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      The sun had set like fire. Across the bay, over the You Yangs, the sky was still streaked in orange and red, like something in a dream. Alice Parkin looked towards the paddocks where the sheep threw monstrous shadows. She was pretending to shake the white damask tablecloth but really she was enjoying the evening air with its bite from the bay, and the freedom. Behind her was Colonsay, the house. She felt its presence even without looking. Big, menacing, claustrophobic. She wasn’t happy, and although she had only been living in it a month, she knew she could never be happy.

      ‘You’ll just have to put up with it,’ her father had told her unsympathetically. ‘We can’t feed you, Alice. You have to make your own way now. You’re twelve, girl, twelve!’

      Her mother had more compassion—she had had numerous visits from Alice’s school teacher informing her of Alice’s higher than average intelligence. But, as her husband said, what was the use of being clever? Where would that get girls such as Alice? She would do better with a strong back.

      Mira Parkin had eased her own aching back and turned again to her eldest daughter, her eyes pleading. ‘Mrs. Cunningham is nice, isn’t she? And the children are not so bad, are they? You know what children are, Alice, you’ve brothers and sisters yourself.’

      Yes, Alice knew what children were. She glanced at her younger siblings and suddenly wished with all her heart that she was still one of them.

      ‘No, Mother, they’re not so bad.’ At last she spoke the words Mira Parkin wanted to hear.

      Her mother relaxed, her plain linen blouse swelling out over her flat bosom as she took a deep breath. ‘Well, there you are, then,’ she murmured. ‘There you are then, Alice love.’

      ‘There you are, then,’ Alice muttered to herself now, and there was a sort of bitter betrayal inside her. She gave the cloth one last shake and, as if she could avoid it no longer, turned towards the house, towards Colonsay.

      It was a two-storey sandstone building, solid and square, with a verandah on the front. There was a garden either side of the path up to the front door. Mrs. Cunningham had had the old-fashioned borders altered to a new formality, and her husband had promised her exotics from far-away places, but she had left the old honeysuckle which twined around the verandah posts and stretched towards the upper windows. It had been planted by, it was said, the first Cunningham, grown from cuttings brought from China. Alice loved the sweet, heady scent.

      The original house had been built in the 1830s by the same Cunningham who planted the honeysuckle, Cosmo Cunningham’s grandfather. When he and his sheep settled on the Bellarine Peninsula there wasn’t much else, and although Cosmo had now added to the old house extensively, making it bigger and grander, the shell remained. In the cellar, there was a brick well, and that was old. Sometimes Mrs. Gibbons, the cook, sent Alice to fetch up some water—the well in the cellar gave particularly sweet water. Alice was never happy until she had climbed that final step and had the cellar door closed behind her again.

      Dark places had always disturbed her, and now Colonsay had begun to have a similar effect. If she had been a girl of little intelligence and imagination, as her parents seemed to want her to be, she may not have sensed the undercurrents, but she wasn’t and she did. It was not even something she could explain. The house was often full of guests, full of noise and life. Mr. Cunningham, although he was away for weeks at a time, always brought visitors home with him. He spent an awful lot of money on them. Once Alice had overheard one of the guests say, in a scornful manner, that Colonsay was more like a hotel than a house, and that such lavish entertaining was an ‘affectation’. When she asked Mrs. Gibbons what an affectation was, she had received a clip around the ear and been told to mind her own. She had looked the word up later in the big dictionary in the library, and mulled over it. Was Cosmo, the Grand Host, no more than a Grand Illusion?

      Alice didn’t want to think so.

      She liked Cosmo Cunningham. He was a big man with a loud voice and greying hair, who smelled of the cigars he smoked. There was kindness in his half-shut eyes and he always asked after Alice’s family, when he noticed her. He had never forgotten that Alice’s father had saved him from an icy death in Port Phillip Bay on a day which had started flat and fine and ended with waves like mountains and slashing rain. Cosmo had been fond of sailing then and Alice’s father, a lad himself, had gone with him. Yes, she liked Cosmo Cunningham.

      Of Mrs. Cunningham she was not so certain.

      Everyone knew Cosmo was in love with his young wife, and proud of her, of her beauty. You could tell just by the way he looked at her. And she was beautiful, with her dark hair swept up from her slim neck, the family emeralds glinting about her throat. She had so many clothes and shoes Alice’s mind boggled. It took her ages to dress. Even her name was beautiful, Ambrosine, although Cosmo shortened it to the more intimate Rosie.

      Mrs. Gibbons loved her and spoiled her, whipping up special dishes to tempt her appetite, for she was a sickly lady. Delicate, according to Mrs. Gibbons. Alice wondered about that. It was strange, she thought, that Ambrosine’s illnesses coincided with visits by guests she did not like, usually Cosmo’s boring political cronies, but after that clip around the ear she no longer spoke her thoughts aloud.

      Cosmo and Ambrosine had two children, a boy and a girl. There was a nanny for the younger child, Ada, and a governess for both children. Bertie, the boy, would be going away to school soon—he was ten. Alice would miss Bertie, he was her friend. Bertie Cunningham, gentle Bertie, she wondered how he would fare at boarding-school. Cosmo Cunningham said it would be the making of him, and his mother, if she thought of it at all, did not seem to care. Poor Bertie, he didn’t want to be shuffled off into the care of strangers.

      Perhaps, thought Alice, Bertie and I are not so different from each other.

      ‘Alice! Alice Parkin!’

      Alice looked up. There was Bertie now, smiling through one of the diamond-paned windows in the attic. He had a hidey-hole up there, where he kept his treasures and his secrets. She waved as she walked towards the house in her sturdy boots. They had cost her father five shillings and were meant to last at least two years. Alice didn’t dare tell him they were already pinching and that at night her feet ached. She dreamed of one day having soft, satiny slippers like Mrs. Cunningham’s. Alice knew they were no more than dreams, but they helped. She was only twelve.

      ‘Alice.’ Meggy hissed a warning as Alice slipped into the kitchen through the side door. Steam erupted from a pot over the hearth. The big black wood stove was sending waves of heat into the room. Mrs. Gibbons stood at the kitchen table cutting onions, her eyes red and angry. Cosmo had been away to the Federal Parliament in Melbourne but was expected back tonight, bringing guests as usual.

      ‘Where have you been, girl?’ she demanded. ‘Get about it, then! It’ll be time for dinner and nothing done.’

      Meggy grimaced and slid, like a ghost, back to her corner and the potatoes to be peeled. Alice followed her.

      ‘Madam is ill tonight,’ Mrs. Gibbons went on, then sighed and shook her head. ‘Sweet, delicate lady. I pray for her every Sunday. You can take up some of my broth, Alice, and careful you don’t spill it.’

      Alice stood, wiping her hands nervously on her apron.

      ‘Tidy yourself, your hair’s wild as a darkie’s,’ Mrs. Gibbons added sharply.

      Meggy said nothing; being half ‘darkie’ herself she had learned to assume a certain deafness in Mrs. Gibbons’s presence.

      Alice smoothed the offending hair, repinning her white cap. She came to stand by the table, watching as the cook arranged a tray, neatly and deftly.

      ‘There. Now, careful on the stairs,’ the older woman instructed, mopping her dripping eyes with her apron. The onions were only half done, but Mr. Cunningham loved his onions and always praised Mrs. Gibbons for her special way of doing them. Alice wondered, mutinously, if he would love them as much if he had to prepare them himself.

      Sometimes, her own thoughts surprised her. They were not at all as they were meant to be, as she had been brought up to order them. Sometimes, they did not seem to belong to Alice Parkin at all.

      The back stairs rose from the passage outside the kitchen door, beside the scullery, and Alice climbed them carefully, balancing the tray. The stair runners were bare, the banister rail dented and the walls dark, but as they were only supposed to be used by the servants none of this mattered. On reaching the top, Alice was suddenly transported into a world of soft carpet and fancy wallpaper. The glass window at the far end of the upper corridor strained the evening gloom into green and pink and blue. The soft watercolours of a child’s fairytale book. Alice peered towards it, adjusting the balance of the tray once more. The window had only been completed last month, and depicted a woman rising out of swirling water, wearing something narrow and restrictive which looked, to Alice, rather like the dark kelp that washed up on the beach after a storm.

      This was the east wing of the house, where the best bedrooms were situated, those set aside for the adult family and their guests. The children slept in rooms in the west wing. Ambrosine Cunningham’s bedroom was placed at the front of the house, and was large and very feminine. It was the room where madam spent most of her time, second only to her private sitting room on the ground floor. Beautiful, elegant, well-mannered, she was the perfect wife for a man like Cosmo, but beneath the calm surface of her smile was ... what?

      ‘Emptiness and vacancy,’ muttered Alice. ‘A selfish, spoiled woman, is Bertie’s mother.’

      On that note, she knocked and opened the door. And blinked, for the curtains were pulled tightly across the windows and it was even darker in here than on the back stairs. The room was crowded with tiny tables and delicate ornaments, heavy with oriental rugs and cloth-draped chairs and overstuffed cushions, every piece playing its part in this display of Cunningham importance and prosperity. Alice felt as if it were difficult to breathe. If this were her room, she would have flung the windows wide and let the cool evening breeze stir the shadows.

      ‘Who is it?’ a light, soft voice demanded. Rosie Cunningham lifted her head from her day-bed and shaded her eyes as if the watery light from the open door were too much to bear. A dog, like a small mop of long, toffee-coloured hair, lifted a head adorned with a blue ribbon and snuffled indignantly.

      ‘Oh, Alice. Have you some of Mrs. Gibbons’s broth? Bring it in, please.’

      Alice did as she was told, setting the tray on a table by the day-bed, trying to avoid upsetting a vase of white roses, a couple of gilt-framed photographs, a tiny cut-glass vial of smelling salts and a larger bottle of perfumed water with a silver stopper. Mrs. Cunningham watched her manoeuvres, hand absently stroking the dog, her eyes half closed. They did not look like the eyes of an invalid.

      Earlier this afternoon Mrs. Cunningham had been sitting for the portrait her husband had commissioned of her. She had seemed perfectly well, but then the artist, Mr. Marling, was far more handsome and interesting than any of Cosmo’s guests. This cynical thought shocked Alice, and she edged nervously away in case the other woman should read her mind.

      ‘Thank you, Alice.’

      Guilt made Alice more solicitous than she would otherwise have been. ‘Shall I pour your tea, ma’am?’

      Rosie Cunningham’s eyelids lifted slightly, her eyes fixed on Alice’s. There was surprise in them, and some amusement. ‘There’s no need for that, thank you, Alice.’

      Alice backed away further. As she did so, her boot sent something spinning and rattling under the day-bed. Mrs. Cunningham had draped a finely woven silk shawl over herself, the fruit- and flower-patterned cloth spilling over onto the floor. Alice bent down, her hand darting through the slippery silk folds, and closed on a small, hard object. An ivory button, carved into the likeness of a flower. A rose.

      Alice recognised it immediately. It belonged to Mr. Marling’s deep blue waistcoat. She had often admired those buttons when she took his hat and cane at the front door, or led him up the stairs to the room at the end of the corridor, which he was using as his studio. Mr. Marling said the light in there was better than in Ambrosine’s downstairs sitting room. He said they were less likely to be disturbed by the children or the servants. And, thought Alice, it was only a few steps to madam’s boudoir, to her day-bed, where the ivory button had no right to be.

      The dog jumped from the day-bed and made a run at her, barking.

      ‘Be quiet, Cleo! What are you doing, Alice?’ Mrs. Cunningham sounded querulous, but something in the dull gleam of her eyes warned Alice that she’d best be careful. Her fingers closed over the button until the rose was indented into her flesh.

      ‘The heel of my boot caught in the fringe of your shawl, ma’am. I was freeing it.’

      Mrs. Cunningham met her look. ‘Very well,’ she murmured softly. ‘That will be all now, Alice.’

      Alice went out and closed the door. Her legs felt weak. She unfolded her fingers and peered at the button. The rose was fat and full, an opulent thing, rather like the ones madam grew in her garden. Alice slipped it into her pocket, and made her way down the stairs.

      [image: ]

      ‘What is it?’ asked Meggy. ‘You’ve been quiet as a mouse, Alice.’

      Beyond the door they could hear the master’s booming laughter, echoed by the colleagues he had brought back with him from Melbourne. For years they had been involved in the drawing up of the Constitution—that important document the old Queen in England had last year, before her death, placed her signature upon. Now they were part of the first Federal Government. For Australia had become a Federation on the 1st of January 1901.

      Cosmo Cunningham had told Alice all about it one morning, when he had ridden up to the stables behind the house and almost knocked her over as she carried a bucket of peelings and stale bread to the chooks. Cosmo had explained to her what Federation meant, how the old colonial states had gathered together and were now held tighter than Mrs. Gibbons’s stays. Federation had made Australia a stronger country, although nonetheless British for that. But everyone knew that the French and the Germans were in the Pacific, looking to extend their empires and, to defend herself effectively, Australia had to have a proper defence force, not the every-state-for-itself situation which had been the way until Federation. There were other considerations, but with his brother-in-law away with the Australian Lighthorse fighting the Boers, defence was Cosmo’s current preoccupation.

      Only last month in Sydney, Lord Hopetoun, the first Governor-General, had presided over extravagant ceremonies through streets garish with waving streamers and fluttering flags, with British soldiers marching and crowds applauding, while dignitaries vied with each other in clever conversation and diplomacy. Lord Hopetoun appointed Mr. Edmund Barton to form the first Federal Government, a temporary measure prior to the first elections in March. One of the men Mr. Barton had chosen for his cabinet was Cosmo Cunningham. ‘When the election is held,’ Cosmo told Alice, ‘men will be able to vote for the members they want in their Parliament. The men they want to shape their country. Men with the experience and strength of character to plot a course and steer by it, whatever the temptations to do otherwise.’

      ‘If I were a man, sir, I’d vote for you,’ Alice said, carried away into indiscretion.

      He laughed, a rumble in his chest, and his eyes gleamed. Why shouldn’t Cosmo be Prime Minister? Alice asked herself. It seemed perfectly sensible to her.

      ‘Alice?’ Meggy queried again, breaking the spell. ‘Alice, what is it?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Alice answered at last. ‘Just tired. My feet hurt.’ She grimaced, stretching out her boots beneath her thick skirt. Meggy winced in sympathy. ‘Are you meeting Jonah tonight?’ Alice went on, with a glance at her friend.

      ‘Maybe,’ Meggy shrugged. Jonah was Meggy’s half-brother, and a stockman who had come from the Cunningham’s property over the Murray River, where the land was flat and stretched endlessly, and the sky burned bright and hot. Cosmo had visited up there in June last year to see what damage the drought was doing—they were calling it the Federation Drought—and brought Jonah back with him. Meggy and Jonah had the same black mother but different white fathers, and though there was a certain similarity in the shape of their eyes and the curve of their smiles, that was where it ended. Jonah had been sent to a mission school and spoke like a gent, whereas Meggy had stayed in the homestead kitchen.

      Alice loved Meggy, but in Jonah’s presence her hackles seemed to rise, like Cleo’s when she smelt mouse. He had a quietness about him she didn’t trust, and sometimes when she was speaking he would smile for no reason other than that her opinions amused him. Surely that was arrogance? And what had a half-caste stockman to be arrogant about?

      ‘Bertie’s leaving in a fortnight,’ Alice said, out of nowhere.

      Meggy giggled.

      ‘I’ll miss him,’ Alice added, ignoring her. ‘He’s like a brother.’

      ‘You wait, in a few years he’ll be looking down at you like a dog turd, like all the rest.’

      ‘Meggy, your mouth is so filthy.’

      ‘I talk truth.’

      But Alice didn’t want to believe that Bertie Cunningham would ever look down at her. They were friends. They understood each other. No, Bertie would still be her mate, whatever happened. He had promised to write to her from school. Of course, it wouldn’t be the same as talking with him, but it would be a comfort.

      Cosmo and his guests had moved into the library and the girls cleared the dining room, carrying the dirty plates and cutlery back to the scullery. Mrs. Gibbons left them to it and went to bed, yawning and stretching, pretending to be dead on her feet. But later, in the quiet warmth of the kitchen, the two girls heard the side gate open softly and close with a click.

      Meggy giggled. ‘Visiting?’ she whispered. Her eyes, a curious shade of hazel, opened wide under arched brows. It was a trick she had had off Jonah.

      Alice pursed her lips and didn’t reply. It was one thing to think a thing, another to talk about it. Mrs. Gibbons might just be going for a night walk—perhaps she couldn’t sleep—and if her steps happened to take her down to the swamp where old Harry Simmons had his hut, then so what? It was like the button she had found in Ambrosine Cunningham’s bedroom and which belonged on Mr. Marling’s blue waistcoat. Sometimes thoughts were better not translated into words.

      ‘You’re a sweet girl, Alice,’ Meggy said abruptly, as if she had read her mind, ‘but you need to open your eyes. There’s bad things in this house, things you want to keep away from. Bad things, you hear me?’

      Later, when she was ready for bed, Alice leaned out of her window and looked up at the moon where it sailed above the paddocks. The moon was big tonight, like a great luminous jelly. Alice had heard that looking at the full moon could send you silly, but she didn’t believe it. Instead, she felt as if she were being drawn towards it, as if the moon were pulling at her blood and bones. Above her head, in the governess’s room, the floor creaked and someone murmured, and then nothing. Beyond the post and rail fence, Alice saw a broad figure, long skirts trailing through the stubble from the harvest, wandering home. Mrs. Gibbons. She was coming by way of the side gate, and to reach it she would have to pass Alice’s window. As the cook drew closer, Alice could hear her singing under her breath. Silently, she withdrew her head inside the sill and held her breath as Mrs. Gibbons stumbled past, quavering, ‘After the ball is over, after the break of day ...’ A strong smell of rum remained when she had gone.

      Bad things, Meggy had said. Bad things. Alice shivered, and closed her window with a bang.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      The light hurt her eyes. Rosamund turned away, hiding her face in her arms with a groan. Outside, the noise of a truck arriving and doors slamming and Silverchair turned up loud reminded her that the day was already well under way. There was no escape. She had to get up.

      She lifted her head and looked about her. She was in the east wing, one of the big front bedrooms—Grandma Ada’s old room. Why had she chosen it? She had hated Grandma Ada. Besides, Mark had booked her into a good hotel. Why had she cancelled at the last moment and decided to rough it here? Rosamund wasn’t usually one to rough it when she had a choice. That was why she had given up her singing career when she married Mark, wasn’t it?

      The room was a mess, but not as bad as some of the others. A lump of plaster had fallen from the corner of the ceiling and lay, cloudy white, on the bare floorboards. There was an odour of disuse, of neglect, but even as Rosamund wrinkled her nose the scent of honeysuckle swamped it. There must be a plant flowering outside somewhere. It was almost overpowering, almost unpleasant, Rosamund thought as she sat up.

      Her head hurt. She’d finished the bottle, even though she’d promised herself she wouldn’t. If Mark were here he’d give her that look. Not quite hate, not quite that. Something more careworn, that would leave her in no doubt as to his disapproval and disappointment. That was one of the reasons she was here at the Bellarine Peninsula, ostensibly to oversee the restoration of the house but really to pull herself together.

      ‘We need a break from each other,’ Mark had told her. He had been off to a meeting and looked like a commercial for one of the better clothing stores. At least, he had told her he was off to a meeting—Mark was such a liar. He could tell her anything and she would believe it, and it was only when he had gone that she began to doubt. Was there another woman? Probably. Mark was very attractive to women.

      Outside, voices rose and fell. Rosamund picked her way to the window and gazed out, expecting to see chaos. And was silenced. She had forgotten she was on the upper storey of the house, she had forgotten the view it afforded. Her gaze travelled across the ruin of the garden, over the windbreak of pines and beyond, where the bay gleamed like molten silver. On the other side, the rounded points of the You Yangs dissected a cloudless blue sky. It was a beautiful day. Rosamund ran a hand through her hair, ignoring the fact that it urgently needed a wash, and breathed deeply. I wonder, she thought, if anyone has breathed this air before. Am I the first?

      Laughter reached her. Below, in what had been the old garden and was now a flat expanse of crisscrossing tyre tracks, a couple of workmen were unloading a van. They had stopped and were looking up at her, their faces bright with amusement, their mouths gaping. Frowning, Rosamund stared, and then, as the reason for their laughter struck her, stumbled back into the room.

      ‘Shit.’ Helplessly, she looked down at herself. She was stark naked and, between the beauty of the view and last night’s bottle, had forgotten it. For a moment she had the urge to bolt out to the car and drive away, but even as she thought it she knew she wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

      ‘Get yourself together, woman,’ she muttered. The packet of cigarettes on the table caught her eye but she resisted. She was trying to cut down. Instead, she grabbed up yesterday’s jeans and sweater with shaky hands and, picking her way through the debris of her room, made the journey down the corridor to the bathroom.

      The water was hot, thank God, and she luxuriated under the uneven spray, washing her hair thoroughly, soaping her body. She had always been a tall, big-boned girl, but she had let herself go lately. Bits that used to curve in now curved in less, and bits that used to swell out now swelled a lot more. Somehow it no longer mattered to her, or not enough to want to change it. Mark noticed her deterioration, of course he did, but he said nothing.

      ‘Too busy. Always too bloody busy.’ Rosamund caught up the towel. The mirror was opaque with steam and she saw herself only as a vague outline. The last time she had stood in this bathroom, she had been so young—a girl. She hadn’t met Mark then, hadn’t fallen in love with him. Hadn’t done very much at all.

      It never failed to surprise and amaze her, the fact that she was with Mark. He wasn’t her type.

      He wasn’t from her world. He never had been. Rosamund had had so much going for her then, so many doors of opportunity, but she had sat back and watched them close in her face, one by one. While Rosamund had been going down, Mark had been heading up. He had been raised in poverty but his construction company had thrived, everything he touched made money. And when, two years ago, the first mention had been made of him running for Premier, Mark had willingly entered the ring. In one month, he would be the favoured candidate in a by-election which would finally set the wheels of his dream in motion.

      Mark had been dabbling in politics since he was old enough to vote, and had been an adviser to the government on this and that. He had a cat’s cradle of strings he could pull whenever he felt like it—newspaper barons, television owners, government ministers, transport giants, union bosses, Mark knew them all. Now he wanted, more than anything, to be involved in the decisions that would shape the future Australia.

      Although it hadn’t always been all hard work. Not in the beginning, anyway. There had been times when it was just Mark and Rosamund, and they had shut the door on the world. But there was a passion in Mark, a belief in himself that Rosamund had always admired. Even when it was taking him away from her. The name of his company, Markovic Constructions, in black bold capitals, was printed on all his stationery, and Rosamund felt it was a statement about the man himself. He always said he was destined for great things, and now he was making them happen.

      Rosamund rubbed away some of the steam on the mirror and peered at herself. The effect was like the sort of takes ageing actresses insisted upon to hide their lines and wrinkles. In the mirror was the girl Rosamund had been, with all her hopes and dreams. She wondered whether she would do what she had done if she had the chance to live her life again.

      ‘Mrs. Markovic?’

      The voice was curious rather than diffident. Kerry Scott had known her too long, since the days when she was Rose Cunningham. Kerry had looked after Grandma Ada and knew all about the Cunningham family. Theirs was hardly the usual employer-employee relationship, but neither was it close. Kerry never overstepped the bounds, and if she felt sympathy for the child Rosamund had been, she didn’t show it. Rosamund couldn’t remember Kerry putting her arms about her, and Grandma Ada certainly hadn’t. Her childhood had been a barren sort of place.

      ‘Yes?’ Rosamund pulled on her clothes and opened the door, letting out a puff of steam. She gave her hair a final rub. It hung thick and dark about her shoulders, making damp runnels on her crimson sweater. Her feet were bare.

      Kerry Scott gave her an amused look. ‘The builder is here to see you. Mr. Markovic arranged for him to come first thing to discuss what has to be done. I’ve put him in the library downstairs.’

      ‘Good. I’ll see him in a moment.’

      Kerry smiled and turned to go. She hadn’t changed much. The grey hair had always been grey, perhaps she stooped a little more and moved more slowly. She must be close on sixty now, a widow for forty years, Ada Cunningham’s companion for thirty. Prison sentences were shorter, and yet Kerry did not seem to feel that her life had been wasted.

      Rosamund found her voice. ‘Thank you for coming back to stay here, Kerry. I appreciate it.’

      Kerry turned, looking surprised. ‘It’s no trouble. Your husband was paying me to stay anyway, while the work was going on.’

      ‘I believe after my grandmother died you moved into your sister’s house?’

      Kerry glanced away, her mouth tightening. Rosamund sensed the other woman was more grateful than she let on that Mark had employed her as Colonsay’s caretaker during the renovations.

      ‘My sister is used to her own company,’ Kerry said at last. ‘And I enjoy having someone to look after. If you’re sure that’s what you want, Mrs. Markovic?’

      ‘Rosamund, please. And do you know, I think I might enjoy the experience,’ Rosamund replied evenly, but Kerry was following her own line of thought.

      ‘It worried me to see the house so neglected, but Mrs. Ada would never sell, never. I’m so pleased you and Mr. Markovic are going to live here.’

      Rosamund looked about her, giving her hair another half-hearted rub. The corridor was a mess. Wallpaper peeling, stains that didn’t bear too much examination, the carpet runner worn so thin she could see the unpolished floorboards beneath it. At the far end, several panes of the stained-glass window were broken and the rain had got in.

      ‘How long is it since I was last here?’ The question was aimed more at herself than the other woman, but Kerry answered promptly.

      ‘Eighteen years.’

      If there was a hint of reproach, Rosamund ignored it. She let her thoughts go back to that day, eighteen years ago, when she had left Colonsay. She had been how old then? Seventeen, nearly eighteen? Her life, her career had been just beginning, but Ada Cunningham hadn’t understood that, hadn’t wanted to. They had fought, bitterly, irrevocably. It had been Rosamund’s big moment of rebellion, she had never found the courage for another. Afterwards, she had left Colonsay to make her own life. Ada had stayed on there alone, apart from Kerry Scott, growing feebler in mind and body, until she had more or less lived in a couple of rooms in the east wing, the rest of the house closed up. She had been an amazing 102 years old when she died last year, leaving the house to Rosamund.

      Rosamund hadn’t known whether to be pleased or angry when she received the news of her inheritance. She knew, in her heart, that Ada would have preferred to disinherit her, but blood ties had counted more. Rosamund was the last Cunningham and the house, or what was left of it, belonged to her. There had been no additional money for restoration or upkeep.

      ‘Sell it,’ Rosamund had said furiously. ‘Bulldoze it. I don’t care.’

      That had appalled Mark. Mark, who had been born desperately poor, who hoarded his acquisitions like a Spanish conquistador. He’d travelled down to see Colonsay—Rosamund had refused outright to go with him. It was a Friday night and she had been going to a party. Some old friends, lots to catch up on. She had not come home until Sunday. He had been waiting for her, cool, handsome. He frightened her sometimes.

      ‘You should grow up, Rose,’ he said, and there was something in his voice, in his face, that was a warning. She had pushed him too far at last. The idea excited her and terrified her at the same time. It was as if she were waiting for something, though she didn’t know what it was.

      Mark had told her that he wanted Colonsay. He wanted it as he had never wanted anything in his life. It was the family home he had never had, and not just a home. It was a grand house with a grand tradition. The Cunninghams had been instrumental in settling the Bellarine Peninsula and later in making Australia a Federation. He, Mark Markovic, meant to be its new master.

      She didn’t have the strength to laugh at him, and besides, she understood him. When he put it to her that she should go down and oversee the restoration, she had merely nodded her head. And then he had said, ‘I think we need a break from each other,’ and made her feel like a balloon, plucked from safe fingers by the wind and heading for certain destruction.

      ‘The builder, Mrs. Mark—Rosamund.’ Kerry was watching her, eyes puzzled.

      Rosamund blinked, bringing her thoughts back to the here and now. ‘Yes, of course. Give me five minutes. Perhaps you could make him some coffee or something.’

      ‘Of course.’ Kerry turned and went back down the stairs.

      Silence filled the corridor, the banging and crashing from the front fading into the sounds of birds and a distant aeroplane. The stillness was heavy and sweet, like overripe fruit; the honeysuckle was back, as potent as before. Rosamund took a   deep   breath  and  looked  towards  the stained-glass window. The nymph in clinging robes stared back at her, hair twisted like rampant vines about her torso. One of her eyes was gone, and there was a crack running down her left breast. Sadness filled Rosamund, the beginnings of depression. The urge to have a drink before she went downstairs was strong, but she stifled it and returned to her room to finish dressing.

      [image: ]

      ‘I have to be honest with you, Mrs. Markovic.’

      Frederick Swann, the builder, made eye contact. Rosamund crossed her legs and waited.

      ‘There are problems with the west wing—I understand it’s been shut up for years now—problems with subsidence at the rear, although at this stage I’m ruling out rising damp. The cellar appears in good shape, but the roof has all but collapsed in one section. That’s the worst of it, and it could be a lot worse. I know it looks bad, but structurally Colonsay’s basically sound. It can be fixed, if you have the money.’

      ‘My husband has plenty of money,’ Rosamund replied.

      He laughed. ‘Well, if he wants to spend it on Colonsay, I won’t stop him. I can’t pretend the work isn’t welcome.’ He hesitated. ‘Your husband is a builder himself, isn’t he?’

      ‘He’s more your knock-it-down-build-it-new sort of builder. Renovations aren’t his line.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘What else needs to be done with the house? You say that it’s basically sound, structurally sound, but to me it looks a complete mess.’

      ‘Well, if we put aside what we’re going to do with the outbuildings—stables, barns, cottage, and so on—and deal only with the house, we’d be looking at replacement or repair of plaster, ceilings, floorboards, doors, doorframes, a step or two, electrical wiring, plumbing... that sort of thing.’

      ‘Excuse me, but it sounds like a hell of a lot, Mr. Swann.’

      He frowned. He had blue eyes and there was a glint of disapproval in them. He had probably heard about her balcony appearance this morning. Rosamund felt her own lips twitch.

      ‘You’ll be staying in town?’

      Surprised, Rosamund shook her head. ‘No, I’ll be staying here at Colonsay.’

      ‘But it could be very uncomfortable, Mrs. Markovic. Perhaps you don’t realise just how uncomfortable these projects can be.’

      ‘I can always move out if it gets too bad. And call me Rosamund, please. We’ll be working together, won’t we, Fred?’

      ‘I prefer Frederick.’

      She shrugged.

      ‘I understand there are some furnishings stored under the roof. You’ll have to move them out before we start work up there.’

      ‘My grandmother called that the attic, though you’re right, it’s really little more than a crawl space under the roof. God knows what’s up there.’ When the old lady died, Rosamund had left the sorting of her personal belongings to Kerry Scott. Two pieces—a painting by Streeton and a Charles Rennie Mackintosh table—had been sold. The rest...Rosamund had been indifferent.

      ‘Will I get my men to carry it all down for you?’ Frederick Swann was saying. ‘We could pack it into a couple of the downstairs rooms, out of the way, until you get around to sorting it out.’

      ‘Yes. Thank you.’

      She followed him outside. The ground was quite flattened by trucks and other vehicles and, underneath the thin surface layer of mud, felt like concrete. All that remained of the garden was a few half-buried paving stones and a broken piece of crockery. Someone’s dog had been out for a run, Rosamund could see its paw prints everywhere.

      ‘I haven’t been back here for nearly twenty years,’ she said, more to herself than to him. ‘I had no idea of the state of the place.’ No wonder Mark had been so angry.

      ‘Houses like this need constant upkeep,’ Frederick Swann said in a rather prim voice. ‘I hear your grandmother closed off the rooms she wasn’t using. She would’ve done better to have sold it to the National Trust, or some other historical body. Too late now, of course.’

      ‘Oh, she would never have sold,’ Rosamund informed him. ‘The family was everything to her. Her father played a big part in setting up the Australian Constitution, and he was a member of the first Federal Parliament.’ She hadn’t spent her childhood listening to former Cunningham glories for nothing. ‘And then there was the tragedy.’

      ‘I’ve heard about it.’

      ‘I rarely meet someone who hasn’t.’

      Ambrosine Cunningham, beautiful and admired, dead from influenza in the days before effective drugs. Her last breath was taken in the arms of her loving husband, who then strode out of Colonsay and into history. He set out in his sailing boat and, succumbing to his grief, gave himself to the sea.

      ‘There was talk once of making a movie, but my grandmother refused to hear of it.’

      ‘I can see her point.’

      Rosamund hadn’t, not then. Now she could understand how an intensely private woman like Ada would have fought to the death to keep her family’s sad past from being turned into sentimental gloss for the public. Still, movies made money.

      ‘Maybe it’s not too late.’

      Frederick Swann let that pass. ‘I’ll be back in the morning. We’ll start on the roof then.’ He hesitated. ‘Are you sure you won’t move out?’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      She gave him a brilliant smile and turned back to the house. It glared at her accusingly. One hundred and seventy years of Cunningham history come to this! She could almost see Cosmo and the rest of them shaking their fists. Several of the upper windows in the west wing were boarded up, part of the tiled roof had sunk and taken a chimney with it. The windows in the attic appeared to be intact, but their diamond panes were too dirty now to reflect the light. The verandah had been ripped down at some earlier date, only the markings on the bricks showing its previous position. The front door seemed exposed without it.

      In contrast to the front garden, the western side of the house was overgrown with shrubs and weeds, invaders whose seeds had blown in from other areas. There were a dozen or so stalky-looking plants with reddy-purple tassels—the way they swayed together in the breeze made Rosamund think of women gossiping. Slowly she walked around the west wing, keeping close to the house. Old barns and stables leaned against each other, peering out from their weedy garments. A dilapidated cottage had been used as a storage shed and the remains of a fence leaned against a feral boxthorn hedge. As she approached, a bird flapped up angrily and sat scolding on the rust-spotted guttering above her. Rosamund cupped her hands to the cottage window and peered inside. Old hoes and rakes, a rusted lawn roller and a rotting tennis net. A moth, trapped in a spider web in one corner, fluttered hopelessly.

      Whatever Fred Swann said, the job was monumental. She should be unutterably depressed. But she wasn’t. Something was stirring in her, something that had been dormant for a very long time. Almost... almost she was exhilarated.

      Rosamund wandered back to the front door. It stood open, as she had left it, an inky rectangle. She put her foot on the threshold and a wave of dizziness assailed her. She swayed and grasped the door jamb, but misjudging the distance fell against it instead and bruised her shoulder. The pain made her swear. She closed her eyes. Her head felt full of a heavy and suffocating darkness.

      ‘Rosie.’ A man’s voice spoke distinctly in her ear.

      ‘Mrs. Markovic?’ Kerry Scott was standing in front of her, eyeing her uneasily. Her nose twitched discreetly and Rosamund realised, with a shock, that she was trying to smell alcohol. She thought Rosamund was drunk.

      Rosamund straightened, and discovered that the dizziness had gone as abruptly as it had come. ‘I’m tired,’ she said quietly. ‘I think I’ll go and lie down for an hour or two.’

      She sensed Kerry watching her climb the stairs but no longer cared. If she was hearing voices when she was sober then she was in trouble. Mark was right. She had to pull herself together.
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      ‘Here, hold this, will you?’

      Meggy held out the bowl and Alice took it, holding the weight of it on her hip as Meggy found a grubby-looking handkerchief in her skirt pocket and blew her nose resoundingly. She said she had a cold but they looked like proper tears to Alice.

      The mixture in the bowl smelled good—butter and sugar and eggs. Alice carefully poured in the mound of flour, still managing to spill some. She concentrated on what she was doing, adding first currants and then some of Mrs. Gibbons’s spices— cinnamon and grated nutmeg. Mrs. Gibbons said spices made the difference to an otherwise bland mixture. ‘Bit like life,’ she had added with a twitch of her lips, so that Alice wondered if she was thinking of Harry Simmons.

      ‘Are they for us?’

      The voice, imperious for all its youth, came from the doorway. Alice glanced over her shoulder. ‘No, they aren’t, Miss Ada. Your governess know you’re down here?’

      Ada pulled a sulky face. ‘I want one.’

      Meggy muttered something, mopping her eyes hastily and thrusting her handkerchief back from where it had come. Alice continued to stir the mixture. ‘You can’t have one. They’re not cooked yet.’

      Ada strolled into the kitchen. Her boots were tiny button-ups and there was a frill on the hem of her pinafore and a shiny ribbon in her hair. She was a fairy creature, blonde and pretty, with lips as red as cotoneaster berries, but she was not the sweet child she pretended to be when her father and mother were close. Alice had felt the sting of her tongue, and the pinch of her small fingers.

      ‘Bertie’ll want one, too,’ Ada said now, tapping one toe against the table leg. Her finger traced a pattern in the spilt flour. ‘He’s crying,’ she added, and cast Alice a sly look. ‘Up in the attic. You could take him one, if you liked. I won’t tell. Not if you give me one, too.’

      Meggy snorted and bent to check on the fire. The kitchen was warm compared to outside, where icy gusts of wind were blowing in off the bay, bringing with them rain like shotgun pellets and a cold dampness that crept right into your bones. Mrs. Gibbons, who was prone to rheumatism, had taken a dose of her special tonic and gone to bed. She would be up again before dinner, but for now the two girls could manage without supervision.

      ‘Why is Bertie crying?’

      Alice knew it was the opening Ada had been waiting for, but she couldn’t help asking.

      ‘Because he has to go away to school,’ Ada replied scornfully. ‘I wouldn’t cry, if it were me. I’d be glad! I have to stay here and learn my manners.’ Her bottom lip stuck out sulkily.

      ‘Well, go and learn your manners now,’ Meggy told her, coming to help Alice place dainty spoonfuls of the mixture on the tray, ready for baking.

      ‘When I grow up I’m going to send you both away,’ Ada informed the two girls. ‘I hope you both starve.’

      Meggy sniffed when Ada had gone. ‘Let’s hope I’m not here by then.’

      ‘You and Jonah will be back on the property on the Murray,’ Alice replied, and set down her spoon.

      Meggy’s face closed in. ‘Not likely,’ she muttered, and went to slide the biscuits into the oven. ‘These’ll only take a minute. You’re not really going to take some up to Master Bertie, are you?’

      ‘Why not?’ Alice retorted. ‘He probably won’t get food like this at that school he’s going to.’

      ‘His father’s paying a fortune for him to go there, they’d hardly starve him, Alice.’

      Maybe not, thought Alice, but you can be starved for more than food.

      When the biscuits were cooked, Alice defiantly wrapped half a dozen in a fresh napkin and, ignoring Meggy’s cynical eye, carried them up the back stairs. There was no-one about at this time of the day and it was easy to slip into the west wing, to the door in the wall that, once opened, disclosed the steep attic stairs. Narrow and dim, they were nevertheless well used. Bertie often came this way.

      The air up here was warmer than in the rest of the house, the smells of discarded treasures hung heavily. The light from the diamond-paned windows was muddled, but there was sufficient for Alice to find her way between old boxes and unknown things covered in dust sheets. She was small enough to be able to walk without stooping, but an adult would have to bend if they were not to crack their head on the wooden beams.

      ‘Bertie?’ she whispered. The stuffed peacock which had belonged to Cosmo’s mother stared back at her, glass eyes dull and dusty. Bertie was there, hidden in the shadows behind a rolled carpet and a pile of yellowing music. She couldn’t see any signs of tears on his face, but when he answered her his voice was scratchy. She laid the napkin down on the floor, and the smell of warm biscuits was released. Bertie smiled.

      ‘Thank you, Alice,’ he said, and crammed a whole biscuit in his mouth. Alice sat down beside him without being asked. They were friends, after all. ‘What are you doing up here?’ she asked curiously.

      ‘Reading old letters,’ Bertie said, and pulled over an opened box. The distinctive odour of mice lingered, and some of the paper had been chewed to make a nest. Alice glanced at the envelopes. They were of a thick and luxurious paper, and were addressed to Ambrosine McKay of The Meadows.

      ‘My father wrote them to my mother, before they were married,’ Bertie went on. ‘He was very much in love with her.’

      Alice didn’t want to hear about Cosmo and Ambrosine, but she nibbled a biscuit and pretended to listen.

      ‘They were neighbours, and my father and Mr. McKay, my grandfather, arranged it between them.’

      ‘Are the letters interesting?’

      Bertie pulled a face. ‘He calls her his Antipodean Beauty.’

      Embarrassed, they smiled at each other.

      ‘We could run away together.’

      The words were spoken softly, but Alice heard. She looked at him sharply, wondering whether he was joking her, but he was looking towards the windows.

      ‘Your father would find us and bring us back,’ she answered him at last. ‘He would still send you to school and I would have to go home to my father, and he’d give me a beating.’

      ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

      ‘I wish ...’ But she bit her lip on her wishes. Wishes were no use to Alice Parkin. A wave of despair swept over her and she wondered whether it was her own or Bertie’s, or both.

      His hand crept out and found hers, closing over it. His fingers were soft, the nails short and clean. Her own looked red and worn by comparison, already swollen by hard work.

      ‘You’ll write to me, Bertie?’ she whispered. ‘Promise me.’

      ‘I promise,’ he whispered back. And after that there was only the rain striking against the diamond-paned windows.
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      Rosamund poked her head through the doorway into the kitchen. Kerry Scott was busy by the stove. It was a modern white stove and looked slightly incongruous beside the remains of the old black range in the fireplace. There was a modern refrigerator, too, and a dishwasher. Mark had had them installed when Kerry had agreed to stay on at Colonsay. Rosamund wondered whether he had realised the restoration work would be quite so extensive and costly, and what he would say when he learned that she had decided to stay at Colonsay while it was going on. Perhaps he wouldn’t care, as long as his wife was away from where she could do the most damage to his career.

      ‘Can I help?’

      Kerry turned around, her face showing surprise. The door to the back garden was open and the smell of trampled vegetation drifted into the kitchen, to join those of sawn wood and spicy tomato sauce.

      ‘The workmen have all gone home,’ Kerry said, by way of an answer. ‘I made them cups of tea until I thought they’d leak. They’ll be back for more tomorrow, I suppose.’

      ‘Fred Swann should give Mark a discount if you feed and water his men for him.’

      Kerry turned back to her sauce. There was a larger pot bubbling beside her. ‘I thought we could have pasta tonight,’ she murmured, and with a deft hand turned off both hotplates. She proceeded to remove crockery from a cupboard, placing it on the table.

      ‘This room doesn’t seem too bad,’ Rosamund said, looking around. It was a hotchpotch of styles, nothing really matching, but when you looked at the rest of Colonsay it was almost a pleasure to be in.

      ‘Did Frederick Swann say you could call him Fred?’ The question was faintly censorious.

      Rosamund shrugged. ‘It suits him.’ She walked to the door and stood looking out. Here were the remains of a vegetable garden. Stakes, once used for beans and peas and tomatoes, were now covered with weeds of the more rampant kind. Several of the red-tasselled plants lifted their heads through the rank mess. Rosamund felt she should know their name but she had forgotten it. The cottage behind the boxthorn hedge was almost invisible, only the top of the chimney showed. Pines made a windbreak behind the old brick stables, but Rosamund could hear the traffic. Where once had been only paddocks and sheep and silence was now a road, taking evening commuters home.

      ‘The roof needs repairing,’ she said. ‘They’re going to bring everything downstairs from the attic.’

      Kerry dropped her spoon with a clatter. ‘Good heavens! Do you know how much is up there? No-one’s cleared out the attic for years and years.’

      ‘Perhaps it’s time someone did. We might find priceless treasures.’

      Kerry laughed disbelievingly. ‘If you’re hoping for another Streeton, you’ll be disappointed. There’s nothing up there but dust and dirt. After Cosmo died ... well, everything that was worth anything was sold. Mrs. Ada kept what she wanted, no more. She was a frugal old lady.’

      ‘Frugal as in bloody mean,’ Rosamund muttered.

      Kerry kept silent.

      ‘I suppose you think it was wrong of me, not to visit her?’

      The words were out at last, it was almost a relief to say them. Not, Rosamund reminded herself, that she really cared what Kerry Scott thought.

      ‘No doubt you had your reasons, Mrs. Markovic.’

      Meaning I’m a selfish bitch, Rosamund interpreted. Kerry Scott had looked after Grandma Ada for thirty years and she, Rosamund, her only living relative, had left and never returned, not even for a visit. Maybe Colonsay should have been Kerry’s, not hers; she deserved something for such devotion.

      A magpie was sitting on part of what must once have been a small glasshouse. It stretched its neck and began to sing, the sweet sounds in harmony with the lengthening shadows. The smell of honeysuckle rose suddenly strong about her.

      ‘Rosie.’

      Rosamund turned sharply. ‘What did you say?’

      Kerry was ladling pasta onto two plates. She looked up through the steam rising from the food. ‘Say? I didn’t say anything, Mrs. Markovic.’

      Rosamund frowned. ‘I heard you. What was it you said?’

      Irritation crossed the older woman’s face, and something like concern. ‘Mrs. Markovic, I assure you I said nothing.’

      ‘For God’s sake, call me Rosamund!’

      Kerry stared at her a moment more and then dropped her eyes. ‘Very well, Rosamund. I didn’t say anything. Perhaps it was someone outside. Perhaps one of the workmen has come back.’

      It was stupid to go on with it. The voice had been distinct, and it had not been Kerry’s. Rosamund had known it was not Kerry’s even when she accused her of speaking. She had just hoped it was.

      ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘I’m sorry. I thought someone said “Rosie”. It’s the second time today it’s happened. I ... I must have been mistaken.’ And then, when Kerry’s face seemed to pinch in on itself, ‘I’m hungry. Shall we eat?’

      ‘I haven’t set up the dining room,’ she began agitatedly.

      ‘We’ll sit here. I don’t want to eat in the dining room. It reminds me of Ada.’

      Kerry’s lips tightened but she said no more.

      They, were halfway through the meal when the phone rang. Kerry went to answer it in the hallway. After a few moments, she returned. ‘Mr. Markovic wants to speak to you.’

      Mark’s voice came through the earpiece, smooth and mellow, like old port. ‘Rose. I thought you were going to stay in town?’

      ‘I changed my mind.’

      ‘Won’t it be inconvenient? Kerry says the place is a terrible mess.’

      ‘It is. What did you ring for? To check on me? For Kerry’s report? If you want to know what I’ve been up to, you’d better ask me.’

      There was a pause. ‘All right, I will. What have you been up to, Rose?’

      She was tempted to tell him about the bottle, about her naked body at the window, but couldn’t find the courage. ‘I’ve seen the builder,’ she said instead, almost grudgingly. ‘There’s a lot needs doing. Do you know what you’re letting yourself in for?’

      ‘I don’t care what it costs.’

      She wanted to tell him how stupid he was being, how ridiculous it was to want to own such a place, to think that owning it would turn him into some nineteenth-century sheep baron. ‘Is that why you married me?’ she heard herself saying. ‘Because of who I was? Did you need a wife with my pedigree, Mark, part of the packaging? To go with the expensive suits and the important friends? You must be so disappointed.’

      She had never said it before and she felt her emotions bubbling inside her. Mark’s silence was more pointed than any words he could have spoken.

      When at last he spoke, his voice was calm, urbane, empty. ‘You know that’s not true.’

      ‘It is, it is,’ she hissed. ‘I’m nothing, Mark. I’m not a person to you, am I?’

      ‘You’re being ridiculous. We’ll discuss it when I come down. I have to go now.’

      ‘Go where? I can’t cope with this any more, Mark. I can’t deal with this any more!’

      ‘Rose. Have you been drinking?’

      Fury boiled up and exploded inside her. ‘No, I bloody have not!’

      She slammed the phone down. Her hand was wet from gripping the handset and she wiped it against her jeans. The silence in the hallway was complete, not even the tick of a clock or the rustle of a curtain. She imagined Mark shrugging and going off to his appointment. She had never felt quite so desolate or alone in her life.

      Rosamund had meant to make amends with Kerry by cleaning up in the kitchen, but now she knew she couldn’t face the other woman. She opened the door to the library, where she had earlier spoken to Fred Swann, and closed it behind her.

      There was still some light coming from the uncovered windows and she looked about her. Books lined the shelves along two walls, though no-one had bothered to read them in a long time. Ada had never been one for reading. The two chairs by the fireplace were leather, old and cracked in places, worn smooth on the seats with use. Rosamund ran her fingers across one of them. The leather felt warm, as if someone had been sitting there and had only just left the room. Wood smoke and cigar smoke mingled faintly in the air. Rosamund sniffed. Perhaps one of the workmen had been having a surreptitious puff. Cosmo used to enjoy his cigars, she remembered Ada telling her so. Ada idolised her father.

      ‘Without my father, there would have been no Federation,’ she would say. ‘Cosmo Cunningham was a powerful and clever man, a giant among pigmies. He told the likes of Prime Minister Barton what to do, not the other way around.’

      Such things hadn’t mattered to Rosamund. She had neither known nor cared about the past. Her mind was centred firmly in the present and the future, and the songs she was going to sing. Her voice was special, she had been told so a hundred times. Sweet and smoky, it resonated with all the depth of emotion she was incapable of showing in words or actions. It came from deep in her soul. Grown men had been known to cry when Rose Cunningham sang.

      Mark hadn’t cried but he had been impressed. He’d been on his way to the top when they met. A year or two later and he wouldn’t have been seen dead in the pub Rosamund was singing in. It was sheer spur-of-the-moment luck that she’d been there herself. The band’s single, ‘Grey Skies’, had made it into the charts and was soaring. They were about to release an album and promotional tours were lined up. The whole bit. The pub was where they started out, and a combination of exhilaration and nostalgia had brought them back that night.

      It was very crowded, but Mark had sat and listened to her for an hour and then walked over to her table. She was sitting with Dave, her manager/ lover, and the bass guitarist. Mark told her she sang the way he felt and asked if he could buy her a drink.

      Dave told her later that it was boring hovering at the edges of something as intense as the emotion radiating between Mark and Rosamund, only he didn’t put it quite that way. ‘When you’ve slept with him get back to me,’ he said, as if one night would get Mark out of her system. But even then Rosamund knew it was more than that.

      Had Mark’s feelings for her intensified when he discovered she was one of the famous Cunninghams? Had he decided, then, that he wanted to marry her? Rosamund hadn’t cared. He dazzled her. She had wanted him. There had been a choice to make and she’d made it. Her career vanished overnight and she didn’t even mind. She had gained Mark and a lifestyle she enjoyed. It was only gradually that she realised she had given up a great deal more than her singing.

      Rosamund blinked. The light was fainter, the room was almost in darkness, but she didn’t want to turn on the light. There used to be a sewing box in here, she remembered suddenly. It had been disguised as a small table, but when the hinged lid was lifted there was a cunningly arranged space inside, where Ada had kept her sewing and a jumble of other bits and pieces. She had sewn with a concentration that showed determination rather than pleasure. ‘I was taught as a girl to be a good needlewoman,’ she told Rosamund. ‘I have never forgotten.’

      ‘I thought Cosmo was enlightened where women were concerned,’ Rosamund had replied.
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