complemented the girls’ coloring perfectly, and Sybil’s necklaces were ideal accessories.

			Under different circumstances, Abbey would have been ecstatic to be wearing a beautiful new dress. Every dress she’d ever owned had been someone else’s. But the knowledge that she was hiding a secret from the Hawkers, and that she was leaving the next day, kept her from enjoying herself.

			“What’s wrong, Abbey?” Sybil asked when they were alone for a moment. “You don’t seem enthusiastic about going to the dance at all, but you look absolutely beautiful.”

			“I’m just a little overwhelmed with how kind you’ve been to me, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said, trying to remain unemotional as she absently stroked the fabric of the dress she was wearing. She meant what she said. No one had ever been as wonderful to her as Sybil and Jack.

			“Nonsense, Abbey. I’ve grown very fond of you, and I’ll always be grateful to you for preventing me from becoming a lonely, bitter woman. I know how hard I was to live with before you came to Bungaree. Just ask poor Jack, who had to put up with my moods! I dreaded getting up in the morning. But not any more. I love my sons, but I always wanted a daughter, and I’m beginning to think of you as the daughter I never had.”

			Sybil’s touching words were almost Abbey’s undoing. She longed to fall into her arms and confess the whole awful truth, but she dared not, believing that Sybil deserved better. After growing up without a mother, Sybil had given Abbey a tiny glimpse of what it would have been like to have a mother’s love and protection. How could she repay her by telling Sybil that she was with child?

			“I’ll never forget all you’ve done for me, Mrs. Hawker,” she whispered hoarsely. She couldn’t put into words how much Sybil meant to her, not without making her suspicious.

			Sybil thought that Abbey must be missing her mother, as well as her father. She understood and kissed her cheek affectionately. It was the first time she’d done anything like that, and Abbey felt her resolve weaken. Would Sybil forgive her and help her? She saw a tiny ray of hope.

			“I have something to” Abbey started to say, but she was interrupted by Clementine walking back into the room.

			“Yes, Abbey,” Sybil said. “What do you want to tell me?”

			“Nothing important,” Abbey said, growing quiet again. “It can wait.” She glanced over Sybil’s shoulder to see Clementine regarding her suspiciously and shaking her head. Clementine didn’t want Abbey to confess the truth, just in case Sybil took pity on her and didn’t turn her out. And there was always the slight chance that Jack would also be too kind.

			“Are you sure?” Sybil asked.

			Abbey nodded.

			“Fine. I’ll leave you girls to finish getting ready,” Sybil walked towards the door. “I’m already looking forward to tomorrow when you tell me all about the dance.”

			“You weren’t going to break Sybil’s heart and tell her that you are with child, were you, Abbey?” Clementine whispered urgently when they were alone again.

			“No,” Abbey said. She had to trust that Clementine knew Sybil better than she did.

			***

			Jack and Tom were waiting for Abbey and Clementine beside the buggy at the front of the house, when Alfie came up the road driving Ebenezer Mason’s fancy carriage. When he pulled up alongside them, Jack asked him who he was and what he wanted.

			“I’m Alfie Holbrook, and I’ve come to pick up Miss Scottsdale for young Mr. Mason,” Alfie said, climbing down from the elegant carriage. Jack’s buggy looked quite shabby beside it.

			“My mother sent a note to Mr. Mason saying that Miss Scottsdale would be travelling with us to Manoora,” Jack said crossly. “So, I’m afraid your journey has been a waste of time.” He was not surprised that Heath would defy the note. It was just like him.

			“I don’t know anything about thatI’m just following orders, sir,” Alfie said. Heath had told him to expect an argument, but that he was not to leave Bungaree without Abbey.

			Abbey and Clementine heard raised voices from upstairs. When they looked over the balcony, they saw the fine carriage, and Abbey recognised Alfie.

			“I’d better go,” Abbey said. Sensing trouble, she hurried towards the stairs.

			“See you at the dance,” Clementine called after her. She was secretly pleased that Heath had gone against Jack’s and Sybil’s wishes. It showed that he was clever, and suggested that the evening was going to be very interesting indeed. She was also sure that neither Heath nor Jack would want Abbey when they knew that she was carrying Ebenezer Mason’s child.

			Abbey came out the front door just as Jack was angrily telling Alfie for the third time to be on his way because Abbey would be travelling with him. Hearing angry voices, Elias had joined Jack and Tom, just in case the situation became more heated.

			Alfie was standing beside the open carriage door. He didn’t look like he was going to go anywhere without her, despite loud encouragement, so Abbey dashed towards the carriage.

			“It’s all right. I’ll see you at the dance,” she said to Jack, hoping to avoid a serious dispute.

			“But Mother told Mr. Mason we’d take you to the dance,” Jack said angrily.

			“I know, but there must be a misunderstanding,” Abbey said soothingly.

			“I doubt that,” Jack snapped, knowing it was Heath at his arrogant best.

			“Don’t be angry. I’ll go in the carriage,” Abbey said. “I’ll see you there.” Giving Jack no time to further argue, she darted inside. Alfie shut the door and agilely climbed up to the driver’s seat. Abbey glanced out the window as the carriage turned in a full circle. She could see that Jack was absolutely livid as he glared after them. Clementine was just coming down the steps, and Sybil followed to see them off. Apart from Clementine, they were all staring after the carriage in stunned disbelief.

			***

			Abbey was actually pleased to be able to travel alone to Manoora. She was miserable and didn’t feel like making conversation. She sank back into the sumptuous leather seat and looked out of the window, glumly.

			The carriage rocked along the road, leaving clouds of dust in its wake. The sun was dipping behind distant yellow hills, dotted with sheep and gum trees, and it was quickly growing dark. Abbey’s memory was dragged unwillingly back in time to another night when Alfie had driven her to Martindale Hall. She’d believed that in time she’d get over what happened that night, but for now, it seemed the repercussions of that journey would affect her for the rest of her life.

			Abbey tried to imagine the days ahead, after she’d left the area for some unknown destination, possibly Adelaide. She knew Heath would be confused as to why she had suddenly disappeared, and so would Jack and Sybil. It was for the best, though, she reminded herself with a heavy heart. She would find a home for unwed mothers and, after delivering her child, begin a new life. She’d have months to decide where that would be, but she’d never forget the kindness the Hawkers had shown her. She’d never forget Jack.

			***

			Abbey lost track of time as the shadows of trees beside the road intermittently flashed by. She couldn’t see beyond them in the darkness, so she had no sense of where she was. She’d never been to Manoora and had no idea how far away it was or how long it would take to get there. When she saw the shadowy outlines of a row of houses whizzing by, she looked out of the window just as they passed a general store, which was closed for the evening. They were going through a town and if she weren’t mistaken, it was Mintaro.

			When the carriage slowed and turned a few miles further up the road, Abbey looked out of the window again. The coach was just passing through iron gates and was turning up a smaller road. When they passed a coach house, she gasped, realising they were on the Martindale estate.

			“Mr. Holbrook,” she called. “What are we doing here?”

			The driver didn’t answer. Abbey was confused, but rationalised that they must be fetching Heath before continuing on to the dance.

			When the carriage rolled to a stop outside the house, Alfie jumped down and opened the door.

			“Are we here to collect Heath?” Abbey asked him.

			“The master is expecting you, Miss Scottsdale,” Alfie replied.

			“Expecting me?” Abbey was baffled. She climbed out of the carriage and looked up at the house. “But what about the dance?” she asked in confusion.

			“I don’t know, Miss. I’ve been told to take the coach to the coach house until I receive further instructions.”

			“That can’t be right. Please wait, Mr. Holbrook, until I sort this out.” From the bottom of the steps, illuminated by lanterns on pillars to either side, Abbey looked up at the hall. It all seemed to be happening again. She felt physically ill just thinking about what had taken place inside the building and how it had affected her life. She couldn’t go in. She wouldn’t. If Heath wanted to go to the dance with her, he’d have to come out.

			Abbey turned back to Alfie. “I’m not going into the hall, and that’s that,” she stated firmly. She went to get back into the carriage.

			“Abbey!” someone called.

			Abbey thought she recognised Heath’s voice. She couldn’t see him in the darkness, and the door to the house was closed.

			“Abbey. Up here!”

			Abbey looked up to see Heath’s silhouette on the rooftop. He was waving to her. She gasped, thinking the worst. Had he told Alfie to fetch her so that she could witness his suicide?

			“Come up, Abbey,” Heath called.

			Abbey kept staring at him. “No,” she called back. “I won’t. And you be careful, Heath.” She didn’t like the way he was carelessly leaning over the railing.

			“Please, Abbey,” Heath said in a cheery, cajoling voice. “I have a surprise for you.”

			“No, Heath,” Abbey insisted. She didn’t understand his mood. “Come down at once.”

			“Please come up, Abbey. I’ve gone to a lot of trouble,” Heath pleaded.

			What’s he doing up there? Abbey wondered suspiciously. She didn’t have the patience to deal with any intrigue. Through the quiet night air, music drifted to her. Violin music.

			“Come now, Abbey,” Heath shouted down. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

			Abbey’s curiosity won out over her fear. Obviously, Heath wasn’t going to come down, so she’d have to go up and see what he was doing on the roof.

			As Abbey climbed the steps to the door, the butler, Winston, opened it. Just seeing him again caused terrible memories to flash through her mind of the last time she’d crossed the threshold of Martindale Hall, and she faltered.

			“Good evening, Miss Scottsdale,” Winston said. When she had been here the first time, he had been aloof. This time, he looked directly at her, but she couldn’t read his expression in the darkness.

			“Good evening,” Abbey said softly. “I understand Mr. Mason is up on the roof?”

			“Yes, Miss Scottsdale,” Winston replied. “He would like you to join him.”

			Abbey was still hesitant.

			Winston could see that she was nervous. “Mr. Mason is expecting you, Miss. Everything is fine,” he reassured her. A twinge of guilt struck him as he remembered her first visit.

			For some inexplicable reason, Abbey believed him. She thought she saw a flicker of remorse cross his features in the lamplight, and she wondered if he’d known about his old master’s plans. It wouldn’t have surprised her if he had been kept ignorant. The butler seemed like a levelheaded, rational man. Although he masked any emotion he was feeling behind a stiff façade, Abbey instinctively felt he was fundamentally trustworthy. Nevertheless, she intended to be wary.

			***

			Abbey followed the butler up the main staircase to the first floor and then along a corridor to the back of the house, where another staircase led to the roof. Winston waited at the bottom of these stairs while she proceeded upwards.

			When Abbey reached the roof, she gasped.

			Candles were burning all around the perimeter of the roof, creating a soft glow that illuminated the area like fallen stars. A table and chairs had been set up, complete with candelabra, wine and glasses, plates, cutlery, and dishes containing food. Abbey could smell the aroma of roasted chicken, but her unsettled stomach didn’t appreciate it. Flower petals were strewn around the table.

			Heath was standing beside the table in a dark suit. He looked more handsome than she would have thought possible.

			Abbey caught sight of something moving out of the corner of her eye. It was a violinist standing in the far corner, Mrs. Hendy’s brother, who lived locally. Although Heath had created a beautiful setting, Abbey was displeased. It was obvious that he’d deliberately crafted a romantic atmosphere.

			“What is all of this, Heath?” she asked with a hint of accusation.

			On a mission, with no thought of failure, Heath went forward to meet her with his hand outstretched. Clasping her hand, he lifted it to his lips and gently kissed the back. “Good evening, Abbey,” he said smoothly. “Do you like what I’ve done for you? It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” He looked about him with pride.

			Abbey tried to pull her hand away, but his grip was firm as he led her forward.

			“It’s very nice,” Abbey stammered, “but aren’t we supposed to be attending a dance?”

			“Isn’t this better, Abbey? We can dance in private with our own musician.”

			Abbey thought of Jack, Tom, and Clementine. They would be looking for her in the Manoora Hall. “Jack and the others will wonder what’s happened to me,” she said, feeling anxious. At the mention of Jack, a flicker of annoyance crossed Heath’s handsome features, and a ripple of real fear shot through her. It occurred to her that Heath had deliberately misled her and had perhaps never intended to take her to the dance in Manoora. For the first time, she saw his cunning father in him, and that terrified her.

			“Heath, I think we should go to the dance,” Abbey said, trying to hide her apprehension. He’d let go of her hand, so she took a few steps backwards.

			“Sit down and have something to eat,” Heath said insistently. “I had the cook prepare something very special.”

			“I’ve already eaten, Heath,” Abbey said, but he ignored her comment and took her hand again, pulling her towards the table. Abbey thought she had better go along with him for a few moments, so she sat down. Heath poured her a glass of wine, which she ignored.

			“I appreciate the trouble you’ve gone to, Heath,” Abbey said firmly, but gently. “But”

			“Would you like to dance? The food will stay hot for a bit longer.”

			“No, Heath. I was going to say that I’d like to go to the dance in Manoora.”

			“We’ll eat first, then,” Heath suggested. He had no intention of going anywhere, and neither would he let Abbey.

			Abbey thought he seemed in a strange mood. “I’m really not hungry, Heath.”

			“Please, try and enjoy all I’ve done for you, Abbey,” he said.

			She sensed he was restraining his anger, but she had to speak her mind. “I don’t understand what this is all about, Heath. You promised we would only be friends and yet”

			“I know, and I’ve tried, but it’s impossible, Abbey. I think I’ve fallen in love with you.” He gazed at her longingly.

			Abbey gasped. Immediately she thought of the baby. “Heath, don’t say things like that,” she said, alarmed.

			“Why not? It’s the truth, so it needs to be said. We could have a wonderful life together, Abbey.”

			Abbey had to look away so that he wouldn’t see how panicked she felt.

			“All of this could be yours,” Heath added. He was sure the idea of being lady of the manor would appeal to her and was grateful that she didn’t know the truth.

			“That can never be …” Abbey whispered emotionally.

			“Yes, it can, Abbey. Why do you keep saying that? I love you, and I know you could love me if you just relaxed and gave in to your feelings.”

			“No,” Abbey said, looking away again. “I can’t fall in love with you.”

			“Is it Jack?” Heath asked angrily. “Do you love him?” He’d never let Jack destroy his plans.

			“This has nothing to do with Jack, Heath,” Abbey felt suddenly weary. All of this stress was taking an emotional toll. She just wanted to get away from it all. She stood up and walked towards the railing, looking out into the dark night. The distant hills were just smooth shapes barely visible in the pale moonlight. Overhead, in the dark night sky, millions of stars twinkled down on her.

			Heath dismissed the violinist with a snap of his fingers and walked towards Abbey.

			“Are you going to let what my father did come between us, Abbey?” he asked in a frightening tone. This wasn’t going as smoothly as he had planned, and he was becoming frustrated.

			“It is between us,” Abbey said, as she thought of the baby. “And it will never go away.”

			“Yes, it will, if you give it a chance.”

			Abbey turned to look at him. “I can’t, Heath. You must accept that.”

			“I won’t ever accept it. As far as I’m concerned, I’ve found the woman I want to marry. It doesn’t matter to me that you married my father first. That was only one night, and he died. I don’t consider the marriage legitimate.”

			Abbey’s head dropped. She was angry that Heath would dismiss the truth as if it were inconsequential. “You should know the truth, Heath. Your father raped me. While I lay unconscious from a drug he gave me, he raped me.”

			Heath looked momentarily shocked. “How can you be sure he did that?” he asked. He flicked a glance over her that made her shudder in revulsion.

			“I know he did. You’ll have to take me at my word.”

			Heath saw his plans fading. He couldn’t have that. “I can … we can put it behind us,” he stammered.

			Abbey knew he’d been going to imply, tactfully, that he could overlook the fact that she was no longer chaste. Somehow, she sensed it wasn’t out of love. “I can’t put it behind me. I never will,” she said angrily. She turned away again.

			“But you must, Abbey. I know it was a terrible ordeal, but”

			“You’ve no idea,” she said emotionally. All of her hurt and pain were rising inside her, ready to erupt.

			“But you can’t let it stand in the way of your future happiness. And I could make you happy, Abbey. Please let me try.”

			Abbey shook her head. “You can’t undo what your father did, Heath. No one can.”

			“Let me prove I can,” Heath said, becoming desperate.

			Abbey’s anger flared dramatically. How dare Heath think he could fix her problem so easily? He had to face the harsh reality that was her life. “I am carrying your father’s child,” she blurted out. In an instant she regretted the words, but it was too late. “The baby is your half-brother. How can you fix that?” she asked angrily.

			Heath gasped and stepped back as if she’d struck him. If what she said was true, that meant there was another heir to the estate. “No,” he yelled. “You can’t be!”

			“I am,” Abbey said, her face going red. She had expected him to be shocked, but Heath seemed truly horrified.

			Heath turned and stumbled towards the table. He grabbed the bottle of wine and took several gulps. An instant later, using his other hand, he lashed out at the table, knocking everything off it. Plates, glasses, and bowls of food went flying. The glasses and plates smashed, and gravy from a bowl splattered in her direction, splashing her new dress.

			Abbey began to tremble. She didn’t understand his violent reaction, but she sensed that she was in real danger. She went to dash for the door, but Heath blocked her way. The look on his face was terrifying.

			***

			Jack was livid with Heath. As a result, Tom and Clementine endured a hair-raising journey to Manoora. In the back of the buggy, Clementine hung on for dear life, often asking Jack to slow down, but he gave no indication he heard her.

			Once they arrived at the dance hall in Manoora, Jack looked for Heath’s carriage, but it was nowhere to be seen. When they went into the hall full of people, he searched frantically for Abbey. Tom and Clementine had no choice but to follow him around.

			“I can’t see Abbey,” Jack said worriedly, once he’d circled the hall.

			“Relax, Jack,” Clementine said. “She’ll be here somewhere.”

			“How can I relax, when Heath’s driver all but kidnapped her?”

			“That’s a bit melodramatic, isn’t it?” Clementine said, trying to hide her anger.

			“I don’t think so,” Jack said. “I’m going to have a look around outside.” He headed for the door.

			Clementine turned to Tom. “Do you think your brother is unduly concerned, or is it just me?” she asked sarcastically.

			“He does seem to be more concerned than he should be,” Tom said. He saw no reason to believe that Abbey was in any danger. “Would you like a drink? I need one after the trip we’ve just had.”

			“Yes, something strong, please,” Clementine said. They headed for the refreshments.

			Outside, Jack checked all the carriages again to see if he had missed Heath’s coach. Some of the drivers were still with their carriages, so he asked if any of them had seen Alfie Holbrook. Most of them shook their heads, and he despaired.

			“I think I passed him on the road near Mintaro,” one man said. “He was driving that big fancy carriage of Ebenezer Mason’s.”

			“Yes, that’s it,” Jack said hopefully. “Do you think he was on his way here?”

			“I think he turned off the road just outside Mintaro and headed in the direction of the Hall, but I can’t be sure.”

			Jack was furious. He now doubted that Abbey would ever arrive at the dance hall. Obviously, Alfie was following Heath’s instructions and had taken Abbey to Martindale Hall. He thought about what Heath’s father had done to her and started to panic.

			Back inside, Jack found Clementine and Tom at a table with their drinks. A band was playing and lots of people were dancing. “I’m going to Martindale Hall,” he said loudly enough to be heard over the music.

			“Why?” Clementine asked in disbelief.

			“I believe Heath may have told Alfie Holbrook to take Abbey there,” Jack said.

			“What makes you think that?” Tom asked.

			“Someone outside passed Heath’s coach on the Mintaro road, but they think he turned off, so he could have been going to the Hall. If Alfie had been going to pick Heath up, they’d have been here by now.”

			“I don’t know what you’re worried about, Jack,” Clementine said. “Can’t we just have a good time while we’re here?”

			“I have to go to the Hall.” Jack headed for the door.

			Clementine became angry and followed him. She caught up with him outside.

			“Jack, wait,” she called.

			Jack turned around. “I’ll come back for you and Tom if I find Abbey,” he said.

			“What’s wrong with you, Jack?” Clementine snapped. “Abbey is a grown woman. If she wants to be courted by Heath, it’s none of your business.”

			“Courted! She can’t be courted by him after what his father did to her,” Jack said without thinking. He regretted his words, but when Clementine didn’t look surprised, he realised he wasn’t telling her something that she didn’t already know.

			“Abbey is old enough to decide who should court her,” Clementine stated between clenched teeth. She was beginning to really lose patience with Jack.

			“I know she’s old enough,” Jack said in the most dismissive tone he’d ever used with her.

			“Then forget about her. You invited me to this dance, so dance with me,” Clementine shrieked.

			“I can’t. Abbey may be in danger.”

			“What danger? Heath is a handsome man. Any woman here would love to spend time alone with him. Come inside with me, now.”

			“No,” Jack snapped, angry that Clementine would defend Heath.

			“For goodness’s sake, Jack! Are you in love with Abbey?”

			Jack flinched, and his anger with Clementine flared. “Are you so jealous of Abbey that you’d leave a paddock gate open and then lie about it?” he countered. It had been galling him that Clementine would do something so terrible and blame Abbey.

			Clementine’s fury exploded. “Why would I be jealous of someone who is carrying Ebenezer Mason’s child?” she hissed.

			“What?” Jack went white.

			“That’s right. She’s carrying his child,” Clementine said, enjoying his distress.

			“You’re lying again,” Jack accused her. He was sure that Abbey would have told him if she were with child, or at least told his mother if she felt uncomfortable confiding something so personal to him.

			Clementine was hurt that he’d attack her and not Abbey, as she had expected him to. “No, I’m not,” she said furiously. “I went to the doctor with Abbey in town, so I know it’s true.”

			Suddenly Abbey’s withdrawn behaviour made sense to Jack.

			“Forget about her, Jack. She will only bring shame to you and your mother,” Clementine said, hoping he’d finally see sense now that he knew the truth.

			“Obviously, Abbey told you what Ebenezer Mason did to her,” Jack said. That was the only way Clementine could have found out.

			“Yes,” Clementine said. “It was unfortunate, but then again, perhaps she shouldn’t have gone to his house alone.”

			Jack was shocked by Clementine’s coldness and lack of empathy. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t discovered these character traits before. “She went there to discuss compensation for the loss of her father, who was killed in his mine. She had no idea what he had planned. What happened to Abbey wasn’t her fault, Clementine.”

			“It’s not your problem, is it?”

			“She’s my employee, and I’ll help her all I can, and I’m sure my mother feels the same. She’s become very fond of Abbey.”

			Clementine was shocked that he would decide to help Abbey, rather than turn his back on her, as Clementine had expected. Obviously, they didn’t know each other at all. “She’s not going to give either of you the chance to help her, Jack. She’s leaving town tomorrow.” She felt no guilt for revealing Abbey’s secret.

			“What?”

			“That’s what she wants to do,” Clementine said with some satisfaction. “And I think it’s for the best. You and I have been planning a life together, Jack, and I think we should start living it and forget about Abigail Scottsdale.”

			“We won’t be having a life together, Clementine,” Jack said wearily. He’d been awake half the night thinking about it.

			Clementine visibly flinched. “What do you mean? We’ve discussed a future together many times.”

			“Yes, we have, but in my heart, I know we’re not meant to be together. These last few days have opened my eyes to the truth.” Despite the fact that she’d lied to him, he wanted to soften the impact of his decision. “You are not suited to life in the country, Clementine, and you must know that.”

			Suddenly Clementine slapped Jack’s face, hard.

			For a moment they glared at each other.

			Clementine’s lips were trembling with rage. “How dare you treat me like something you can discard after growing tired of it!” she hissed.

			Jack saw her for exactly what she was. “I didn’t tire of you. I just realised how selfish you are and that you have no compassion for others. You also lied to me just to hurt Abbey, and I find that truly unforgivable, Clementine. Frankly, I deserve better.” He walked away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 28

			“This can’t be happening,” Heath yelled, holding his head with his hands in tortured anguish.

			Abbey was frozen with fear and could only stare at him. “I want to leave,” she managed to gasp through a sob. She would have run, but Heath was standing between her and her only means of escape.

			“My father has ruined my life,” Heath yelled angrily.

			Abbey was stunned. “It’s my life he’s ruined, not yours,” she said, her own anger rising again. “I’m the one carrying his child, and I’m the one soon to be homeless.” She could hardly believe Heath was saying something so foolish from a position of such immense wealth.

			“Homeless?!” Heath laughed almost hysterically for a few seconds and then glared at her. “You’ve got everything,” he said furiously. “And all because of a stupid piece of paper and some ridiculous wording.”

			Abbey didn’t understand. “What are you talking about, Heath? What have I got, and what piece of paper and wording?”

			“I can’t let you do it. I can’t let you have what should be mine,” Heath shouted, his eyes wide and his face flushed. “I can’t let you or that baby,” he said, pointing accusingly at her abdomen, “claim my inheritance.”

			Abbey was sure Heath was confused. But for whatever reason, he saw the baby as a threat to his inheritance and her fear of him increased ten-fold. If he wanted to harm the baby, that meant harming her. “I don’t want what’s rightfully yours, Heath. I had planned to go away tomorrow, and I will.” Her hand went unconsciously to her stomach. Although she’d detested Ebenezer Mason, this innocent baby was part of her, and she would protect it.

			“You say that now,” he spat derisively. “But that’s not true. If you knew all this was yours,” he waved his arms around in the air, “and it had been left to you in my father’s will, you wouldn’t just give it up. So, don’t lie to me.”

			“Your father and I were married for just a few hours. How could you possibly believe he’d leave me his estate?”

			“He didn’t leave it to you specifically, but it’s yours just the same. How’s that for irony?”

			“You are not making sense, Heath.” She wanted to call him delusional, but she didn’t want to anger him further.

			“Then let me clarify. Thanks to my father’s second wife, Meredith Barton, who convinced him to change his will when she married him, his estate was to be left to his wife,” Heath agonised. “The will is still valid, and the wife is now you!”

			Abbey was shocked, but she was sure Heath must be mistaken. “That can’t be right,” she said.

			“Oh, but it is. My father’s solicitor, Edward Martin, told me.”

			Abbey couldn’t believe it. Was Heath telling her that Martindale Hall and the acres of farmland and stock were hers? And the Burra Monster Mine? Surely not!

			Heath was watching her face as she digested this news. He saw the wonder she felt at being such a rich woman, and he became even angrier. “I stopped Meredith from getting my inheritance, and I’ll stop you and that baby, too.” His expression softened just a little before hardening again. “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Abbey. I would have married you. We could have had a reasonable life together.”

			Sorry! Abbey suddenly realised that the glint in Heath’s eyes was murderous, and her heart began to thump madly. She wanted to ask what he meant when he said he’d stopped his father’s previous wife from getting his inheritance, but she was too afraid. “I don’t want what’s yours, Heath. I swear. Please let me go. I’ll sign any documents you want me to, and I promise you’ll never see me again. Just don’t do anything rash.”

			Heath shook his head. “I can’t take that chance, Abbey.”

			Abbey backed away from Heath, but he took several steps towards her, stalking her like prey.

			“You aren’t thinking of harming me, are you, Heath?” Abbey asked in a breathless voice. She was so terrified that she felt faint. Desperate to put distance between herself and Heath, Abbey took several more steps backwards.

			“I’m sorry, Abbey. Really I am. You are a beautiful girl, but not so beautiful that I will let you take what’s mine.” He came towards her.

			“I won’t,” Abbey stammered, continuing to back away from him. She suddenly found herself backed up against the railing around the perimeter of the roof. She stole a quick glance at the ground, so far below, and her heart almost stopped. “Don’t do anything foolish, Heath. I’m begging you.”

			When Heath kept coming, Abbey opened her mouth to scream. All that came out was a strangled sound before he lunged at her, his eyes wide and wild. Abbey instinctively dropped to the floor and wrapped her arms around his legs, holding on for dear life. Heath tried to drag her back to her feet, with the intent of pushing her over the side, but she clung to his legs with all her might, screaming for him to stop. He then tried to prize her arms free, bruising her and almost breaking her fingers. Abbey screamed as loudly as she could in pain and terror.

			“It didn’t have to come to this,” Heath shouted as he roughly tried to disentangle her from his legs.

			“Mr. Mason!” Winston called from the doorway. “What are you doing?” He’d heard Abbey’s screams from the bottom of the stairs and had come running to see what was the matter.

			Heath’s head snapped around, but rather than appearing shamed, he looked agitated.

			Abbey saw the butler at the door. “Help me, Winston,” she called. She let go of Heath’s legs and tried to scramble to her feet. In that instant, Heath grabbed her and tried to lift her over the side of the railing. As they struggled violently, Winston hurried towards them as quickly as his arthritic legs would carry him. Abbey clung to Heath and the top of the railing, terrified that she might be living her final moments. Winston grabbed Heath’s arm and tried to pull him back.

			Heath let go of Abbey for a split second and pushed the old butler away with such force that he was thrown backwards and lost his balance. Winston fell hard, his head hitting the floor. Stunned, he groaned and didn’t get up. Heath turned to Abbey once again, but her attention was still with the butler. She was shocked by what Heath had done and wondered if he had killed the elderly servant.

			“Stop, Heath,” she yelled frantically when he took hold of her arms. “Stop this madness.”

			“Nothing will stand in my way,” Heath hissed as he tried to lift her again. Abbey struggled frantically and continued to scream. He was pressed up against her, and she was leaned back, over the edge, when she heard a crumbling sound as the weathered concrete balustrade began to give way. Abbey imagined them falling together to their deaths.

			“Heath, the railing,” she cried hysterically, pushing against his chest. “Stop!”

			Heath didn’t seem to hear her. He tried harder to get her over the edge, pushing all his weight against the railing. Abbey heard another crack, and then felt the railing begin to break apart behind her.

			In the next instant, they were teetering over the side of the building, as the balustrade began to wobble. Instinctively, Heath let go of Abbey to try and save himself. With one arm he pushed her to the side, but then lost his footing and fell against the balustrade directly in front of him. There was a loud crack and that section tumbled towards the ground. Heath couldn’t stop his forward momentum, and time seemed to slow as he wavered for a moment before falling over the side of the roof. Abbey had been pushed against another section of the balustrade that had started to break away, leaving her hanging precariously over the side of the building. She was sure her fate was to follow Heath as it crumbled and began to fall. She opened her mouth to scream—and was suddenly dragged backwards onto the roof.

			Jack had barely made it to Abbey in time. He’d reached the roof just as the railing had begun to break, and had run as fast as he could to the far side, where Abbey and Heath were struggling and about to fall. Knowing he might not quite get to Abbey in time, he had gone into a dive, sliding the last few yards. He had grabbed one of Abbey’s legs by the ankle and had grabbed a handful of her dress, just as she was about to follow Heath to his inevitable death.

			Jack scrambled to his knees and pulled Abbey back, drawing her into the safety of his arms.

			“I’ve got you,” he whispered, holding her tightly. “You’re safe, Abbey.”

			Jack was breathing hard as she sobbed uncontrollably. He’d run all the way from the main gate, which had been locked when he got there. As he had come up the road to the house, he had heard Abbey’s screams and looked up at the roof of the Hall. There he saw Heath and Abbey struggling, and he had panicked. He couldn’t get in the front door, so he’d gone around to the back and found an open door. He’d had to shake the frightened maid Louise until she had finally told him how to get to the roof.

			Winston groaned and sat up, holding his bleeding head. He looked at the gaping hole where a section of railing was missing, and his heart skipped a beat. “Where’s Mr. Mason?” he asked Jack with wide eyes.

			When Jack didn’t immediately answer him, he knew what had happened. It was a miracle that Abbey hadn’t fallen, too.

			Abbey was holding Jack tightly and shaking, but suddenly she cried out in pain and clutched her abdomen.

			“What’s wrong, Abbey?” Jack asked anxiously.

			“The baby,” she groaned in agony.

			“Baby!” Jack whispered. So, Clementine had been telling the truth.

			Winston got to his feet. “I’ll send Mr. Holbrook to fetch a doctor immediately,” he said.

			***

			Three hours later, Abbey had been examined by the young doctor from Burra in one of the sixteen bedrooms on the first floor of Martindale Hall.

			“Did you know you were with child?” he asked Abbey.

			“Yes,” she said in a small voice. “I found out yesterday morning.”

			“I’m sorry, but it’s gone,” he said sympathetically. Mrs. Hendy had thought it important to keep the bloody bed-sheet to show him. He’d also examined Abbey’s many cuts and bruises.

			Abbey had suspected as much, but she still felt deep sadness and a sense of emptiness.

			“I’m very sorry, Miss Scottsdale,” Dr. Philip Boxborough said. “But it’s not surprising after all you’ve been through.” He’d examined Heath’s body at the front of the house and had briefly been told what happened. “You must stay in bed and rest for a few days,” he added. “Promise me you will.”

			“Yes, Doctor,” Abbey said sadly.

			The doctor thought Abbey appeared to be coping remarkably well, considering what she’d been through. He was certain, however, that the events of the evening would catch up with her soon. “Send for me if you begin to feel unwell in the next few days,” he said. “I’ll come immediately.”

			Abbey nodded.

			There was a knock on the door. It was Mrs. Hendy and the maid, Louise, with a tray for Abbey. The doctor had told the housekeeper to bring tea.

			Dr. Boxborough walked out into the corridor where Jack was waiting anxiously, while Mrs. Hendy and Louise went into Abbey’s room. Winston had told the women what had happened, even explaining how Abbey had been drugged and raped by Ebenezer Mason. Both women regretted how they’d treated her. In the last two hours, they had done what they could to make her comfortable. She’d had a soothing bath, and they’d given her a nightgown to wear. Abbey was grateful, as their empathy and support were just what she needed.

			“How is Abbey?” Jack asked the doctor.

			“I’m afraid she lost the baby,” Phillip Boxborough said. He assumed Jack was the father. “I’m very sorry.”

			“How is she taking it?” Jack asked, concerned for Abbey’s mental state.

			“She’s doing quite well, but I’m worried she could fall into a depressed state as she processes this evening’s events. You can expect anything, I’m afraid, but send for me if you need to.”

			“I’m sorry you had to come all the way from Burra,” Jack said to the young doctor. “It seems Dr. Ashbourne is not well, and no one could find his replacement.”

			“That would be Dr. Vernon Mead. I’m currently looking after his practice in Burra,” Philip said gravely.

			“Oh,” Jack said, curiously. He thought it was an odd arrangement, but didn’t say so.

			“I was asked by Dr. Mead to take over while he replaced Dr. Ashbourne,” Philip explained.

			“Dr. Mead must have been on a house call when Alfie Holbrook, the carriage driver, went looking for him.”

			“No, I’m afraid he was not,” Philip said, looking slightly uncomfortable.

			“Then where was he?” Jack asked. He didn’t know the young doctor at all, but he could still tell he was withholding vital information.

			“This may come as another shock, but” he lowered his voice. “Dr. Mead is dead, Mr. Hawker.”

			Jack gasped. “Dead?!”

			“Yes,” Philip Boxborough glanced into the room where Abbey lay resting. The housekeeper had given her a hot cup of tea, and Louise had brought her the softest pillows she could find.

			The doctor moved away from the doorway. “He committed suicide yesterday evening,” he said softly.

			Jack was shocked. “Suicide!”

			“Yes, apparently he left a note blaming himself for the late Mr. Mason’s death and claimed he couldn’t live with it.”

			“How could he be responsible for Ebenezer Mason’s death?” Jack asked. He didn’t understand. “I thought Mason died of a heart condition.”

			“He’d been giving Ebenezer Mason a potion for a problem, and he believed that treatment led to his death. He had the note delivered to a Mr. Martin, the family solicitor, just before he took his life. I was contacted about some medicinal supplies he’d mentioned in the note.” The doctor consulted his pocket-watch. It was after midnight. “No doubt Mr. Martin is planning to call here in the morning in hopes of speaking to young Mr. Mason. I will stop by his home when I leave here and inform him of Mr. Mason’s death.”

			“What will you put on the death certificate, Doctor?” Jack asked.

			Philip thought about it for a moment. “I believe ‘accidental death by misadventure’ would be appropriate under the circumstances.”

			When the maid and housekeeper came out of Abbey’s room, Jack went in, instructed by Mrs. Hendy not to stay too long, as Abbey needed to sleep.

			“I just wanted to see how you are before you go to sleep, Abbey,” he said tenderly. He thought she’d had enough sorrow, so he didn’t intend to tell her about Dr. Mead.

			“I’d like to sleep, but I don’t think I can,” she said. “My mind is in turmoil.”

			“You’ve had a terrible night,” Jack said, knowing that was an understatement.

			“I wouldn’t be here if not for you, Jack,” Abbey said. She was eternally grateful that he’d come looking for her.

			“It’s a miracle I got to you in time,” he replied. “When I ran up the road and heard you screaming on the roof, I thought I’d be too late.” His heart had nearly stopped when he saw Heath trying to push her over the railing. He’d shouted up, but hadn’t been heard above Abbey’s screams.

			Abbey thought about the innocent baby she’d lost, and a wave of sorrow settled upon her like a black rain cloud. She had only known of its existence for such a short time, but she still felt such a deep sense of overwhelming sadness. “I’ve lost the baby,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that I was expecting, but I was too ashamed.” She turned her head towards the window, struggling to hold back tears.

			“It wasn’t your fault. You were wronged, Abbey,” Jack said, gently placing his warm hand over hers, which felt cold to touch. “I wish you’d had enough faith in me to know that I would have stood by you. I know Mother would have done all she could to help you, too.”

			Abbey didn’t really believe Jack. She thought that he only pitied her now in the moment and that was why he was claiming that he would have been supportive. Feeling suddenly very weary, she closed her eyes.

			***

			Jack stayed by Abbey’s side for most of the night while she slept. In the early hours of the morning, just as dawn was creeping over the landscape with the promise of a scorching hot day, he went downstairs to get a cup of tea. He was surprised to find Winston in the kitchen, alone, with a bandage around his head. It was obvious that the butler hadn’t been to bed. He was still wearing the same clothes, spattered with his blood.

			Winston must have been in his seventies. Jack knew he wouldn’t handle such trauma well. “You should have gone to bed, Winston,” he said, sitting down at the kitchen table with him.

			“I waited up for the undertaker, sir. He and his assistant came about an hour ago.”

			“Oh, I didn’t think they’d come until later this morning.” Jack and the young doctor had laid Heath’s body out in the front sitting room, while Alfie had gone to Clare to fetch Sergeant Brown and notify the undertaker to come and take the body.

			“Mr. Holbrook asked them to come straightaway, sir. I thought it best for the sake of Miss Scottsdale. It wouldn’t have been nice for her to have Mr. Mason in the house for very long after what he had tried to do.”

			“That was very thoughtful of you, Winston. What of Sergeant Brown? Has he been?”

			“Not yet, sir. He’s coming later this morning.”

			“Are you all right, Winston?” Jack thought he looked terrible.

			“I have an enormous headache, Mr. Hawker.” He had a lump the size of an egg on the back of his head.

			“Did the doctor look at you while he was here?”

			“I declined an invitation to be examined, sir. How is Miss Scottsdale?”

			Jack wondered if the bottle of rum on the table was contributing to the butler’s headache. “She’s sleeping, which is the best thing for her right now,” Jack said.

			“Indeed, sir,” Winston said quietly.

			“I still can’t believe that Heath tried to kill her,” Jack said. This thought had been running through his head all night, torturing him. He hadn’t even given any thought to Clementine or his brother Tom, stuck at the dance in Manoora, waiting for him.

			Jack had suspected that Heath might have inherited some of his father’s less than honourable traits, but he’d never imagined him as a murderer. A thought suddenly occurred to him. “You don’t think that I pushed Heath over the side of the roof, do you, Winston?” As Winston had been dazed, Jack wondered if perhaps he hadn’t witnessed Heath falling to his death.

			“No, sir,” Winston said without hesitation. “I’m sure you wouldn’t do that.” He suddenly looked very troubled.

			Jack wondered if he were telling the truth, or whether it hadn’t occurred to Winston that Jack might have pushed Heath.

			“I’ve always suspected that the young Mr. Mason had been up on the roof with the old master’s second wife when she fell to her death,” Winston said thoughtfully. He’d never uttered this suspicion to a soul, not even the housekeeper, but he suddenly felt the need to tell someone.

			Jack listened, sensing that the butler needed to unburden himself.

			“Meredith Barton was a very strong-willed young lady. She was not the sort of woman who let things overwhelm her, and there was certainly no reason for her to jump to her death.”

			“Ebenezer Mason can’t have been an easy man to live with,” Jack commented. He could well imagine him mentally torturing his young wife, and he didn’t doubt that he could have been physically abusive, as well.

			“He wasn’t, but she knew how to manipulate him, and, believe it or not, the master was good to her.” He didn’t know how long that would have lasted, thoughperhaps until after she had given him children. “She had a way of getting what she wanted, and she enjoyed living the high life. After witnessing what I did on the roof last night, I now have to wonder if young Mr. Mason didn’t push Miss Barton from the roof. I’d never have believed him capable if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

			The butler looked pained for even thinking such a thing. He didn’t have a disloyal bone in his body, but he’d been disillusioned by serving two men who had quite obviously not deserved such devotion. “Young Mr. Mason and Miss Barton had a terrible row only a short while before her death. The master wasn’t home at the time, and they were in the drawing-room with the door closed. They were arguing over the master’s money. From what I overheard, Miss Barton had the last word, telling Mr. Mason about the will. He was understandably livid. Then she went up to the roof. She often spent periods of time up there, admiring the view. Mr. Mason claimed he went up there after she supposedly jumped, to apologise for their disagreement, but none of the household staff saw him anywhere in the house in the minutes before her death.”

			“Perhaps you should tell the police this when they arrive, Winston,” Jack suggested, adding a splash of rum to his own tea.

			“What for? Mr. Mason’s gone now, so he can’t be charged with her murder.”

			“No, but it must be hard for Miss Barton’s family to believe she took her own life,” Jack said.

			Winston hadn’t thought about that. “Perhaps you are right, Mr. Hawker,” he agreed.

			***

			It was light outside when there was a knock on the front door. Winston went to the door to admit Edward Martin.

			The solicitor looked surprised to see Winston’s head bandaged and his clothes spattered with blood. Dr. Boxborough had told him that Heath had fallen from the roof to his death, but not many of the details.

			“Come through to the drawing-room, sir,” Winston said. “Would you like tea?”

			“Yes, thank you, Winston.” By now Mrs. Hendy had appeared in the kitchen, and she said she’d make the tea while Winston spoke to Edward Martin. Jack joined them in the drawing-room.

			Jack knew of Edward, and the two men shook hands. Jack explained what he was doing at Martindale, and he and Winston gave an account of what had happened to Heath and Abbey.

			Edward was utterly shocked. He could never have foreseen such a tragedy. “Is Miss Scottsdale still here?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Jack said. “She’s upstairs, sleeping.”

			“I must speak with her before I leave,” Edward said.

			“I don’t think it’s wise to keep discussing last night with her,” Jack said.

			“I have something else to discuss with her, Jack,” Edward said. He now wished he’d done it sooner, and then maybe Heath would still be alive.

			***

			Abbey woke with a start and sat bolt upright in bed. She was hyperventilating and wet with perspiration. She’d been having a nightmare about being pushed from the roof of the Hall with a baby in her arms. When she realised where she was, she knew it wasn’t just a bad dream. After she calmed down, she got up and slipped on a dressing gown that Mrs. Hendy had left her, before going downstairs.

			***

			“I was told by Dr. Boxborough that Ebenezer Mason’s physician, Dr. Mead, committed suicide,” Jack said to Edward. “Is that true?”

			“Yes, it is, unfortunately. Dr. Mead had a note delivered to my home. The note stated that by the time I received it, he would have already committed suicide. I went immediately to his home with a police officer, but it was too late.”

			Abbey had been approaching the drawing-room doorway on her way to the kitchen to get a drink, and she overheard what Edward Martin said. Jack looked up to find her standing in the doorway with a look of disbelief on her face.

			“Abbey,” he said, hoping she hadn’t overheard. “Should you be out of bed?”

			“Did I hear correctly?” she said to Edward. “Did you say that Dr. Mead had committed suicide?”

			“Yes,” Edward said. “I’m afraid it’s true.”

			Abbey looked at Jack. “I was at the doctor’s surgery in Clare on Saturday morning. Dr. Mead was filling in for Dr. Ashbourne.” She blushed, thinking about the visit, and her hand went unconsciously to her abdomen.

			Jack understood. He thought she deserved an explanation. He looked at Edward. “Dr. Boxborough told me that Dr. Mead blamed himself for Ebenezer Mason’s death. Is that true?”

			“Yes, it is,” Edward said. “He’d been giving Mr. Mason a potion for” He cleared his throat. “For a problem.” Vernon had explained what the problem was in the note, but Edward didn’t feel it was necessary to divulge this detail. “Dr. Mead had come to the conclusion that this potion was the cause of internal damage.” Edward looked uncomfortable. “He also blamed himself for what,” he said, glancing at Abbey, “for what Mr. Mason did to you and to other women.”

			“What exactly do you mean?” she asked at the risk of further humiliation. She had to know.

			“Apparently, Dr. Mead was giving Mr. Mason an opiate to help him cope with the stress of running the mine. He didn’t know until a few days ago that Mason was using it to drug women so that he could, um, take liberties with them.” Edward looked down at his shoes. “Dr. Mead had suspected something wasn’t right, but when he found out for sure, he couldn’t live with the guilt.”

			Abbey sank down onto the sofa, utterly devastated as she recalled the conversation she’d had with Dr. Mead. She couldn’t believe that he had known all along that the drug he had given Ebenezer Mason had allowed Mason to violate her. No wonder he’d said he knew she was a decent girl and that what had happened wasn’t her fault. It was his fault!

			“Dr. Mead did an autopsy on the elder Mr. Mason,” Winston said. “He came here to report to the younger Mr. Mason that his father had died from heart failure.”

			“In his note, he said that Mr. Mason did die from heart failure, but the origin may have been the ingredients in the potion he’d given him, which quite possibly caused tissue damage,” Edward said.

			“He could have been wrong,” Jack suggested, thinking that Dr. Mead’s death would be a terrible loss to the community.

			“Yes, but it was obviously plaguing his mind.” Edward looked at Abbey. “I know this is all a terrible shock to you, and you’ve been through a very traumatic ordeal, but I have some official business to conduct with you, Miss Scottsdale,” he said. “Are you up to having a discussion now?”

			Abbey looked up, her mind half in a daze. “Yes,” she said, a little vaguely.

			“Perhaps it can wait, Abbey,” Jack said protectively.

			“No, Jack. Heath said some rather strange things to me, and I’d like them explained,” Abbey responded.

			“Did he mention his late father’s will?” Edward asked.

			“Yes,” Abbey said. “I thought he was babbling nonsense.”

			“What he said may have sounded far-fetched, but I think I can explain,” Edward said. “Ebenezer Mason left behind a will that had not been changed for some years. The will stated that his wife, at the time of his death, was to inherit his estate.”

			“Heath said something about that,” Abbey said.

			“The will did not specify the name of the wife, and as he’d married you the day he died, that means you have inherited everything.”

			Abbey gasped. Heath had been telling the truth. “No wonder Heath was behaving so strangely,” she said.

			“Are you saying that Abbey now owns this house and the mine?” Jack asked incredulously.

			“Yes, that’s right,” Edward said. “Mr. Mason had considerable holdings: a great deal of land; livestock; various cottages on the estate, some of which are tenanted; money in the bank; some shops and buildings in town, and of course, the Burra Mine.”

			Jack blinked in disbelief. “I gather Heath had known about this since his father’s death,” he said, beginning to understand why the man had behaved so oddly with Abbey.

			“Yes, and to say he was not happy about it would be a gross understatement. Of course, he had expected to be his father’s beneficiary after Meredith Barton had passed away, and he would have been, had his father not married again before he died.”

			Jack glanced at Winston, who looked uncomfortable, thinking of Miss Barton’s death. After witnessing Heath trying to kill Abbey, it was not difficult to believe that he had killed Miss Barton, as well. “Did Heath say what his intentions were towards Abbey?” he asked Edward.

			“Intentions?” Edward said, not certain he should admit to knowing about Heath’s plans.

			“Obviously, he wouldn’t have told you that he might try to kill Abbey, but his initial visit to her was rather hostile. He then appeared to have a complete change of heart. I was puzzled by his conversion, but never imagined he’d become homicidal.”

			“Is that why he suddenly wanted to marry me?” Abbey asked Edward directly. “So that he could, through marriage, legally acquire his father’s fortune?”

			“Quite likely,” Edward admitted guardedly.

			“Why didn’t you notify Abbey that she’d inherited the estate immediately after Mr. Mason’s death?” Jack asked skeptically. “Isn’t that your legal obligation?” He was beginning to suspect that Edward and Heath may have collabourated on a plan.

			“I had twenty-eight days in which to notify Ms. Scottsdale of her inheritance, and plenty of papers to file in relation to the estate in that time.”

			“That gave Heath time to ‘court’ Abbey, didn’t it?” Jack said pointedly.

			Edward flushed. “I was hoping to give him time to accept the reality of the situation. But, understandably, he was finding it difficult, especially after I informed him that he had no legal recourse. His father had left him a very small bequest of one hundred pounds. You have to understand that it was a delicate situation.”

			“Indeed,” Jack said. “But when Heath realised he couldn’t manipulate the situation to his advantage, Abbey almost lost her life.”

			Edward looked uncomfortable again. “If there’s any way I can be of service to you, Miss Scottsdale, you simply have to ask. In the meantime, there are quite a few papers to be signed at your convenience, turning everything over to you.” He paused. “Congratulations,” he added. “You are now a very wealthy young woman.”

			Abbey thought about all that entailed. “I’m now a woman with a lot of responsibilities,” she said, overwhelmed by it all. Truthfully, she felt quite unable to cope. She wanted to crawl into a corner and be left alone until she could begin to make sense of it all.

			“My best advice would be to sell the mine,” Edward said.

			Abbey found it difficult to comprehend that she suddenly owned the mine where her father had lost his life.

			“As for the Hall,” Edward added. “It’s a lovely home, but it’s a big responsibility.”

			Abbey looked at poor Winston. She imagined selling the Hall, which would put him and the other staff out of work and without homes. How could she do that to them after all their years of service?

			After Edward left, Abbey was very quiet. Jack didn’t say anything. He knew she needed time to think about all that had happened and her sudden change of fortune. He could barely comprehend it all himself. Just a short while ago Abbey had been destitute and homeless.

			Abbey kept glancing at the damaged portrait of Ebenezer Mason that stood on the floor near the fireplace. She wanted to smash it to pieces and burn it, but the fire wasn’t lit, and she didn’t have the energy.

			“Will you remove that portrait from the room?” she asked Winston when he came into the room carrying a breakfast tray. “I don’t ever want to see it again.”

			“Yes, Miss Scottsdale,” Winston said, putting the tray down and retrieving the portrait.

			“Please, call me Abbey, Winston,” Abbey said wearily.

			“Yes, Miss. I mean, Abbey,” Winston said. The lack of formality was going to take some getting used to.

			“And I want you to go to bed for the rest of the day, Winston. After you’ve had breakfast, of course. You don’t look like you’ve slept all night.”

			“But …”

			“No, buts, Winston. Please go to bed.”

			“Yes, Miss Abbey.”

			“Just Abbey,” Abbey said with quiet warmth.

			Winston nodded and left the room.

			“I can’t eat breakfast, so I’m going to lie down again,” Abbey said to Jack.

			“You should try and eat, Abbey, otherwise you’ll become ill.”

			“I can’t think about food right now,” she said, shaking her head.

			Jack didn’t know what to do for her.

			“I must get back to Bungaree. I’m sure my mother is worried about both of us. Will you come with me?”

			“No,” Abbey said without hesitation. “I need time to comprehend all that’s happened.”

			“I understand that,” Jack said. “But you could do that at home.” He just wanted to look after her.

			“This is my home now,” Abbey said, looking around the room in awe. “At least for the time being.”

			Jack was stunned. “Are you going to stay here in this house?” he asked. After all that had happened within the walls of the Hall, he thought she’d want to get away as quickly as possible.

			“Of course. It’s legally mine now.”

			Jack was absolutely baffled. “I’ll go then,” he said. He stood up. “If Sergeant Brown wishes to speak to me about Heath and what happened, tell him to come and see me.”

			“I will,” Abbey said.

			Jack headed for the door. It didn’t feel right leaving Abbey, but what else could he do?

			“Jack,” Abbey said.

			“Yes?” he asked, hoping she’d changed her mind.

			“Thank you for all you’ve done for me.”

			“Are you sure you won’t come home to Bungaree with me, Abbey? I think it would be best if you were with people who …” He wanted to say, with people who love you, but he wasn’t sure it was the right time. “People who care about you,” he said.

			“I just want to be by myself,” Abbey said. She knew she sounded cold and distant, but she couldn’t help it.

			Jack made no comment. He left the house in a daze. As he walked down the road towards the gate, he glanced back at the house. He had the feeling he’d never see Abbey again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 29

			Six weeks later

			“Would you like a glass of white wine with your fish, Mrs. Hawker?” the waiter asked.

			“Yes, that would be lovely, thank you, André.” Clementine purred in utter contentment. “Have you seen my husband? He was supposed to meet me here in the dining room.”

			“Isn’t that Mr. Hawker talking to Mr. and Mrs. Richards by the ship’s railing?”

			Clementine looked through the dining room window. “Yes, that’s him,” she said, smiling lovingly. She thought her husband of just a week looked handsome with a sea breeze ruffling his hair. Her gaze was drawn to the endless blue horizon, where the Indian Ocean met the azure blue sky, and she thought about how she wasn’t going to miss the parched land, the dust, or the flies in South Australia. They were on their way to England, where they planned to spend two months in the Lake District before embarking on a cruise of the Mediterranean, stopping off in Southern Italy for an extended honeymoon. As far as Clementine was concerned, life couldn’t get any better, and married life aboard an ocean liner for several weeks would suit her perfectly. She couldn’t believe she had ever wanted a life as a farmer’s wife. Luckily, her new husband had decided that he no longer wanted to be a farmer and had sold his land to his brothers, who had split it between them.

			“Sorry for keeping you waiting, darling.”

			Clementine had been distracted by her thoughts and was startled. “Don’t be, darling. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering fish for the both of us, and two glasses of white wine.”

			“Perfect,” Tom said, planting a lingering kiss on her pale pink lips.

			Clementine’s thoughts flashed back to the night of the dance in Manoora, and to the first time Tom had kissed her. It had been a complete surprise to both of them. She’d been so angry with Jack at the time. Tom had drunk several quick beers to settle his nerves after the horrendous trip with Jack in the buggy and had apparently been feeling the effects. When Clementine had returned to him after arguing with Jack, Tom had grabbed her and planted a passionate kiss squarely on her lips. Mortified by his actions, he had immediately apologised, begging forgiveness. He told her he’d been unable to resist as, even in the midst of anger, she had never looked more beautiful.

			After the initial shock that Tom would have said and done such a thing, Clementine had realised how much she’d enjoyed the kiss. They ended up having a wonderful night at the dance and had decided almost immediately that they both wanted to leave Australia, so Tom had sold his land to his brothers. After getting everything settled, which took a few weeks, they had received Jack’s blessing and set off for Port Adelaide. When they had reached the port, they had been married in a simple ceremony before boarding the Fair Star, bound for England.

			***

			Sybil went out onto the balcony and saw Jack sitting on the bench under the blue gum tree. He cut a lonely figure, but instead of feeling sorry for him, Sybil was exasperated. It was Saturday evening, and they’d just had a quiet dinner together. Very quiet. Since Abbey had gone, the house had less life in it than the graveyard at St. Michael’s. Neither of them felt much like talking.

			Sybil had been wondering where Jack had gone, as the one thing he had said at dinner was that he had already been to check on the livestock that evening. In the last few weeks he’d often disappeared—preferring to spend time alone—and Sybil was losing patience. She’d allowed Jack to handle things his way, but enough was enough.

			Sybil went out into the garden and approached Jack. He was staring off into space, obviously miles away with his thoughts, and didn’t notice her approaching.

			“Jack!” she said sharply.

			He jumped. “Mother, don’t sneak up on me like that,” he said crossly.

			“That I can sneak up on you at all says a lot about your state of mind.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You know full well, and I’ve kept quiet long enough. This moping about can’t go on any longer,” she said. “Either you remedy the situation, or I will.”

			Jack frowned at her. “You’ve been doing a bit of moping yourself, Mother,” he said. She hadn’t been near the kitchen in weeks, and he’d often caught her sitting in the living room, staring listlessly out into the garden.

			“I’ve not been as bad as you,” Sybil said defensively. “Don’t you think it’s about time you took action? Sitting around here with a face like a wounded dog is getting you nowhere.”

			Jack looked uncomfortable. “I’ve been to Martindale Hall twice, Mother, and both times I was told that Abbey wouldn’t see me. So, there’s nothing I can do.”

			“I should go there and demand to see her,” Sybil said impatiently. She’d wanted to go on numerous occasions, but Jack had put her off, insisting that Abbey had asked to be left alone.

			“Abbey knows where we are, Mother. If she wanted to see us, she’d come here.”

			Sybil couldn’t argue with that logic. She growled in frustration and went back to the house. Obviously, Jack was right. If Abbey had wanted to see them, she would have visited by now. Sybil was actually quite hurt that she hadn’t. Jack had told her about the inheritance, so she had accepted that she’d lost Abbey as a paid companion, but she was sure that Abbey must be recovered from the pain of recent events by now, so why hadn’t she been to see them?

			***

			Abbey was a bit nervous when her carriage pulled up outside the house at Bungaree Station on Sunday afternoon. It felt like she’d been away for a lifetime instead of a few weeks.

			After jumping down, Alfie opened the door for her. He hadn’t known quite what to make of Abbey when he’d first met her, but he’d come to respect and even admire the young woman in the past few weeks.

			Two weeks into her stay at the Martindale estate, Abbey had gone for a walk, heading in the direction of the stables. It was the first time she’d felt like going outside, and the sunshine had felt good on her skin. It had felt as if her burden of grief were finally lifting.

			Alfie had been mucking out a stall when he had noticed her standing by the gate to Horatio’s stall. Along with many of the staff, he’d been expecting to be called to the main house to be told that his services were no longer required and that the estate would be sold. That would have been bad enough, as he’d been employed at the Hall for a number of years, but he’d been more concerned for the future of the horses, especially Horatio. He had assumed Abbey had come to give him the news he’d been dreading.

			“Do you like riding, Miss?” Alfie had asked when he approached.

			“I do, but I’m not capable of handling an animal like Horatio. I believe I’ve proven that.” Abbey looked sheepish as she admired the stallion’s glossy coat. When she thought about flying over two fences on his back, she didn’t know how she’d survived.

			“Horatio is very spirited and exceptionally strong,” Alfie said. He felt no anger towards her for stealing the horse. He’d heard the story about what Ebenezer Mason had done to her. All the staff had been talking about it. “Apart from me, the old master was the only one who could handle Horatio,” he said.

			“How old is he?” Abbey asked.

			“Eight years, Miss. He’s been on this estate since he was a colt.”

			Abbey caught the sadness in Alfie’s voice and instinctively knew it was nothing to do with Ebenezer Mason. She suspected he was worried about the horse’s future and probably his own. “Did the young Mr. Mason have any plans for Horatio?”

			Alfie’s gaze dropped to the ground for a moment, and Abbey watched a mixture of painful emotions cross his features. Heath had tried to ride Horatio only once and had been thrown. He’d been showing off in front of a young woman he wished to impress. Heath had never liked the horse after that. “He was going to sell him at auction, Miss,” Alfie said. He stroked the horse’s mane, and Horatio lifted his head and nudged his arm affectionately.

			Abbey could see that the idea of selling Horatio was intolerable to Alfie. “Would you like to own him, Mr. Holbrook?” she asked.

			Alfie looked at her in surprise. “Yes, I would, Miss, but I could never afford to buy an animal of this quality. He’s very valuable, particularly for breeding. He comes from champion racing stock.”

			“I barely know the difference between a draught horse and a donkey, Mr. Holbrook,” Abbey admitted, but she appreciated his honesty. He could have avoided mentioning Horatio’s worth if he’d wanted to be cunning. “But as I now own Horatio, I can give him to you, can’t I?”

			Alfie looked at her in astonishment. “Yes, I suppose you could, Miss, but …”

			“Then he’s yours, Mr. Holbrook. You’ve done an amazing job of looking after him, and I can see he has a very special bond with you.”

			Alfie became emotional. “I can’t let you give me the horse,” he said. As much as he wanted the horse, and he did, it didn’t feel right.

			Abbey thought she saw tears in his eyes when he looked at the black stallion. “You can’t stop me, Mr. Holbrook,” she said. “The horse is yours, and I’ll hear no argument saying otherwise.”

			“Thank you, Miss Scottsdale,” Alfie said huskily. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

			“I think I do, Mr. Holbrook,” Abbey said, stroking Horatio’s velvety nose.

			“What of the other horses, Miss?”

			“Do you want them all?” Abbey asked, teasing him.

			Alfie flushed. “No, Miss. I just worry about them,” he said awkwardly. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

			“There’s no need to apologise. I suspect you’ve been concerned about what the future holds for yourself and the horses. I’m not yet certain about many things, but as long as the estate can afford the horses, they’ll have a home here, and your position is safe.”

			“That’s wonderful news, Miss,” Alfie said. He paused for a moment. “I know you’ve had a real rough time of it, but you are going to be fine, Miss. I’m sure of it,” he added. Alfie thought if the universe rewarded those who were kind, then Abbey shouldn’t have a care in the world.

			***

			Jack was sitting in the lounge when he heard hooves on the gravel outside and a carriage rolling to a stop. When he recognised the carriage through the window, his heart began to race. He opened the door to see Abbey coming up the steps. He caught his breath. She looked absolutely beautiful. “Abbey!” he said, trying to keep his tone even, but failing.

			“Hello, Jack,” Abbey said, thinking it was wonderful to see his face again. “Is this a bad time?” She’d missed him so much.

			“No, I was” He could hardly say that he was all alone and missing her. “Come in.”

			Abbey entered the house, and Jack led her to the living room, where he asked her to sit down.

			“You look well, Abbey,” he said. Her face was full of colour and vitality, unlike the last time he’d seen her. He was relieved that she’d physically recovered from the ordeal she’d suffered, and hoped that her emotional wounds were healing too.

			“I’ve been well-looked after at the Hall,” Abbey said. “Not that I wouldn’t have been here.” She blushed, and Jack looked uncomfortable.

			“I’m glad, Abbey,” he said. “I’ve been wondering how you’re doing.”

			Abbey wanted to ask why he hadn’t been to see her in the last few weeks, but pride prevented her from doing so. She noted how uncomfortable Jack looked and wondered if he resented her inheritance and the fact that she no longer depended on him. “I suppose you have been very busy here,” she said.

			“Yes, the days aren’t long enough,” Jack said. In actual fact they’d been interminable, but he couldn’t say so. He’d been going through the motions, trying to occupy his mind, but his heart hadn’t been in it.

			Abbey felt hurt. She thought he might have made time for her, but it seemed she wasn’t important enough. “I came today to return your mother’s necklace.” She fished it out of her bag.

			“Oh, thank you,” Jack said, accepting it with a heavy heart. She hadn’t come to see him.

			“Where is your mother?” Abbey asked, glancing around the house. She’d missed Sybil terribly and wondered if she’d missed her, too. She couldn’t hear anyone or anything and couldn’t remember the house ever being so quiet.

			“She’s taking an afternoon nap,” Jack said.

			“Oh, I’m sorry I won’t see her. Has she been cooking?” Abbey imagined Sybil had made lunch, as it was Sabu’s day off.

			“No, that phase didn’t last long,” Jack said. In fact, Sybil hadn’t been inclined to do anything much since Abbey had gone, but he wouldn’t say so.

			“That’s a pity,” Abbey said, feeling a little guilty that Sybil may have reverted to her old ways. She knew it wasn’t actually her fault and hoped that Sybil understood that Abbey had needed time to sort herself out. She did miss her company, though.

			Jack couldn’t help but notice that Abbey was wearing a beautiful new gown that looked like it must have cost a fortune. Her hair was also styled and adorned with an expensive clasp. She looked like a woman of means, which only reminded him that she wasn’t the same girl he’d taken in after she had fainted on the street in Clare.

			Abbey noticed his glance at her attire. “I’ve bought a few new things,” she said, smoothing the skirt of her gown with poise she’d never possessed before. It had been a singular thrill to purchase something outrageously expensive. She believed the Masons owed her that much after all they’d put her through.

			“Yes, I see,” Jack said flatly. How he missed the old Abbey, the girl who thought nothing of wearing a plain gown and going down to see the sheep. He couldn’t imagine her doing that in her fancy new gown.

			“How are things at Bungaree?” Abbey asked. She couldn’t fathom Jack’s mood and was beginning to wonder if he resented her sudden change of fortune.

			“Fine,” Jack said reticently.

			“And Max? Is he doing well?” She desperately wanted to see him again, but didn’t want to ask.

			“He’s fully recovered and back working again.”

			“That’s wonderful. What about the rams? Have they settled in?”

			“Yes, I’ll soon be putting them with the ewes.” The mention of the rams reminded Jack of what Clementine had done. But that was the past, and he wasn’t going to dwell upon it.

			“What about Josephine?”

			Jack thought Abbey was just making small talk to fill the time before it was polite to leave. “She’s grown quite a bit in the last few weeks.”

			Abbey smiled when she thought of the lamb’s sweet face. “Has she outgrown the ribbon around her neck?”

			“Yes,” Jack said awkwardly. He didn’t want to admit that he’d found a longer red ribbon to tie around her neck, just in case Abbey came back and wanted to find her amongst the other lambs. He decided he’d remove it when she’d gone.

			Abbey wanted to ask about Clementine, but she was too afraid. Obviously, she wasn’t in the house, but that didn’t mean that she and Jack weren’t planning a wedding. It seemed Jack had nothing much to say, and she wondered if he hoped she’d leave.

			“Can we go for a walk in the garden, Jack?” she asked, getting to her feet. She hoped he might feel more at peace under the shade of the blue gum tree, one of his favourite places.

			Jack stood up. “Very well,” he said, but he didn’t sound very enthusiastic, and her heart plummeted.

			Jack frowned as they passed Alfie, waiting with the Martindale carriage. He and Abbey then walked up the pathway leading to the bench under the blue gum tree. Jack remained silent, and the tension between them became palpable.

			“I’ve sold the Burra Mine,” Abbey said when they reached the bench and she sat down.

			“Oh,” Jack said, sitting beside her, but not too close. “Who bought it?” He had imagined that she’d sell the mine. It was the sensible thing to do, and keeping it would have only reminded her of what had happened to her father.

			“To the mineworkers, actually,” Abbey said.

			Jack looked at her in astonishment. “The workers bought it?” He didn’t understand.

			“Yes, I thought they should all have a stake in it.”

			“How could they afford it?” Jack asked. He was sure the Burra Mine was worth a fortune; even a small stake would be beyond the workers’ means.

			“I sold it for a token, Jack, so that they could all afford a share. There should be an announcement in the papers shortly.”

			Jack was absolutely amazed.

			“I wanted all of the workers to have a say in how the mine is run and how to improve safety. I didn’t want another miner to lose his life because of a miserly owner. Not that I would have run the mine like that, but I believe all the profits should be shared amongst the workers. That way, if they work hard, they are rewarded.”

			Abbey had been to the mine to inform the workers of her plan. At first, when they were told she was the new owner, they were hostile. When she told them that they would all be shareholders in the mine, they were confused. Once it was explained to them that she was selling the mine to them for a token, they had all cheered wildly, and some had even grabbed her and kissed her cheek. It was one of the best days of Abbey’s life. She was certain her father would have been immensely proud.

			“Abbey, that is wonderful,” Jack exclaimed. “How did you come up with that idea, or was it Edward Martin’s idea?”

			“No, it was my idea. Mr. Martin was totally against it at first. He was looking at it from the viewpoint of a solicitor protecting my interests, but after a while, he came around.”

			“It was a very generous thing to do,” Jack said, genuinely proud of her. He wanted to say so out loud, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It would only make things even more awkward between them.

			“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about what to do with the estate, and I’ve come up with some ideas that I feel good about. I wanted to share them with you, Jack.”

			Jack was uncomfortable with the idea and a little confused, but he didn’t say so. “What have you decided to do with Martindale Hall? Will it continue to be your home?” Once upon a time he wouldn’t have believed that Abbey could live in such a home, especially with all that had happened there, but that had changed the last time he saw her.

			“Martindale is now a refuge for homeless and unwed mothers,” she said. “It’s for young women who have found themselves in the same situation that I found myself in, and also widowed or abandoned women with children and nowhere to live.”

			Jack was shocked.

			“Winston is going to oversee things, along with Mrs. Hendy and Louise. The land surrounding the house will still be run as a farm to support the estate. I’ve appointed a manager to do that. Already three girls have moved into the house to have their babies. They are going to be treated very well and not be made to feel ashamed. Most girls who find themselves in that situation are victims of unscrupulous men, just like I was.” Abbey had also asked Edward Martin to arrange for Neal’s sisters, Amy and Emily, to be sent back from the Adelaide orphanage they’d been placed in. A generous donation had seen to it that no government bureaucracy prevented the girls from returning immediately, and Mrs. Hendy had promised to take them under her wing.

			“What a wonderful idea, Abbey,” Jack said sincerely. He thought that Abbey was making very mature decisions, and she seemed to have found her life’s purpose. He was pleased for her, but also sad that things would never be the same.

			“Do you really think so, Jack? I value your opinion.”

			“Yes, Abbey, I do.” He couldn’t look into her eyes and remain unaffected, so Jack looked over the gardens.

			Abbey had hoped he’d be proud of her and tell her so, but he seemed more distant than ever. It seemed he couldn’t get past the fact that she was independently wealthy.

			“Well, I had better leave,” she said. She was terribly disappointed that he hadn’t asked what she wanted to do with her future, because she desperately wanted to tell him.

			“Thank you for coming, Abbey,” Jack said. He looked into her eyes briefly, before turning to walk down the path. Abbey was confused, but she walked by his side in silence. She was terribly disappointed that the meeting hadn’t gone as she hoped. When they reached the carriage, Alfie opened the door for Abbey.

			“I’ll tell my mother you called,” Jack said stiffly. “She’ll be sorry she missed you.”

			“I’m sorry I missed her, too,” Abbey said truthfully. She hesitated briefly before she got into the carriage, hoping Jack would ask her to stay, but he put his head down and walked towards the veranda. A moment later, the carriage jerked forward, and Jack disappeared from her sight.

			Sybil came out onto the balcony just as the carriage rolled away. Standing at the banister, she called to Jack as he disappeared from view beneath the roofline.

			Jack came back to the steps and looked up.

			“Was that the Martindale carriage? Was Abbey just here?” Sybil asked.

			“Yes,” Jack said.

			“Where’s she going?”

			“Back to Martindale Hall,” Jack said. “It is her home now.”

			“Why didn’t you wake me so that I could talk to her?” Without giving Jack time to answer, she disappeared, and he knew she was coming downstairs. He braced himself for a verbal tirade.

			Jack was in the living room when Sybil stomped into the room. “Before you start, Mother,” he said. “Abbey is happy where she is.”

			“Did she say that?” Sybil demanded to know.

			“She told me all she’s been doing, and she sounded quite pleased with her life on the Martindale estate,” Jack said. He tried not to sound too despondent.

			“Can you honestly imagine Abbey rattling around in that big house?” Sybil asked.

			“She’s not alone,” Jack replied.

			“I don’t think that doddering old butler is much company.”

			“I wasn’t referring to Winston. Abbey has turned Martindale Hall into a home for unwed mothers, and she sounds delighted with her plans. I believe she’s found her purpose in life.”

			“Where did you get that ridiculous idea?” Sybil asked angrily.

			“It was more than obvious, Mother,” Jack replied crossly.

			“Did she actually tell you that looking after unwed mothers is her life’s purpose?”

			“She didn’t say those exact words,” Jack said impatiently. “But she was very happy about what she’s done.”

			“Just as I thought,” Sybil said furiously. “Men! Sometimes you draw the most ridiculous conclusions.”

			“I’m not listening to this,” Jack said, leaving the house via the backdoor. He walked towards the shearing sheds where he knew he’d get some peace. The ewes and lambs had been moved to the paddock behind the sheds so that he and Wilbur and Ernie could start crutching the next morning.

			***

			“Stop, Mr. Holbrook,” Abbey said, as they travelled down the road.

			Alfie reined in the horses. “What’s wrong, Miss?” he asked.

			Abbey climbed out of the carriage and stood on the road. “Everything,” she said irritably.

			Alfie didn’t understand. “Can I do something, Miss?”

			“You could shake Jack Hawker to his senses. Doesn’t he know that being wealthy is not the key to my happiness?”

			“I don’t understand, Miss,” Alfie said in confusion.

			“Neither do I,” Abbey lamented. “I was sure that Jack had feelings for me, but he’s acting very strangely. He didn’t even come and see me at the Hall. I don’t understand that at all. I thought he cared enough to come and see how I was.”

			Alfie was even more confused. “I saw him pass the stables twice, Miss,” he said.

			“What? You saw him, Mr. Holbrook?”

			“Yes, Miss. He came the first week you were at the Hall, and the second week. He might have been there again while I was exercising the horses, but I definitely saw him on the estate at least twice.”

			Abbey was baffled, but at the same time her heart was leaping with joy. “Winston didn’t tell me he called,” she said. “Do you suppose he changed his mind about seeing me once he got to the front door?”

			“I doubt it. But Winston has become very protective of you, Miss. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had turned Mr. Hawker away, thinking it was for the best.”

			“Oh, Mr. Holbrook. What do I do?”

			“Are you in love with Mr. Hawker, Miss?”

			“Yes,” Abbey admitted without hesitation. It felt good to say it out loud. “But he and Clementine Feeble are getting married.”

			Alfie looked even more confused. “Did he tell you that, Miss?”

			“No, she did,” Abbey admitted sadly.

			“Mr. Hawker strikes me as an honourable man, Miss. If he were getting married to Miss Feeble, I think he would have told you that himself.”

			Abbey smiled. “You are right, Mr. Holbrook.” She spontaneously kissed his cheek, causing him to blush.

			***

			Abbey knocked on the front door, but there was no answer, so she entered the house through the backdoor. The kitchen was empty, so she headed for the living room. That too, was empty, and the house was silent.

			“Jack,” Abbey called.

			“Abbey, is that you?” Sybil was coming downstairs. When she saw Abbey in the living room, she just stared at her for a moment.

			“Hello, Mrs. Hawker,” Abbey said a little nervously. She hoped Sybil was glad to see her.

			“Abbey,” Sybil said smiling. She went towards her and threw her arms around her. “You came back.”

			“Yes,” Abbey said, realising that Jack must have told Sybil that she had called earlier. “I was looking for Jack.” After speaking to Alfie, she was almost bursting to see him.

			“He’s not here,” Sybil said.

			Abbey was disappointed.

			“Sit down, Abbey,” Sybil said. “I think we need to have a talk. Jack has told me that you’ve opened the Hall to unwed mothers.”

			“That’s right,” Abbey said tentatively.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were carrying Ebenezer Mason’s child?” Sybil asked bluntly.

			Abbey’s head dropped, and she became emotional. “After all you’d done for me, I didn’t think you deserved to bear any of the burden of my shame.”

			Sybil blinked in surprise. “What sort of nonsense is that?” she said crossly. “You were the innocent party, a victim of what that horrible man did to you. And you needed me, Abbey, so what in heaven’s name made you think I wouldn’t have given you all the support and help that I possibly could?”

			“Clementine said I would have humiliated you,” Abbey said without thinking. She hadn’t meant to implicate Clementine, but she thought Sybil deserved the truth.

			Sybil tut-tutted. “Clementine was just jealous because she knew my son had fallen in love with you.”

			It was Abbey’s turn to blink in surprise. “Jack loves me?” she whispered.

			“He’s been moping around here for weeks and driving me mad. I was just about to ask Elias to get my buggy ready so I could go and get you.” Sybil looked at Abbey seriously. “Do you love him, Abbey? Tell me the truth.”

			Abbey’s eyes welled, and she nodded. “Is he still planning to marry Clementine?”

			Sybil looked surprised. “Don’t you know? Oh, of course, you wouldn’t.”

			Abbey’s heart sank. “Are they already married?”

			“Clementine did marry my son, but it wasn’t Jack. It was Tom. As we speak, they are on their honeymoon.”

			Abbey was startled and then momentarily elated before she had another dreadful thought. “Is that what’s wrong with Jack?” She imagined his heart had been broken.

			“He wasn’t in the least bit upset about Clementine and Tom. In fact, he gave them his blessing.”

			Abbey was still confused. “He was distant with me when I was here earlier. I thought he wanted me to leave.”

			“He’s my son, but he’s a fool sometimes. He thinks you’ve found your life’s purpose, looking after the unwed mothers you’ve taken in. Like most men, he’s got more pride than good sense sometimes, so he hasn’t asked you to come home.”

			Abbey smiled and dabbed her tears. “I wanted to do something worthwhile with Ebenezer Mason’s money. I’ve virtually given the mine to the workers and opened Martindale Hall to the sort of girls who were once his victims. I’m happy with what I’ve done, but my heart belongs here.”

			Sybil smiled. “Then welcome home, Abbey. Now you go and find my son, and I’ll rustle up something nice for supper.”

			Abbey looked startled. “Jack told me you haven’t been in the kitchen for weeks,” she said.

			“That’s true enough, but I’ve suddenly got my appetite back, and it’s Sabu’s day off. Now off you go. He can’t have gone far.”

			“Before I go, Mrs. Hawker, I have something to tell you,” Abbey said.

			Sybil frowned, hoping it wasn’t bad news. “What is it?”

			“As you probably know, I’ve inherited all of Ebenezer Mason’s holdings, and one of the buildings he owned was the Masonic Hall in Clare.”

			“Really,” Sybil said. She wondered why Abbey was mentioning it.

			“I had a look inside,” Abbey said. “I think it would make a wonderful place to put on plays. I also discovered that St. Barnabas is getting new seating, so they are throwing out all their old pews, and they’re in quite good condition. They’d make good theatre seating with some cushions, wouldn’t they?”

			“Yes,” Sybil said, trying to imagine the pews as seating in the hall.

			“I thought you could contact your theatre friends from the city and look into the possibility of putting on plays at the Masonic Hall. Perhaps you could even train some local actors. What do you think?”

			Sybil eyes were round with interest. “I don’t know that there is any talent amongst the locals, but I suppose you never know.” Her mind was racing with possibilities. “There isn’t a stage in the Masonic Hall, however, and you can’t put on a play without a stage.”

			“I spoke to a local carpenter in Clare, and he said he could build a stage and also build sets if you gave him directions. His wife is a painter, so she could paint the sets he made. We could probably order some curtains from the city.”

			Sybil’s features lit up. “You’ve thought of everything, Abbey,” she said excitedly.

			“I’m sure I haven’t thought of everything, but you could easily work out the rest. I just wanted you to know that the Masonic Hall is at your disposal. If you want to start a local theatre company, it would be a lot of hard work. But if anyone could get something going, it would be you. You’ve got a lot of experience in the theatre. It would be a shame to waste it.”

			Sybil planted a kiss on Abbey’s cheek. “You’ve made me so happy, Abbey.” Her features were alive with excitement as she bustled off to the kitchen.

			***

			Jack stood leaning on the fence railing. Ernie and Wilbur had left some hay in the paddock, and the sheep were feeding close to the fence. Josephine stood out amongst them with the red ribbon around her neck. Jack thought he might as well remove it. He doubted that Abbey would ever be back. She hadn’t even asked to see the lamb when she’d visited, which was proof that she’d lost interest. Pushed to the edge of the flock, Josephine was within a few feet of where he was standing. Her innocent expression reminded Jack of Abbey and the first time he’d met her.

			Not that he needed reminding.

			She’d been in his thoughts, day and night, since the day he’d picked her up off the ground in Clare and carried her into Sharp’s Employment Agency. She’d looked like a vagabond, but he’d instinctively known there was something special about her. He tried to recall the moment he’d fallen in love with her. He believed it was when she’d become emotional over Josephine being separated from her mother.

			“Josephine,” Jack said aloud. “Why couldn’t things stay as they were? Why didn’t Abbey come back to us? I love her, you know, and you love her, too, don’t you? But she doesn’t need us any more.”

			“Yes, I do,” Abbey whispered in a voice husky with emotion.

			Jack swung around to find Abbey standing behind him. “Abbey! What are you doing here?” he asked, astonished.

			“I …” Abbey faltered, losing her nerve again. “I want to come home, Jack,” she said. “I love you, and I want to stay here with you.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“But what of your life at Martindale? You sounded so excited about what you are doing.”

			“I’ve done the best I can with the estate. I think I’ve put the money where it will do the most good. But being mistress of the Hall is not the life I want, Jack. If you had asked me what I wanted to do with my life, I would have told you that I want a future with you, here at Bungaree. But is that what you want?”

			Jack knew Abbey was worried that he was still in love with Clementine. “I ended my relationship with Clementine on the night of the dance, before I came to find you, because it’s you that I love,” Jack admitted. “I didn’t know if you felt the same way, but I couldn’t plan a future with anyone else.”

			Abbey’s eyes were shining with tears, but she broke into a broad smile. “I love you, Jack Hawker.”

			In a second, Jack had leapt forward and wrapped his arms around her. “Do you mean it? Do you really mean it, Abbey?”

			“Yes, I’ve missed you so much. I thought you didn’t come to see me, that you didn’t care, but Mr. Holbrook just told me he saw you at the Martindale estate.”

			“I was there, twice, but Winston said you didn’t want to see me,” Jack said.

			Abbey was confused. “I don’t know why he told you that. He and Mrs. Hendy were very protective of me for the first few weeks. I can only believe Winston thought he was doing the right thing.”

			“I didn’t understand why you wanted to stay there, Abbey,” Jack said. “I wanted to look after you here at Bungaree. You’ve no idea how quiet the house has been since you’ve been gone. No one visits. William and Martha are busy with the baby, and Tom has gone” Jack realised that Abbey wouldn’t know about Tom and Clementine. They’d left the area very quietly to avoid any gossip.

			“Your mother just told me that Tom and Clementine are now married and sailing to England.”

			“My mother?”

			“Yes, I just spoke to her. Jack, I stayed at the Martindale estate because I had to grieve the loss of my baby in private, and I didn’t think you’d understand because of the baby’s father. I also had so much to sort out in my mind. It may seem strange, but I had to face my demons, and they were in that house. It’s a different house now. All of Ebenezer Mason’s belongings have been auctioned off to buy cribs and baby clothes to help the girls. The Hall is finally a big home, but it’s not my home. Bungaree is my home, and you are the heart of this place.”

			“Bungaree didn’t come alive until you came to live here, Abbey. You made it a home, and I’ve missed you more than I can ever put into words. My mother has even been cross with me for moping around. She’s just lectured me for letting you get away.”

			Abbey laughed.

			“How could I have been such a fool?” Jack asked.

			Abbey threw her arms around him. “As long as you’re my fool,” she said before their lips met in a gentle kiss.

			A few moments later Josephine baaed, drawing their attention.

			“Oh, look at her, Jack,” Abbey said smiling. “She’s beautiful.”

			Jack put his arms around Abbey. “Not as beautiful as you,” he said, squeezing her.

			***

			Just after the New Year, Jack and Abbey got married in St. Michael’s church on a Sunday morning. Elsa and Marie were bridesmaids, and Sybil gave the bride away. Winston, Mrs. Hendy and Louise were present, and so were William, Martha, and baby Gerald.

			Abbey came into the church in the wedding dress that Sybil had worn to marry Jack’s father. She was leading Josephine on a lead with a big red bow around her neck. The local neighbours who filled the church all laughed, while Jack smiled with delight. He hadn’t known of Abbey’s intentions, but she knew he’d find the idea enchanting, so she’d had Ernie and Wilbur get Josephine ready.

			“What is the meaning of this?” Father Quinlan asked, not sure he approved of an animal in his church.

			“This lamb is the reason I fell in love with the future Mrs. Jack Hawker,” Jack explained.

			“Oh,” Father Quinlan said. “If you say so.”

			“I do,” Jack said solemnly.

			“I do, too,” Abbey said, giggling, as she walked up the aisle.

			“Now, please behave, you two,” Father Quinlan said. “I haven’t asked the questions yet.” He hadn’t had a drink in a month and was feeling quite nervous about performing the ceremony completely sober. He desperately wanted everything to run smoothly.

			When Abbey reached Jack at the altar, he leant forward and kissed her sweet lips.

			“We haven’t got to the part where you can kiss the bride, either,” the priest said in frustration. When they ignored him and kissed again, he slammed his Bible shut. “I give up,” he said, raising his eyes heavenward and cursing his timing for giving up the bottle.

			Jack and Abbey laughed, and a moment later, the priest laughed, too.

			“Are we ready now?” he asked.

			“Definitely,” Jack said, beaming at Abbey.

			The End.
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We’d love your opinion! What was your favorite part?

If you liked the story, please support the author by leaving a rating where you purchased this ebook.

Happy reading!
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