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      The afternoon had been turning to black ever since two o’clock and now, at four, it might easily have been midnight. The clouds lumbered across the low sky, charging and blustering as the schooner made heavy work of the rearing grey waves. What land Mary Anne had been able to see earlier in the day was now obscured. The spray, blown up by the sudden, gusting wind, whipped the sea into a frenzy of mist about them.

      It had been the suddenness of the thing that so terrified her. One moment the sea had lain slightly swollen, the wind playfully tugging at the schooner’s sails, the next the tempest had come down on them, a screaming fury, icy from the glacial South Pole.

      She had been hovering in the companionway since the first buffeting by the storm. Her one attempt to reach the deck had been thwarted by the captain, who sent her below with a string of choice words she hadn’t heard since childhood. Since then, she had remained within sight of the hatch, listening to the wild gale and clinging, as best she could, to the steep handrail.

      It was hard to believe, now, how perfect the weather had been from Sydney Town. Only nineteen days before a brisk wind, and they had made landfall at Launceston on a golden autumn afternoon in May 1832.

      But Launceston had been too small, for Toby. He had looked for richer pickings in the south, at Hobart Town.

      ‘Just the place,’ he’d said, blue eyes shining. ‘Full of rich soldiers with acres of land. They call themselves “gentry” and hold soirees. Like Sydney, really. And the surrounding countryside is just chock-a-block with retired squires and squatters.’

      ‘But Toby, we’ve hardly settled here, in Launceston! We’ve only just arrived!’

      ‘But, Mary Anne,’ he mocked, ‘you know that even if we did stay here it couldn’t be for long. Word would get around, and we’d have to leave. Or, worse, the good citizens would haul us up before the Police Magistrate. No, Hobart Town it must be.’

      Her eyes had widened. Police Magistrate had a certain ring to it, a certain. . . menace, that tended to dry up all her arguments for staying.

      Toby had smiled, and flicked her cheek. ‘Just so. The sooner we set out, the better. I’ve checked. There’s a ship bound south tomorrow morning. A schooner, carrying supplies for Macquarie Harbour, on the west coast of dear old Van Diemen’s Land. It’s a mite more dangerous, of course, but then life without danger is like bread without the butter.’

      ‘Macquarie Harbour?’ she’d repeated bemusedly.

      ‘The penal settlement, girl! Macquarie Harbour, a bay halfway down the west coast of Van Diemen’s Land, almost impossible to reach in some weathers. They send the unrepentant and unreformable there. It’s called ‘Hell’s Gates’, I believe.’

      She had been afraid, but he had laughed and teased, and she had given in, annoyed at any suggestion of cowardice. He had bought passages for two on Infanta, bound for Hobart Town.

      And now the schooner pitched, her knife-like bow slashing down into rolling waves, drawing white blood. Timbers crashed to the deck close above Mary Anne’s head. There was an ominous creaking of beams. Someone was shouting above the wind, and she strained to hear, her fingers tightening their hold. ‘Bread without butter,’ he had said! And he had enjoyed it, too, that nerve-wracking voyage! Slipping round the aptly named Cape Grim and down the west coast of Van Diemen’s Land, with its rough cliffs and shrouded mountainous coastline. Sometimes jagged pinnacles had stood out from the mainland, rising like warning fingers from grey, angry water; sometimes what could not be seen, beneath the little Infanta, was the more dangerous. The sunken reefs and the wreckage of other, less fortunate, seafarers. There was fog, too, to shroud them. Thick, damp, depressing fog, swathing rigging and spars, forming continuous rain over the scarred, ridged mountains that watched them glide past.

      Macquarie Harbour had been frighteningly beautiful, a wilderness of forest and rock and swamp. ‘Hell’s Gates’ indeed! There could be no escape from here, just as there was none from that other, much warmer, place. The men sent here toiled their lives away, chained with a bitterness heavier than iron. Mary Anne found it horrifying. It brought home to her with a thud just what might be their lot if they ever had the misfortune to be apprehended for their many and varied crimes. The law had no pity upon those who broke its inflexible ranks. There could be no pity.

      At Macquarie Harbour, they had spent the few days of their stay on Sarah Island, where the settlement was situated, entertaining the Commandant’s wife with tales of Sydney Town. Her life, as far as Mary Anne could see, was as desolate and unpleasant as that of the convicts her husband oversaw. Indeed, no, she had not been sorry to leave Macquarie Harbour. Even the Infanta’s captain’s information, that the stacks jutting from the water at the harbour mouth were named for the ships they had wrecked, failed to deter her. If she had forgotten, these past few years, how ugly life could be, then Macquarie Harbour and its inmates reminded her.

      The timbers groaned. The storm was ripping the little schooner asunder. A man’s face appeared in the hatchway, drenched and bloodied, and was gone again. Mary Anne started up the companionway, when behind her a door was flung wide. Toby lurched out as the schooner heeled, his body slamming into the wall. His eyes opened wide, seeming bluer than ever in his green-tinted face. The auburn hair curled riotously against his crumpled shirt collar. He had been vomiting since the storm came up, sicker even than Mary Anne. For her, fear had overshadowed the ducking and diving of the Infanta.

      The lack of colour in his face aged him, and the freckles on his nose stood out as clear as ink-spots. It was the freckles, Mary Anne decided for the hundredth time, that drew people to Toby, that made them trust him. He had such an honest face.

      ‘God Almighty!’ he muttered, trying to straighten his wavering legs as the floor tilted.

      ‘Surely it’s the other one you should be calling to,’ she retorted, but her voice shook. Above, the square of sky in the hatchway was a tangle of snapped lines and torn sails. Salt water dribbled down the stairs. Infanta danced flamenco on the waves, her sails flapping like tattered skirts in the fury of the wind.

      ‘Mary Anne,’ he said, close behind her. She felt his fingers brush her neck, felt something chill and heavy against her throat. An emerald gleamed balefully, winking up at her. She spun about, to meet his painful smile.

      ‘Yes, it’s real,’ he said, and bracing himself against the hand-railing, put a finger under her chin and kindly closed her mouth.

      ‘Toby . . .’

      He loomed closer, his breath warm on her cold cheek. ‘It’s our security, my girl. When we get to Hobart, we’ll sell it, and set up in style. We’ll retire. Really. I’ll buy into something honest. Take good care of it, won’t you?’

      His smile brought tears aching in her eyes. But there wasn’t time for speaking. The schooner lurched and suddenly heeled to an impossible angle. Mary Anne screamed on a note as raw as bleeding flesh. She felt herself slipping. Toby snatched at her. She heard voices crying out, and the timbers rending and splitting.

      ‘We’ve got to get out!’ Toby was calling. ‘Captain, where are the bloody lifeboats?’ And then she hit her head, and everything went black.
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      Pain. Like light splintering the darkness. A throbbing, wrenching pain somehow connected with the swishing of the water about her. It was the pain which finally brought her back from unconsciousness, and brought her face up and out of the freezing water. Her lungs were screaming for air, and she gasped it in while her body retched and convulsed.

      ‘Dear God,’ she said, in a croaking voice, and shivered violently. Her skirts seemed sewn with lead, dragging her down, but her arm was holding her up, though it was sheer agony. She realized gradually, that she had been lashed to a makeshift raft, made of planking and what looked to be a barrel, and that the rope had slipped, leaving her arm wedged between the two. Evidently the captain had had no lifeboat after all... Her eyes widened. She looked about her, at the spars and planks, crates and casks. Wreckage? The lnfanta!

      Fear and grief brought her jerking round, searching the water for that familiar curly head; and the ensuing pain caused a nausea that threatened to send her spiraling back into the blackness of unconsciousness. When she was able to think again, she found that her gown was torn, peeling back from her trapped arm, disclosing blood and lacerated flesh. The sight sickened her, and she closed her eyes under the weight of her dark, loose hair. Her body was numb with cold and pain and shock. Tears pricked, but before she could begin to cry the sea slapped her in the mouth, forcing her face up to the grey sky.

      The tempest was past, and a gentle rain mocked at her misery. She was alone, and about to die. Her hand went involuntarily to her throat; the cold stone was still there. For a moment she felt it to be evil, an ill omen, and dragged at it. But the chain was too strong, and in the end she lost consciousness again, and it was forgotten.

      After that, her mind wandered. Toby laughed at her, her mother raised a shaking hand, screaming, ‘You wicked bitch!’ in some dirty alley. What had she done? Spoken to the Corporal on the wharf? Spoken to another bloody lobster?

      ‘You mustn’t speak to soldiers,’ Toby was saying, gently, smiling. ‘You know your mother doesn’t like it.’

      A particularly savage slap in her face brought her chin up again. ‘Bloody lobsters,’ she muttered. ‘Bloody soldiers,’ her voice rasping in the rough, drawling speech of childhood; before Toby had come, and she had learned to pretend to be a lady.

      Her eyes opened, surveying the scene through a haze of pain. And she saw him.

      At first she thought him an illusion: a mirage sent to taunt her. Or maybe this was death, coming personally to claim her. Poseidon himself, god of the sea and the dark underworld. The idea took hold, and when he had drawn closer she asked him, in a polite, drawing-room voice.

      The drenched, sun-browned face split into a grin at the suggestion, disclosing very white teeth. The voice was rather breathless, clipped and deep. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

      Then he was a mirage! Her eyes closed. But pain shot them open as quickly. Her arm was being wrenched and jolted, and pain jarred. The mirage had a knife, and was sawing at the ropes that held her.

      For a moment the throbbing agony threatened to curtain her mind, and she concentrated desperately on the sky. It was not nearly so dark as it had been, and the rain had stopped. There was a line of sunlight along the horizon, like the gilt rim of a teacup. Her eyes travelled about the edge, and she blinked. There was land—surely there was land? Hills misted with fog, trees like daggers, and, further back, the jagged escarpments of the rugged land beyond the inhospitable coast. Was she not to die, then, after all?

      Warm, strong arms slid under her, supporting her as she lay half on the flotsam and half on the water’s surface. Her arm was free, dully aching. He had bound it across her breast with a strip of cloth he had torn from his shirt. A face swooped over hers, blocking out the sky. Fair hair plastered to a frowning forehead, and eyes absurdly like the storm. ‘You’re safe enough now,’ it said. ‘I’ve got you.’

      And, strangely enough, she felt safe. Despite everything. Water and salt might sting at her mouth and eyes, her skirts might pull her down, her body might be stiff and frozen. But he was holding her, and it was only very vaguely that she realised they had left the shelter of the flotsam and were moving towards the land.

      ‘What a hell of a day to choose!’ he said. ‘Jesus, woman, couldn’t you have waited until it was warmer?’ He was talking to her; she struggled to understand. ‘I suppose I can be glad it’s autumn and not midwinter. Lie still!’ She had tried to straighten, to see his face. She wondered if he were mad.

      The face swooped over her again, the grey eyes searched her own. ‘Do you speak English, then? Not French, I hope? I’ve a mind to take you right back to your raft, if you’re French.’ His teeth were chattering, she heard. She stared at him wide-eyed, and tears blurred her vision. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Well, maybe not. The war’s long over, after all. Lie still. Not far now.’

      The movement, or lack of it, lulled her. Her eyes flickered and closed. The cold made her weary. Toby was laughing at her again. ‘Don’t you trust me?’ he mocked her. ‘You’re always worrying, girl! There’s nothing to worry about. You’re like . . .’

      ‘. . . A little girl in the dark without a candle.’

      ‘A what?’

      She stared back at him, aware that she had spoken aloud.

      And then he said, ‘There you are, my beauty,’ and she felt sand beneath her feet. Coarse, gravelly sand. She blinked, focusing painfully on the beach and, above it, the steep, forest-covered rise. And the faces.

      Hard, white faces. And chains. She sought wildly for the face of her rescuer, but could not find him among them, and when she tried to stand, her legs gave out on her. The world went dark again. The approaching gallop of a horse along the beach echoed the thundering of her own heart.
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      She was a child again. The past had reclaimed her. A poor, despised child. So very poor. The thought mocked at her from the darkness of her mind. She focused on it, and saw her mother. The face was as clear and intense as if she stood there. As if time had gone into reverse. How she had loved her mother, and how she had hated her! When she had had the gin, her mother used to beat her. A mindless, mechanical violence. As if there were a sore inside her, that could be drained only by hurting her child. And yet, at other times, she would have given up her own food so that the child could eat, given up a blanket so that she could be warm. Given up her life—so that Mary Anne could do better in hers.

      Mary Anne tossed and turned. The darkness whispered all round her, taunting her. Chains rattling. Chains like those at Macquarie Harbour. Chains weren’t new to her. She’d seen the road-gangs in Sydney Town, and the convicts on the wharves. She’d seen the scars of men who had been chained. Her mother had those scars. She’d been so certain, as a child, that everyone had worn chains, that she’d asked her mother what the Governor of New South Wales had been sent out for. Her mother had laughed until she wept, rocking back and forth on the cask that served as a chair, the light from the window drawing grotesque shadows in the damp, smelly room.

      ‘The Governor and his kind are a different breed,’ she had said at last. ‘Altogether another breed.’ Her eyes narrowed, became sly. ‘The Governor and his breed need money, so’s they can buy all the soft luxuries. They need such things, to keep them alive. But us...we just have to be strong. If we’re not, there’s no money to keep us living.’

      Her mother had survived much—life in the slums of Clerkenwell, London, transportation for petty theft, and life in the slums of the colonies. Like all her class, she was bitter, full of baffled hatred and anger. And she had passed it on, an inheritance for Mary Anne. There were ‘us’ and ‘them’, to Mary Anne’s way of thinking. And where was the harm in stealing from the latter?

      ‘They lie and cheat us. And they hate us as much as we hate them.’ Her mother again, her face all bruised, her lip cut. Someone had beaten her again. Embittered men took out their frustrations, their futile rage at life, on their women. It was the way of the world. By the time her mother died, Mary Anne thought it was the way of all men. She still did, deep inside. All men except Toby—he alone could be her friend.

      Toby.

      When her mother died, Mary Anne had had no alternative but the streets. What more was there when a girl had no money and no home? Still, the thought had horrified her. Her mother, in her way, had kept her safe; away from the worst of the slum life. Her days had consisted of the endless laundering her mother took in, her nights at the inn and its relative peace and safety. Her mother’s going had changed all that—she was alone. Laundering was out of the question; she was far too young. No one wanted to look twice at her when she went for work at the market. Who wanted to hire a grubby, thin bit of a girl who could offer nothing but, ‘I’d try hard’? It had been the streets, and if Toby had not come along when he did... She shuddered. But he had come, and found her in the darkness that first night, and taken her to his room. To a big fire and a tray with bread and ale, and a bed soft as the waves along the shore. He had been so kind and gentle, and then so angry when she tentatively offered him the only thing she had to give. He had been the brother she had never had, and she had stayed with him.

      So then had come to her initiation into Toby’s trade —trickster and confidence man. Together they had lived precariously up and down the country, but mainly in Sydney Town, where there was more scope, as Toby put it. And in due course had come the fatal evening, and their flight in darkness from their rented lodgings to take passage from Sydney Town to Launceston in Van Diemen’s Land.

      It had been all her fault. Why had she opened her mouth at that fateful supper? Why hadn’t she stuck to the plan they’d agreed upon? Just for once? And yet, it had seemed such a harmless little lie—it always did. There was nothing harmless, however, about the consequences.

      ‘A little lie?’ Toby had mocked, eyes gleaming appreciatively. ‘That the Chief Justice was your cousin?’

      ‘How was I to know that the vulgar woman with the emerald was his aunt? You should have warned me.’

      He squeezed her arm. ‘Oh, Mary Anne, I never know what you’re going to say next. How can I watch your tongue?’

      ‘And so we have to go into hiding, is that it?’

      His smile had told her the worst.

      ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’ She was always contrite, after the deed. ‘You meant to make such a killing at the supper. All those “pure merinos”, all those exclusionist blue-bloods.’ She sighed. ‘And all that sparkling jewelry. I’m sorry.’

      But Toby had merely smiled, and though she had wondered a little at his smugness, she had not had the heart to question him.

      It hadn’t been until the last moments on the Infanta, when he produced the emerald—the Chief Justice’s aunt’s emerald—that she had realised why he had smiled. He had relieved the woman of it, no doubt, when he had been explaining to her later in the evening what a disappointment Mary Anne was to her dear parents.

      The darkness swirled, chilling her so that she moaned. The past receded again, becoming the present.

      There was the feel of a warm hand on her brow, the salty taste of soup on her lips. Her eyes fluttered open and were drawn to the light. Lamplight, shining like a little sun. It hurt her eyes; she closed them again. But the very fact of being alive and on steady land was too exciting to ignore for long. At least, she hoped she was on land. . . She peered through her lashes. The lamp was not so bright now, and beyond it lay the room. A small, shadowy room with a ceiling that sloped down at one end. An attic room? Her eyes opened wide, and she said the first thought that came to her mind.

      ‘Toby?’

      She seemed to have been saying it all her life. Toby, where do we go now? Toby, what’s to be our next plan? Toby, tell me who we concentrate on next? Some little backwater, perhaps, where we can dazzle the inhabitants with our city polish and then creep off in the night with their savings. Life, such as it was, had really grown exciting only with the advent of Toby. Before him there had been fear and pain and poverty: all the bad things, the dark things. Toby had been a giant in comparison. A man who did not hurt her or frighten her, who was kind and, in his own careless way, protected her.

      ‘Where’s Toby?’ she said, and her eyes—big, brown, dreaming—searched for and found the room’s occupant.

      A woman, broad-faced, who smiled uncertainly and with sympathy, and said, ‘I’m sorry, but they’re all gone. Your ship went down beyond the entrance to our bay. We hoped your captain would turn in before it was too late, but he couldn’t have seen . . . When the weather calmed, there was only you still afloat. It’s been a week since then, when Lieutenant Rowe pumped the water from your lungs.’

      The speech was breathless, the woman hovered, frowning. As though Mary Anne were an added duty she begrudged. But Mary Anne hardly noticed her. Toby was gone. The shadows approached her from the edges of the room, lumbering like the storm-clouds towards the bed. They crowded over her, hiding the lamp, pressing her down into the soft mattress. Toby was dead.

      When she woke again, she was much calmer. Somewhere in her restless sleep she had come to terms, faced the truth about Toby’s death. He was gone, she was alone and must somehow survive. As she had survived once, before he came. Perhaps, in Hobart Town, there would be something. She would find work, of any sort. Her fingers slid automatically to her throat, and she sighed. The emerald was still there. The thought of it, and Hobart Town, brought her mind back to more pressing questions. Where was she now?

      Macquarie Harbour.

      She jerked up at the thought. She had watched the men there working, chained together in gangs. They had been chopping down trees along the side of a ridge, slipping and sliding on the spongy ground as they dragged the logs down to be floated out into the freezing water of the harbour, ready for the ships to load. The scene had appalled her. The sight of those heavy, clanking manacles befouled with grime and mud. Worse, so much worse, than those chain-gangs she had watched often enough in her native Sydney Town.

      Manacles. On the beach. Faces looking down at her, unmoved by her condition or her pain. She almost screamed at the sound of the latch. When the door opened beneath her widening gaze, it was only the plain woman, her brown hair neatly coiled on her crown in an old-fashioned style.

      ‘You’re awake,’ she said unnecessarily. But the voice was low and soothing, rather deep for a woman.

      ‘Where am I? I must know, I. . .’

      ‘You’re at Etwall.’

      ‘Etwall?’ Not Macquarie Harbour then, thank God, thank God!

      ‘We’re some forty miles south of Hell’s Gate,’ the woman said, as if reading her mind. ‘The only other settlement worth the name on this coast.’

      ‘There were convicts, on the beach.’

      A smile for the fear in her eyes, as though an adult soothed a child’s fear of monsters. ‘Did you see the timber party? We have convicts working for us, but this is not a place of punishment. You’ve no need to fear them.’

      The woman had moved to the window, to draw aside a curtain. Mary Anne watched her uncertainly, taking in her appearance automatically, judgingly, as Toby had taught her to do. She was quite tall, and broad with it, with bones large and well-covered. Her age was perhaps midway between thirty and forty, and her profile, stark against the light, was regular and broad with a chin receding a little towards a wide neck.

      ‘You can see our harbour from here,’ the woman said. ‘Only a dint in the coast, really, but it’s sheltered enough when the weather comes up as it did a week ago, and ships can anchor there when they come for our timber.

      Mary Anne turned her head to look. Her window faced into a small cove. Her eyes followed the shore round, beyond a half-moon of sand, to black rocks, and further round to a jutting headland. The water seemed smooth enough, but dark and glowering. Toby lay beneath water such as that. Dead, drowned, gone.

      The woman turned with a rustle of dull skirts. There was a trimming of white, rather limp lace about her sleeves and bodice. The dress was wool, longer than the fashion, the sleeves narrower. Etwall, obviously, was no Mecca of the rich and fashionable.

      ‘This is my husband’s house,’ she was saying, in her deep, slow voice. The timber camp is round the bay, above the beach. He’s there at the moment . . . My husband, that is.’ A pause, and she let her eyes rest on Mary Anne’s. ‘Who was Toby?’

      Mary Anne started. The woman’s eyes were blue, and kind enough. Not so blue as Toby’s, of course, but. . .It came to her, in some cool part of her brain, that she would be wise not to tell the truth. Toby always avoided it where possible, just in case. Besides, lying was second nature to her now.

      ‘He was my husband.’

      The woman tut-tutted. ‘Have you relatives in Hobart?’

      ‘No, I... That is, my husband and I were travelling on business. He was thinking of investing, or some such thing. I never took much interest in his affairs.’ She bit her lip at the word, but for the woman it had no sinister connotations.

      ‘You’re from. . .?’

      ‘Sydney Town.’ Well, that at least was a truth.

      ‘There’ll be no ship due here in the immediate future, I’m afraid. The last one was only a fortnight ago, so there is no need to send one to us for at least another month. Probably two. This time of year the weather is so uncertain, as you have cause to know.’

      ‘What will I do?’ Her voice betrayed her. The blue eyes, which had turned a little cool, warmed again.

      ‘You will stay here. Indeed, there’s nothing else you can do! There is no way out of Etwall, apart from a ship.’ She plucked at her collar, twisting the lace. ‘What is your name?’

      ‘MaryAnne.’

      ‘MaryAnne . . . ?’

      ‘Mary Anne Gower.’ That, too, was best suppressed. She had known a family called Gower once; for the moment she would adopt herself into their bosom.

      ‘Have you any family in Sydney Town?’

      She lowered her chin on to her chest. ‘My father died last year. I was his... sole heiress. There is no one else.’ They had clothed her in a white and voluminous nightgown, she noticed. Toby would have called it hideous, but no doubt it made her look very pathetic. The woman had actually condescended to pat her hand.

      ‘Now, now,’ she said in a gratingly cheerful voice. ‘Rest, and after your supper my husband will . . . will . . .’ But what he would do seemed to elude her, and she merely smiled and turned to leave.

      She was halfway through the doorway when Mary Anne roused herself enough to speak again. ‘It wasn’t a dream, was it? Someone did pull me from the sea?’

      ‘No,’ the long fingers twisted a moment on the brass doorknob, ‘it wasn’t a dream. The timber party were lopping trees when the storm came up. They caught sight of your ship; there’s a rock halfway up the hill that runs into that part of the bay. It juts out from the trees, a sort of spur, I suppose. From there they saw the wreck and, when the storm had passed, you. My husband wanted to put out a boat, but his brother knew how dangerous such a thing must be so soon after the storm. . . Storms in this part of the world have a habit of returning as suddenly as they leave.’

      ‘Was it your husband, then, who swam out so far?’ Her eyes were wide for such courage.

      The woman’s mouth twitched in amusement. ‘No, Ralph can’t swim more than a yard without sinking. It was one of the timber party—Lieutenant Rowe. You will be able to thank him personally when you are better.’

      Then the door closed. Mary Anne lay back in her bed and shut her eyes. It was all very strange; her head ached with thinking. Perhaps it was best, as Toby sometimes said, to take things as they came.
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      In fact, it was another day before she was considered well enough to have any visitors. The woman, whom she had learned was Bessy Etwall, came back that afternoon to change the dressing on her arm and tut-tut over the pink, bruised flesh and the weeping of blood and fluid. ‘It is mending, but you’ll have to keep as still and quiet as possible,’ she warned.

      ‘It will heal?’

      ‘Salt water is considered excellent for cleaning wounds, and there’s been no infection.’

      The arm looked ugly to Mary Anne, but she said nothing. Better than death, after all; and what was a little scar? She had plenty enough inside. Still, the removal of the bandages had made her feel sick, and the long sleep had given her a heavy head.

      ‘Simone is bringing your supper. You’ll be famished, no doubt.’

      Anything but, Mary Anne thought, and yet she looked up with interest when there was a clatter outside the door. Bessy hurried to open it, and an untidy girl came in, precariously balancing a tray on which was arranged some pretty china.

      ‘Very nice, Simone,’ Bessy nodded. The girl flushed, her pale cheeks colouring to dusky pink. ‘At least the tray is neat,’ Bessy added with meaning, and the girl flushed even more.

      With cause, Mary Anne decided wryly. The girl’s uniform was creased and the hem damp—as though she had been running through dewy grass. Tangled strands of hair escaped a rather grubby white cap, her nails were dark rimmed. ‘The cows, madame,’ the girl whispered, her accent thickly French.

      ‘Of course, the cows.’ But Bessy’s eyes were hard, and the girl made haste to bend over the tray and set out the invalid fare with trembling fingers. Now that the flush had died, Mary Anne saw that her skin was clear as milk, the nose a little curved at the bridge, the eyes, flickering beneath tawny lashes, a bright, bird-like yellow. It was an interesting face.

      ‘Unlike Sydney Town,’ Bessy Etwall said coolly, ‘at Etwall we must make do with what we can find.’

      Simone bobbed a brief curtsy, and went out. Bessy clicked her tongue. ‘The girl was the wife of one of my husband’s men—a free man, I might add. He died last autumn. An accident, I understand, involving the felling of a tree.’

      ‘Involving the felling of a tree?’

      Bessy’s mouth thinned with annoyance. ‘It fell on him,’ she said bluntly. ‘Unfortunately he was the foreman at the time, but we’ve found another, so things haven’t worked out too badly. And Simone is useful in the house, if a little . . . “touched”, since it happened.’

      ‘Poor Simone!’ Mary Anne could pity someone like that—her destitution and her sudden inability to cope with life. Luckily she herself was made of sterner stuff, she had had to be to survive as she had.

      Bessy was at the door again. ‘I’ll have to leave you, I’m afraid. Ralph will be home, wanting his dinner, and I have to dress.’

      Mary Anne’s eyes widened a little, but her face was schooled to remain straight. Dress for dinner, in this place? It seemed absurd. But then, how did one survive isolation except by pretending that beyond the dining-room was civilisation, of some sort.

      ‘I suppose you will find Etwall very boring, after Sydney Town.’

      It was said conversationally, but there was a hint of something else beneath the politeness. Jealousy, perhaps, or bitterness.

      Mary Anne smiled. ‘Oh, life is very exciting there, of course. But, at the moment, I think I prefer solitude.’

      Bessy’s hand rested on the doorknob, the lamp shadowing her face. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I understand that.’ A pause. ‘My brother-in-law, Nick, will be pleased with your company, I know. He has so little opportunity to meet. . . respectable young women in this part of the world. He was in Hobart until just recently, you know, but now he’s back again.

      Mary Anne forced another smile. ‘I shall look forward to meeting him.’

      The door closed, the steps faded away. Mary Anne bit her lip and lay back against the pillows. The meal was cooling swiftly in the chill evening. Had she been wrong to give an illusion of wealth? Would Toby, dear Toby, have acted so? She longed suddenly to be up and out of bed, out of this restrictive little room. Even the view of the sea was denied her—Bessy kept the curtains drawn. She sighed and picked up her spoon, looking vindictively at the boiled egg and bread and butter. Tomorrow she would meet Ralph, who could not swim a stroke, and perhaps Nick who had lately been in Hobart, and that paragon Lieutenant Rowe, who had saved her life and whom Bessy detested.

      She was proclaimed well enough, the following afternoon, to leave her bed, and, with a gown wrapped round her from chin to toe, was helped to a chair by the window, where there was a patch of very pale sunlight.

      The bay lay smooth and glassy, the sky a pale, cloud-studded blue. The house sat on a rise close to the shore. To the left the land curved round like a protecting hand, dense with trees and scrub, the shoreline lying low and marshy at the water’s edge. To the right was the little beach, and the distant sweep of the land, dark with rock, some of which jutted far out into the water at low tide. Above, in the forest of trees, was a trickle of smoke. Tall, tall trees, dark and forbidding, so thickly grown that she could hardly see into them. The land dropped to the cove steeply, making deep shadows as the sun swung around. It was not much different from Macquarie Harbour, only much smaller, and there was no river to wash down the brown, swollen waters from the high escarpments. Mary Anne found it all fascinating. A frightening beauty. Men didn’t belong here. Man had no right to be cutting down these ancient grandfather trees for furniture in somebody’s drawing-room.

      Bessy came to change her bandages. ‘I suppose it is pretty,’ she said, with an uncertain flicker of her eyes. ‘Much of the country inland is as yet unseen, at least by white men.’

      ‘It must be lonely for you,’ Mary Anne murmured.

      ‘It is lonely.’ The woman looked for a moment out of the window, watching the wash of the water on the sand. ‘And dangerous.’ The blue eyes swung back. ‘The weather and the isolation. And there are bolters— convicts who have absconded into the bush and make their living by thieving and killing.’

      ‘But surely, here, you are safe from that!’

      Bessy returned to the bandaging. ‘We have our own convicts; there is always a chance one of them might take to the bush. They should have more sense, of course. There is nothing there. Only death. The forests are impenetrable, the mountains unclimbable. It is always wet, you see, and the plants grow so quickly, and so thickly.’

      Sometimes death, Mary Anne thought, was preferable to being chained. Obviously Bessy would not understand that. To her, it seemed the forest was the most frightening thing of all. Etwall was a haven, safe and secure. Anyone who wanted to leave it was beyond help. Instead she said, ‘You have soldiers here, to watch over you?’

      Bessy’s expression cooled with alarming rapidity. ‘Yes, there are the soldiers. They are not needed here, but who are we to argue with the powers in Hobart?’

      The dressing was finished, and Bessy rose, smoothing her skirts. ‘Ralph will be home soon,’ she said. ‘And no doubt our gallant Lieutenant will wish to speak with you.’

      There seemed little to say to the sarcasm. Mary Anne smiled, and when the other woman was gone, sighed. The sunlight had gone, fading with the evening, turning the sea to grey again. There was a mirror above the mantelpiece, and with some difficulty she struggled up from the chair. By resting most of her weight on the bedside table, she could see herself in the glass. For a moment she wasn’t sure it was herself, and shuddered. What a sight! White-faced, hollow-cheeked, her eyes shadowed with smudges the colour of plums. Of course, she had not had a proper meal for over a week, and had been immersed in sea water for God knew how many hours. She touched her nose, found it still small and straight, her chin was as unfortunately square and stubborn as ever. The slanting black brows needed plucking, but somehow she doubted Bessy Etwall had the necessary implement. The brown eyes stared back at her mockingly, larger than ever. She made them sad, compressing her lips to stop a smile. The arm in white bandages was a nice touch, too, and the sling Bessy had insisted she must wear.

      Toby used to say that one glance from Mary Anne’s eyes, and any man worthy of the name was lost. But Toby had been a one for flattery. Still, time would repair the pallor and the shadows. She would still grieve, of course. But she must look to herself, to her future, as Toby would have wanted her to do. And she had the emerald.

      The tap on the door startled her, and she jerked her arm, hurting herself and making her face all the paler. The evening had crept further into the room; outside it was growing dark. In haste she regained her chair, tucking her feet under the hem of the gown, and calling whoever it was to enter.

      The door opened. She knew before he opened his mouth that it must be Ralph Etwall. ‘Mrs Gower? I’m not disturbing you?’

      ‘Not at all. I was just . . .’

      ‘But it’s almost dark in here! Let me.’ He fumbled with the tinder-box and lamp, and while it caught and was turned up, she had a chance to survey him.

      Where Bessy Etwall was broad, Ralph was slight. His clothes were old, well-worn and patched. His boots, too, were old and dulled with work. His face, bent to the lamp, appeared serious, with lines etched deep into his brow. Perhaps he sensed her study, because when he turned at last to her, his eyes, though tired, sparkled with something warm she found she liked.

      ‘I’ve offered you no condolences,’ he said softly. ‘I do so now.’

      Mary Anne nodded, and folded her hands in her lap. She felt like crying, and knew she mustn’t. She needed all her wits about her now. The Etwalls must be drawn out, and formally ranged on her side, in case she should ever need their full support.

      ‘I wish we could get you to Hobart, where at least you would be near people who might be able to help you, or get in touch with someone who can, but. . .’ A smile, as weary as his eyes.

      ‘Your wife told me you depend entirely on ships.’

      He looked as if he knew very well his wife’s feelings in regard to Etwall, but refrained from replying. A moth fluttered against the windowpane, and he drew the curtain.

      ‘You must see Etwall for yourself, to make judgments,’ he said at last. ‘I find the isolation peaceful. The clatter of towns was something I gave up long ago. For my wife, I know, it has been difficult. She has forgone much.’

      Mary Anne smiled sympathetically, a flicker of lips and lashes.

      Ralph cleared his throat. ‘My brother, now, is entirely different from myself. He lives for a town’s clatter. He loves the bustle.’

      ‘Your wife told me he’s only lately returned.’

      The curve of his mouth was somewhat sarcastic. ‘Needs must, as they say.’ His face creased in its well-worn lines. ‘You’ve no idea what your arrival has done for us, Mrs Gower. Life is pretty dull for most of those living here; so you’ll have to prepare yourself for being the centre of attention for a while.’

      ‘How long have you lived here?’ she said, after a moment.

      He scratched his head. ‘Over ten years now, since we first started the settlement. Not much to show for it, I suppose, but then timber-getting is a slow business, and perhaps not very exciting.’

      ‘My husband owns a mill,’ she replied, and watched his eyebrows go up.

      ‘A mill?’

      ‘For cutting timber. I suppose it
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