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 To where beneath the clustered stars,

The dreamy plains expand—

My home lies wide a thousand miles

In the Never-Never Land

 

 

To the skyline sweeps the waving grain,

Or whirls the scorching sand—

A phantom land, a mystic realm!

The Never-Never Land.

 


—Henry
Lawson  
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§ CHAPTER ONE §

  

 

For every woman born there is that
ineluctable encounter with that one man. The woman’s life is never
the same, regardless of how many times she may fall in love
afterward.

 


London, England

1796

 


Amber Briscoll had taken care in dressing for the
royal reception.  She had always thought of herself as rather
plain. Yet the young woman in the looking glass nigh radiated with
vibrant allure.

Her brown hair, cropped short with the ends left
loose and disheveled, a style known as a la victime, in
honor of those who had suffered decapitation under Madame
Guillotine, seemed to curl with a will of its own.

Despite the late hour, she had kept the night before,
gray eyes shimmered like quicksilver.  She had been at
Vauxhall Gardens, listening to Brooks's Violin Concert No. 1 with
her father and several of his government colleagues. Her
mother, when discussing music, had often lamented that violin music
made her misty-eyed.

Rather than feeling misty eyed, the concert’s music
had enthralled Amber – that and Miles Randolph. He had watched
her throughout the concert. She had sensed it without even turning
her gaze in his direction. She had felt ridiculously giddy – and
annoyed with herself. Her reaction to this rakish young man of
her youth was a betrayal of her heart’s plans that did not include
the weakness of falling in love.

When her friend, the impoverished poet Samuel
Coleridge, informed her that Miles was a cohort of the famous Whig
statesman and orator Charles James Fox, she realized just how
far the brash young man had climbed in the world.

Eleven years before, because of Amber’s ambition to
become a writer, her mother had been insistent that Amber receive a
Classical education. One of the few times her mother had stood
up to her husband. He had hired Amber a tutor and, to
defray the expense, had also included sons of his other
Commons associates. Miles had also been a student, although
older than she, and she had developed a young girl’s fanciful
infatuation with him.

That he was even more handsome now, Amber
could not deny. When a clean-shaven face was the mode, Miles wore a
well-trimmed black mustache.

Nor could she deny her immediate attraction –
the same kind of skin-tingling thrill she had felt when in his
presence years ago.

From below, the pillar-and-scroll clock on the
mantelpiece chimed out the half hour.  Hurriedly, she tugged
at her curls, rearranging them as artfully as possible about her
narrow face.  Then she pulled on the long white net gloves and
donned her paisley shawl, a gratification her earnings
barely afforded – yet, anyway.

Recently, under her male nom de plume,
she had written some political articles and several small
plays, thus creating a small income for herself. That pittance was
helping to give her the independence she wanted from her
father.

Before she went below, she took out one of the few
possessions left her of her mother's, an ivory and pearl
broach.  As a reminder, she pinned it on.  She would not
subjugate herself as her late mother had done.

She hardly noticed her father’s scowl as she
bid him good evening. His bulky frame hunched over an epistle he
was penning at his notched oval desk. Through his thick spectacles,
his pale eyes drilled into her. “Where are you going?” he asked
without glancing up again from his scribbling.

She almost lied and said she was going to one
of her meetings of the underground Corresponding Society just to
annoy him even further. “I’m on my way to a reception at Saint
James Palace.”

Her father threw down his quill and scowled
at her fashionable, but nearly transparent, white jaconet frock.
“You are almost as naked as Mother Eve before the Fall.”

She refused to quail as she had all those
years as a child. Nevertheless, her fingers fussed with the fuchsia
ribbon girdling her ribs just below her breasts. “If I correctly
recall, Mother Eve was innocent then. So am I.”

“Do not challenge me,
Amber!”

“I shall be home early, Father.” She grabbed her cape
from the peg and hurried out into the street and found a hackney
coach. The spring rains had deepened the potholes on the
cobbled road, making the trip a jarring one.

She cared not. Excitement and April's crisp evening
air pinked her cheeks. Had she not gained entry into a society that
had been influenced by the luminaries of literature -- Dr. Johnson
and Boswell, Edward Gibbon, Horace Walpole, and others!

She had learned early to listen
intelligently: studying carefully the elegant people, absorbing
their refined accents, taking full note of their almost casual
manners.

Upon arriving at the palace, she met
disappointment. A liveried servant announced that the king was at
Windsor suffering a slight indisposition. The reception was
cancelled.

"Indisposition?" George Romney said to her.
The famed portrait artist arched a brow, almost dropping his
quizzing glass. His reedy voice lowered to a whisper.
"Indisposition is a rather euphemistic term for what ails Our
Majesty, wouldn't you say?"

"Indisposition is a euphemism, my dear
Romney, for what our illustrious King is really doing at this
moment--languishing in a strait jacket."

Romney glanced around the green and gilded
anteroom to check if any of the politicians, courtesans, and
courtiers were within earshot, "Careful, dear girl."

As she had gathered courage around her,
like a tattered shawl, to defy her father over the years, she
now did so with public opinion. Hadn't the Morning Chronicle proclaimed her one of the
independent and enlightened playwrights of the times?

Of course, the newspaper had added that
odious phrase at the tail end, "for a woman."

"Must I be the one to tell the emperor he is
naked?" she asked Romney.

"Only if you are sure what a state of
nakedness is," said a voice behind her.

She turned. Miles Randolph was looking down
at her, a smile tipping the ends of his raffish mustache. Her
cheeks blushed vividly, despite her efforts at nonchalance. She
knew now she had been hoping he would be here. She had chosen her
clothes carefully, not for the royal occasion but for him. The
knowledge frightened her. Such a concession to another was a
weakness; it made her vulnerable. It made her dependent. "There are
many kinds of nakedness, sir. The truth, for one."

Was she that transparent? The thin blood in
her veins pumped erratically.

Romney chortled in that high-pitched
voice peculiar to him. "Zounds! What about a jay bird? Naked
as a jay bird, eh?"

“George Romney!” cried a fat matron
whom Amber recognized as the wife of a chief magistrate. The muslin
dress that clung to the matron’s ample curves in the classical mode
of the day was merciless to the middle-aged. “Dear man,” she
trilled, “I went by your Cavendish Square studio yesterday for a
sitting only to find you were gone!”

With a smothered sigh, the artist turned away
to greet his patron, and Amber was alone with Miles. It was
unnerving. At least a score of beautiful women could be found
cooling their heels in the anteroom. Why was he singling out her –
unless recalling a faded memory of a pestering child?

He stared down at her with revelry dancing in
his eyes.  "There is also a winter landscape – or one's
defenses,” he said. “Either can be naked. But mayhap a political
issue would be more to your liking. That way we could
circumvent any genuine exchange of information and feelings."

She blinked. She was stunned. No one spoke
like that. With a flash of insight, she realized she was the
superficial one. She had derided the shallow topics of the drawing
rooms--fortunes won and lost at Whitehead's, the prince's latest
mistress, the gothic and barbarous trend toward natural waistlines.
Her cleverness, her repartee, her knowledge, had been a hard
veneer that was superficial.

For the first time, she looked past the
exterior of the handsome man. Yes, her objective gaze noted how he
wore his brilliant green waistcoat and tight pantaloons with a
negligent elegance that made a Bond Street gentleman look like a
Bow Street footpad.

A peripheral corner of her mind noted that he
wore no makeup and his hair was brushed in the "Brutus" rumpled
style. He wore York tan gloves and carried a knobby cane rather
than a stylish tasseled one, a sign that he was among those
few who flaunted and, by so doing, dictated fashions.

But that subjective part of her mind
evaluated the keen intelligence behind the eyes, the determination
in the set of the mouth.

Did he even remember who she was? Was it just
possible that he was attracted to her for those qualities
that others did not notice immediately? Qualities like
her yearning to love, to care for others, her trampled heart
that was afraid to care?

Here was a man whom she might, just
might, be able to relate to, a man who might just need a woman like
herself. A woman that was more than paint and powder. Could he
actually see through her armor of trenchant words to the loveless
child within her?

“I have not had the experience of
discussing such personal subjects with mere acquaintances before,”
she said and wished she sounded less stilted.

“But we are more than acquaintances,
Miss Briscoll. We were once students, sharing the same tutor. Since
then, you have become an acclaimed playwright, but I suspect you
have not experienced life.”

So, he did know who she was. Pleasure warmed
her skin. “One doesn’t have to experience life to write about it,
sir. To my knowledge, Sir Walter Scott didn’t murder his father to
experience the feelings in writing about—”

His smile was as white as his high stock. “I
could debate the issue with you. I’d rather use this opportunity to
point out that even now you are avoiding an honest, open exchange
between us.”

For once, she was bereft of words. Without
the resource of speech, she was adrift, without bearings.

He looked down at her with interest
glinting in his eyes. "I am patient, Miss Briscoll. We'll discuss
politics, then. I understand you favor French National Convention’s
single legal code as a model for English law. At least your article
in the Courier indicated a
leaning in that direction."

"Sections of it," she amended, pleased he had
somehow deduced that she used a male’s name as the author of her
articles. "It grants liberties that Parliament overlooks here."

"You tremble. Do you fear what Pitt may
do in retaliation for your article?"

"Hardly." Miles's nearness affected her. She
shrugged, and her shawl, with its vogue Egyptian trimming, slipped
from one shoulder. "Pitt has his hands full with your Fox."

Miles appeared definitely pleased by her
reply. His hand recovered her wayward shawl and drew it back over
her shoulder. "You have courage of the spirit." His fingers barely
touched her skin. "I wonder. Does that apply to courage of the
heart, as well?"

She could debate with skill any subject but
her own feelings. She floundered now, for the right words. "My
heart needs no courage."

One dark brow rose. "Because it has gone
unchallenged?"

"I'm not sure I understand the question,
sir,"

 She caught the gleam in his eyes.
"I think you do."

A smile began at the corners of her tight
lips, "Mayhap you are right." She was dismayed at her brazen
behavior. Did she truly want to risk being shattered for the
chance, maybe her only chance, at experiencing the passion of the
heart?

Courage . . . yes, Miles was right. He
understood her better than she knew herself. She had been living
through her facade of writing, experiencing life secondhand.

She had harbored more than a little pride at
her unconventional behavior. She spoke her mind in a deliberate
attempt to inflame public opinion. She took up a profession that
was largely male oriented. She disdained the shackles of
marriage.

As if she had ever had the option.

Her lively wit had made her a hostess's
delight in the fashionable world. Her presence guaranteed an
evening of stimulating entertainment. Men of distinction,
invariably older ones, enjoyed her brilliance. No one ever
maneuvered her into a verbal disadvantage. Not even her father, an
articulate man in his own right, who had assiduously provided
extensive literature in their home.

Her playmates, as a child, had been
books. But she had no close friends. She was not loved. Men her age
were usually intimidated by her quick mind and sharper tongue.
Young women immediately picked up on her scorn for their coy
deportment. Try as she might, she could not control that scorn.

Yet, she had faith in her own strong will.
She had successfully opposed her father's tyranny when her mother
had died of nothing but sheer weariness of submission. If she put
her mind to it, surely she could win Miles’s affection,

 


* * *

     

 Amber Briscoll was thin and
nearly flat-chested, when softly rounded figures and a vast
bosom were the fashion. Her hair was sparse, her mouth narrow as
the path of righteousness. Her too round eyes were an unbecoming
gray with the merest evidence of lashes to fringe them.

Miles immediately noticed an
instant blush on her. So, her body knew she was being seduced,
but not her mind. Amber had no idea she had been introduced to
foreplay. What a delight she was. He, as a connoisseur of
women, adored women; he reveled in women and they reveled in
him, as well. What delights lay ahead for him with this
enticing young female from his youth. He had been studying her
now for some time.

Her seduction would not be too great a
challenge, but he would enjoy immensely the
foreplay both mental and physical. She was obviously a
bright and clever, but not yet experienced, young woman.
She would keep him on his toes with challenges. And one never knew,
she might become as talented in his arms as she was with her pen,
which was what had drawn him to her.

He knew the strong-willed young woman
had set her immediate sights upon him. He chuckled to himself.
He was certainly looking forward to her siege.


§ CHAPTER TWO §

  

Carriages and sedan chairs passed along
Clarges Street. In the late afternoon shadows of fine old homes
gone shabby, vendors piped out their songs of sale –
savory-smelling homemade pies, hot roasted potatoes, and roasted
chestnuts that tantalized the palate.

Miles had requested that Amber meet him at 31
Clarges Street. Mercury’s winged feet could not have arrived at
that destination any faster. She was curious about the place he had
picked for their tryst. Alighting from the hackney, she stared up
at the modest two-story building, one of the many residences
elbowing for space on the street. Although a certain air of neglect
pervaded the facades, one could discern tracings of former
stateliness in the solid construction.

Then she saw Miles descend from a splendid
barouche coach drawn by six horses. His back was as straight as a
guardsman’s. A carnation was stuck in the buttonhole of his lapel,
yet his cravat had been indolently knotted.

She watched him withdraw his gold watch and
check the time. Then, as he tucked it back into his waistcoat, he
caught sight of her and smiled. “I wondered if you had second
thoughts about the propriety of my proposal.”

In her flat heels, she was much shorter than
he, although he was only of medium height. “I am not influenced by
propriety or the opinion of others, Mr. Randolph.”

“I had hoped you would take mine into
consideration.” Lightly, he grasped her elbow to guide her toward
the house behind him. At his touch, her blood sang out. Human touch
for the last ten years, since her mother’s death, was foreign to
her. Human touch was something she didn’t know she had missed—no,
needed, desperately needed— until this moment.

“And your opinion is?” she asked, the
four words costing all her breath.

“My opinion is that you are one of the
very few females I have met who have not bored me to
distraction.”

Her gaze flew to his face. She could scarcely
believe that, at last, here was a man who appreciated her talents.
In those dark marine-blue eyes she found no mockery. She was at a
loss for a reply. Words that her lips were beginning to frame rang
trite in her mind, and she swallowed them back.

“Not even when we both shared the same
tutor – and I was a gangling young girl?”

Smiling, Miles withdrew the key to the house,
inserted it in the lock, opened the door, and stood aside for her
to enter. “Not even then.”

Inside, the furniture was draped in
dustcovers. His expression solicitous, he detained her with a hand
on her elbow. “There will be talk?”

That he should be concerned thrilled her. “The
wagging tongues of neighbors would not bother me. My father,
however, presents a problem. You know my father,
Miles. You see him often enough in Parliament. He is a powerful man
with strong opinions, which he rarely keeps to himself. You also
know he is one of Pitt’s greatest supporters, and you work for his
staunch enemy, Charles Fox. Oh yes, there will be trouble, I’m
sure.”

“Ahh, and you depend upon him?”

With a grimace, she said, “My income as a playwright
is valued in monetary terms of crowns not guineas. Once I was
grown, I took the place of my mother, acting as his hostess for his
formal activities and business affairs, which I will continue to
do. I usually write his speeches for him as well, allowing for the
fact that our views are totally opposite.”

Miles cocked his head. “There may be
something we can do about that.”

The remark puzzled her, but then he took her
hand and gently tugged away the glove to press her palm against his
lips.

“Your pulse thuds in your wrist. I
frighten you?”

“You startled me, that’s all.” Her
voice was calm, her manner poised, but surely he could hear her
heart galloping; surely, he could see the fires of pure passion
blazing in her eyes.

He grinned, and the hollows beneath
cheekbones that were precipitous ridges softened. “From what I am
told, you are fearless. You would have had to be to tackle Pitt for
trebling the taxes on windows, carriages, and servants. Or your
battle against the lord mayor. ‘I fight not with sword but with pen
for a revolutionary social and political issue, the reform of
Newgate’s inhumane treatment of its prisoners.’ Isn’t that what you
wrote in the pamphlet An Enquiry into
Reform?”

She was amazed. The article was an
inconsequential piece dashed off several years before in a moment
of anger, with limited distribution by the London Letters Club. “I
am flattered you are aware of my works,” she replied lamely. She
wondered what had happened to her gift of eloquence.

He took hold of her shoulders and turned her
toward him. His voice was husky. “Let your heart and body be as
courageous as your mind, Amber.”

That she could excite him like this was in
itself an aphrodisiac to her. He began kissing the inside of her
elbow, her neck, and she tilted her head back, affording his
scalding kisses the arch of her throat. When he lifted her in his
arms and carried her to the sofa, she made no protest. Instead, her
hand clasped the back of his neck and drew his head down.

Hungrily, her lips sought his. Exquisite
little spasms traveled through her muscles, beginning with her legs
and moving upward and outward. She caught her breath. Then her
words tumbled out in a murmur. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know.”

“There is more, I assure you, that you
will find even more pleasurable.” Faint amusement warmed his
voice.

He was right. His hand slid up past her knee
garter and pink stocking, which had made her leg appear to blush
for total lack of petticoats. When his hand encountered the bare
flesh of her inner thigh, she gasped.

Instinctively, her legs closed. “No,” he
whispered against her temple, “you are closing yourself off to the
greatest glory of being a woman.”

As his fingers pried further, she acquiesced
to the splendor of the sensations churning upward from the apex of
her thighs. Her breathing was as heavy and ragged as his.

Of their own volition, her fingers fumbled
for the brass buttons of his tight pantaloons. Having never
dressed, or undressed, man or boy, she was unfamiliar with the
process.

He guided her. He pressed her down onto the
sofa. Its dustcover conspired to tug her dress above her hips,
baring her lower torso. He rolled atop her. His weight! It felt so
different—and so wonderful.

Then she felt his hard flesh rubbing against
her abdomen. Excitement raced through her. A maelstrom of lust
overrode all else. Her legs spread to accept him. She barely felt
the tearing of her maidenhood, so explosive was his invasion of
her, so filling. A rushing, full feeling. Silly, she thought, that
she should see orange and purple images moving fluidly over the
backs of her lids.

After that, not another thought came. Because
she had left her body. Or, at least, she would later believe she
must have done so. In that time span of his taking her, and her
giving herself, there was only the thrust and the arching of their
bodies in tempo.

A seizure rippled through her. A small cry
erupted from deep in her throat. She heard, as if from afar, his
deep groan. Then, moments later, he was gathering her against him.
Dazed, she lay languidly in his arms for some time. The emptiness
that had gnawed at her for years and years was, at last,
assuaged.

“You see, my bluestocking,” he said,
nipping her earlobe, “there is more to life than the pursuit of
knowledge.”

Laughter enriched her words. “I thought that
was what I was pursuing. Carnal knowledge, that is.” The fact that
she could joke amazed her. She had always considered herself
humorless.

“This would be an excellent room to
receive your literary friends, don’t you think?”

Puzzled by the remark, she turned in his
arms. “What do you mean?”

His mouth found hers and stilled it. Weakness
that she had belittled in other females eddied throughout her. She
clung to his shoulders. Her maiden’s inexperience was completely
overwhelmed by the force of her newly discovered passions.

At last he released her. “This place is
yours.” Feeling bliss from sheer delight of being in love, she
glanced around and looked up at him again. “Whatever are you
talking about, Miles?”

“I have a small income from a rental
place in the Shires. Between that and your wages for writing
political propaganda, we’ll—”

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t write political
propaganda.”

She knew a few who did. Political hacks.
Their values and principles were liquid, to be molded by whomever
was willing to buy their expertise with the written word. Their
skill was in demand by a public that was limited but intensely and
intelligently political.

“You do now.” His pleased expression
captured her heart. “I have made certain contacts and arranged for
you to write for Fox himself.”

She frowned. “I don’t know, Miles. I’ve
never—” His light kisses stilled her lips. “Amber, Amber. It’s the
only thing I could come up with. It’s only for a little while. If
Fox should be elected in place of Pitt, then my financial
circumstances will vastly improve. Then we can make more permanent
plans. Here, at least, we can be together. I’ve already signed the
papers on this house.”

He took her by the shoulders and turned her
to face the fireplace, with her back to him, his arms around her
waist. “It is there we shall make love again. Within the week. No
more hurried rendezvous like today.”

All doubt was banished by his words—and his
kisses dropped softly, tantalizingly, on her collarbone and upper
chest.

He had to take his leave soon thereafter but
made arrangements to meet her there on Friday. “You are certain
your father will not stand in your way of moving here?”

She laughed shortly. “I am an embarrassment
to him, Miles. For him, it will be good riddance.”

He gave her some tracts of writing and kissed
her good-bye. “This will give you an idea of what Fox is interested
in. Mainly any issues that are in opposition to those of Pitt, but
especially we want to champion the French reform measures.”

She certainly felt there was some merit to
the last and was deliriously happy that she could be sharing in a
part of Miles’s life.

Madness! Sheer madness, what she was about to
do—to become the mistress of one of England’s most prominent
politicians and eligible bachelors!


 

When she packed her belongings in a
portmanteau and left her father’s house, he would not even tell her
good-bye. He huddled over the remains of a fire, absently poking at
the dying embers. In their flickering glow, he looked like a
toothless old lion. Harmless. How had she imbued him with so much
threatening power?

Sadly, she stared at the stooped shoulders he
turned toward her. She crossed to him and dropped a kiss on the top
of his head. There was little love between her and her father, but
he was all she had.

No, that wasn’t true. She had Miles. That
very night she lay in his arms and stared up at the four-poster’s
draperies. Miles nuzzled her neck. “What are you thinking, my
bluestocking?”

She turned in to his embrace. “How very, very
happy I am.”

“Then you don’t regret this
arrangement?”

“I wouldn’t regret this for all the tea
in the East India Company’s warehouse.”

Her boldness surprised even herself. The
prudish, sexless Amber Briscoll was no more. For the first time,
Amber Briscoll was wildly, deliriously, recklessly in love.

 


* * *

 





Miles had neither drank excessively, nor used
snuff or smoked tobacco from one of those obnoxiously long
churchwarden pipes. Neither did he frequent the gambling tables.
The only time Amber saw him wager was at the Newmarket horse races
on a horse of Barb blood introduced by Godolphin more than a half
century earlier.

His innovative mind continually provided
pastimes that would amuse her—a visit to a bowling green, which
reminded her of a great billiard table; to a cockfight, where
scandalous women bid as raucously as the men.

That she no longer received invitations to
dinner parties and levees bothered her little. She was content in
that charming old house on Clarges Street. Occasionally, when with
Miles, she would run into an old friend—Coleridge, Lady Albemarle,
or Romney. They were invariably cordial and circumspect, uttering
nothing that would betray any censure of her new position as
Miles’s mistress. After all, wasn’t Lady Hamilton, the mistress of
the Honorable Charles Greville, well received?

When Amber wasn’t with Miles, she wrote. He
glanced over her pamphlets and newspaper articles, made a few
suggestions, then submitted the articles to Fox. The thrusts of her
articles grew more staunchly pro-French and Jacobinic as the weeks
went by. That she was courting Pitt’s displeasure and possible
retribution through his own Reign of Terror bothered her little.
Miles’s love for her made her invincible.

Then one evening, Miles didn’t come home.
That night, as she paced and worried for his safety, she began to
fear the worst. What if he had been set upon by footpads?

Restless, her stomach in knots, she would
cross time and again to the window, peer out into the darkness, and
retrace her steps across the inlaid mahogany floor.

That Miles might be dead was the most
horrible thought she could envision.

Or so she thought.

A pale Romney knocked upon her door later
that morning to bring her the news that Miles had fled England for
France. “My dear,” he said, twisting his cocked hat between his
slender artist’s hands, “I fear that Miles Randolph has been
working as a French agent.”

“What?” Her hand went to her chest, and
she would have staggered had it not been for the support of the
door.

“I’m afraid I bring far worse news than
that.”

What could be worse? She stared at him
uncomprehendingly.

He took a deep breath and plunged on. “In
letting your heart rule your head and rashly defending Jacobinism,
you have been implicated with Miles. I come just ahead of the
bailiff. You are to be charged with treason.”

 





 


 



§ CHAPTER THREE §


Newgate prison was a nightmare of
surrealistic proportions. To think she had written an article
denouncing the institution from an impersonal point of view!

Almost a hundred female prisoners were
incarcerated in Newgate, and they were not separated from the male
prisoners. For a woman of genteel birth to survive with all her
faculties intact would be considered a minor miracle.

Between her physical pain and her emotional
pain, Amber Briscoll easily distinguished the greater. Her body was
resolute, but she was unprepared for the loss of love.

However wretched were the conditions in the
prison, and they were incredibly wretched, her thin body was
sustained by her inner resources and resilience.

She was imprisoned in the worst part of the
prison—Commonside. It was so crowded with pickpockets, felons,
ruffians, and murderers as to justify its title of Hell on
Earth.

Coleridge was appalled. “My dear girl, when I
heard about your circumstances, I came as soon as I could. Is there
anything I can do to alleviate your ... conditions here?"

Yes, she thought dully, kill me. Kill me so I
no longer have to think, to feel. “No.” Her reply was a mere
whisper.

His bulbous nose wrinkled in response to the
fetid smell. He glanced at the sordid women around him. His fingers
polished the malachite handle of his cane. He cleared his throat.
“Honestly, I think there is not much anyone can do about your legal
situation, Amber. With a charge of treason being prepared against
you, you will be lucky if you aren’t sentenced to hang.”

That she did not appear to be listening
disconcerted him, and he started over. “Amber, I am going to see your father. I have been a friend of
his for many years. He has a great deal of influence with Pitt,
surely he can secure you some leniency. Maybe a word
here or there about obtaining a more favorable sentence—at the
least, obtaining a grant of the Privilege of the Rules for
you.”

Those prisoners who had abundant financial
resources could resort to the Privilege of the Rules. This meant
paying for the right to reside in lodgings outside the prison walls
but close enough to report back daily.

“Of course, we’ll need to find some
financial backing for this, but...” He paused.

She bestirred herself to reply. “No. No, I
wish to be hanged, Coleridge. Hanged quickly. Do you
understand?”

With the other women screeching like harpies,
he grew agitated. “You are distraught. You don’t know what you are
saying. I’ll return as soon as I know more.”

Within a few seconds, she could hear his
buckled slippers tap-tapping down the cold stone corridor with a
rapidity that did credit to a man of his girth and age.

She returned her mind to its own padded cell,
where thought and feeling could not intrude. Little by little the
slender shafts of sunlight from barred windows high overhead
climbed the floor and walls to escape through the seams of the
ceiling.

In the overcrowded prison, she found a space
to stretch out for another night. Each prisoner was allocated floor
space eighteen inches wide by six feet long. Those lucky enough
slept in hammocks strung from one wall to a great oak pillar in the
room’s center.

The first night, she had worried about being
molested by one of the male prisoners. Either they were as
apathetic as she or they simply weren’t interested in her. Not yet,
anyway.

What she did not worry about was jail fever.
The lack of ventilation and sanitation killed the prisoners off
like flies. She could only hope she could be so fortunate as to
catch the fever.

Sleep, of course, did not come. If the noise
didn’t keep her awake, the vermin did.

After nearly ten days of languishing in
Newgate, Amber was taken to an antechamber to bathe in vinegar. By
now, she had heard enough to know that this was a signal she was to
be taken into court. The vinegar bath was a preliminary precaution
against a prisoner’s stench and transmission of jail fever to the
judge, counsel, jury, and warders.

She was finally having a trial—but without
even a barrister to represent her?

Along with several other prisoners, political
ones from Fleet Street Prison, she was herded not into Old Bailey,
the central criminal court of London, but into Westminster Hall.
Alone, she was hauled before the Bar of the Court of King's
Bench.

The enormous number of people who crowded the
paneled room to watch was amazing. They stared at her in
particular. She realized she appeared unkempt, haggard even. Her
pride burned.

Then she understood why she was the source of
attention. The white-wigged attorney general, appearing for the
Crown, rose to give his opening remarks. “We have before us a woman
who the Crown will prove is a supporter of the foolish doctrine of
equality and who seeks to unleash terror like that instigated by
the revolutionaries of France.”

She was being tried for high treason by the
supreme criminal court of the realm!

The spectators broke out in mutterings that
sounded as if the room were filled with swarms of bees. Majority
opinion in England was still opposed to reform. The bloodbath of
horror attendant upon the French Revolution was enough to make a
proper Englishman tremble in outrage.

A counselor had been appointed for her
defense. There was little the white-wigged barrister could do to
counteract the admission of blatant articles she had written.

“Jacobin!” spread throughout the
courtroom. “The woman’s a Jacobin!”

The spectators were becoming an angry
mob.

Meanwhile a professional scribe recorded
every damnable admission she made. When, after three days of being
cross-examined, the trial was brought to a close, the jury never
left the box. She stood before the chief justice to hear the
verdict.

Her fate was only slightly better than
hanging. “We find the prisoner, Amber Briscoll, guilty of high
treason. The prisoner is to be forever banished from England. She
will be remanded to transportation, to serve out the rest of her
natural life in hard labor at the penal colony of Sydney Cove in
New South Wales.”

* * *

 


While stowing the cargo in
the hold of his ship, the Argonaut, Captain Josiah Wellesley had
fought all night, alongside his crew, the torrential rains and
cold, high winds pounding Calais, France.

Exhausted but exultant, the swarthy Welshman
took a last walk around the deck, his habit before
retiring. Reaching his cabin, he removed his sodden boots and
clothes. He took a long swig of rum and dropped naked to his bed,
instantly asleep.  He was abruptly awakened by someone
shouting and pounding on his cabin door.

"Josh, it's me, Miles.  Let me
in.  I need to speak with you.  Now!"

Josiah lit a lamp and yanked the door
open. There stood . . . was it Miles? Perfect Miles, nearly
twin to Beau Brummell himself? Miles was dripping wet, hair
sticking out in every direction, his square jaw shadowed with beard
stubble, blood-drenched eyes, and completely disarrayed clothes.
And most decidedly drunk – Miles Randolph, the master of all and
most certainly the master of himself.

Bemused, Josiah asked, "What the
hell are you doing in France. And here at this time of night? 
Couldn't this wait till morning?"

Miles scarcely noticed Josiah’s state of
nudity. One forearm propped against the door jamb to sustain his
slack but well-honed body, he drawled, "How soon are you
sailing for New South Wales?"

"We sail with the next tide. Why?"

Miles’s smile was almost a sneer. “I have a
friend, a female friend.”

Josiah sighed. “Long ago I lost count of
your so-called female friends.” Years before, as a callow youth, he
had met Miles in one of the groggeries that lined the Thames docks.
Conniving Miles was looking for someone to help with his
skullduggery, and starving Josiah was looking for a supper.

Miles's shrugged. "Well, this particular
female friend, Amber Briscoll, has been convicted of high treason
and sentenced to The Rocks in New South Wales.”

“The Rocks?” In comparison, Hell was a
rung just below heaven.

“She has been sent out on the
Serendipity. I need you to track her
down, Josh, and give her this for . . . for the pleasure of her
company.” He shoved a heavy purple velvet pouch at
Josiah.

Warily, he eyed the outstretched bag. “You
do bed the high-born and low-born alike,” he said, slowly coming
awake. “Convicted of high treason, you say? And I don’t suppose you
had any part in it?”

“Just see she gets this.”

“If she was shipped out on that
wooden hulk, the Serendipity, it will be a miracle if that
old tub doesn’t sink – besides the fact she might not survive
the journey anyway, because many don't. The ones sentenced to The
Rocks are little better than slaves and most of them are worked to
death. Well, mayhap I am laid low by lack of sleep, mate, but this
is one time I won’t ease this uncharacteristic attack of
conscience.  Not that you ever had one. Keep your thirty
pieces of silver.”

 


* * *

 


The will in that thin, frail body refused to
be extinguished. Amber’s hatred for Miles Randolph, her hatred for
her own weakness that had resulted in her lapse of rational
thinking, manufactured the sustenance her body needed to survive.
Not just survive on her hate but thrive.

Along with 700 other convicts, of which
only 169 were women, Amber slept and ate below the decks of the
98-foot barque the Serendipity. What little exercise the convicts
were permitted was limited by intermittent gales that chased the
barque on its six-month voyage across the seas. Some received no
exercise, chained as they were in pairs to the bulkheads in the
hold.

While others suffered the bloody flux and
ague or vomited at the lack of ventilation and the maggot-infested
food, Amber appeared to glow with good health. When others found
sleep impossible on the narrow slats, she slept deeply and
dreamlessly.

Scorched by humanity, she withdrew from
its dregs there on the Serendipity. Most of them had been dependent
upon crime for a living. The women, all forty or younger, appeared
hags. The men looked a degree above brute creation. Hardly the
image of God, the inheritors of his kingdom.

With two other women, she shared a bed of
narrow slats. Lying there, she would stare at the slats above her
and wonder if her disobedience to her father’s god had brought all
this down upon her.

Amber kept a vision of returning to England,
somehow a grand lady to squelch London’s high society with a frosty
glance. A foolish dream of regaining respectability, perhaps, but
it and her hatred of Miles Randolph sustained her during those long
months.

But her dream of returning to England the
grand lady was soon obliterated. She would never be going back, she
knew. And Miles Randolph had left her a legacy. She was with child.
If it were possible to abort, she would, but the mere lack of
privacy prevented that. No, she was forced to carry the hated seed
of the man who had exploited her weakness. During the voyage’s last
leg, she was preoccupied with only one activity: watching herself
grow large with the child.

Her unvented rage grew as well. She knew she
was strong. If she survived, it would be without leaving herself
vulnerable to any man. A folly she would never commit again.

By the time the Serendipity neared the coast of New South Wales
her initially healthy appearance had degenerated. Her complexion
was a pasty yellow from the long months with only a modicum of
sunlight, and the lack of proper food had sunken her cheeks and
thinned her hair.

Waiting on deck with other dazed prisoners,
at least, those who had survived the six-month voyage, she looked
upon the awesome, lonely void of a trackless ocean. Along with the
others, she fought to stand erect as the swells built to staggering
heights, then descended into spumy troughs that paralyzed the brain
with fear.

It was the first indication of a place that
was upside down and backward from the familiarity of the Old World.
A place where it snowed in July and where water went down the drain
in the opposite direction.

At last, as the ship entered Sydney Cove,
just north of Botany Bay, the waters quieted. An endless blue sky
and a balmy summer breeze riffling the palms greeted the prisoners.
To Amber, everything was influenced by the harbor water and the
fresh, intense marine light.

Drawing closer to the limestone cliffs, the
impression of sheer beauty gave way to a pressing-down feeling of a
tiny population clinging to a rock of an empty, barren, ghostly
land. The bay took on an acid brilliance.

Amber stared in disbelief at what was to be
her home. Perched on that barren, sandstone rocky outcrop, known
simply as The Rocks, was Fort Phillip, over which the Union Jack
stirred apathetically in the sea breeze. Fort Phillip was a
six-sided citadel built on the western side of Sydney Cove. One
side commanded a view of the harbor, another faced a pathetic
excuse for a town, and still another looked out upon the dusty
Parramatta Road.

Because the British defeat in 1781 meant that
the American colonies could no longer be used as a convenient
dumping ground for criminals and political prisoners, Sydney Cove
had become the repository.

The remnants of her decimated self-confidence
withered. At that moment, she drew a curtain over her thoughts and
numbed herself to what she rightly suspected was the ordeal that
lay in wait for her upon disembarkation.

Her ordeal had begun the moment she was
confined in overcrowded Newgate Prison in the Commonside. It
was then she vowed that one day, Miles Randolph would
atone for both his deceptions and for abandoning her to
flee from England to France.

She was only vaguely aware of being corralled
in the palisaded Punishment Yard to stand with the women in one
group while the men formed the larger group. The two groups were
guarded by red-coated soldiers armed with flintlocks and a few
antiquated blunderbusses.

The internment looked as if it would be an
all-day event, yet no water was offered to ease the parched throats
of the convicts. A single fern tree offered scant shade.

The stocks and gallows in the yard’s center
served as grisly reminders that His Majesty’s retribution could
extend even as far as twelve thousand miles.

Amber averted her gaze. Beyond the fort, she
studied the primitive settlement of wooden buildings with but a few
interspersed ones of brick. Rising above them could be seen the
single respectable and substantial building in the settlement, the
Government House.

Only as she watched officers and soldiers and
other men in simple brown perukes pause before her to assess her
personage and that of the others did she realize the extent of what
was happening.

The men were looking for not only workers but
wives!

“H’its awaiting selection, we are,”
said an acne scarred woman.

Instinct told Amber that in order to do more
than merely survive she would need to escape the sentence of hard
labor. But the one thing she prided herself on—her intellect—was
certainly of no use here. Beauty or a strong back were a better
commodity for life in New South Wales.

Not only was her lack of strength going
against her but also her obvious pregnancy. In a primitive land
where food was scarce, another mouth certainly was not needed.

Time after time, she was passed by.

From the corner of her eye, she watched a
squat soldier amble up before a stout and coarse prisoner named
Moll Cutpurse. Hands on her ample hips, Moll lustily eyed the
bantam rooster of a sergeant as he circled her. Finally, he said,
“I’ll take ye to wife.” The grin on both their faces said they were
delighted with the bargain struck.

The sun continued on its path across the
western expanse of sky. By the time it became a fiery globe
hovering over the vast stretch of sea, the more appealing of women
convicts had been taken from the Punishment Yard. Drained by the
hours in the sun and her advanced pregnancy, Amber fought to stand
upright among the two score or so of women left.

Humiliated beyond anything she had so far
endured, she followed the line of shuffling prisoners, some of them
still manacled in their irons. Burdened by the child she carried,
her own gait was as awkward as the shackled convicts.

In the deepening dusk, their destination
revealed itself as a collection of huts, which accommodated
fourteen to eighteen women and were without the amenity of either
bed or blankets. A woman in drab kersey ladled out a watery soup
into bowls fashioned from the green wood of the country.

From the woman, the convicts learned what was
to happen to them. Her empty eyes barely moved from the soup she
ladled as she talked. “Be thankful that ’tis female yew are. The
men work on the government farms or on the plots of the officers
from five in the morning till sunset. The overseers’ whips snap the
livelong day. Us women, the ones that don’t get selected as wives,
are made ’utkeepers or set to work to make spirits or clothes. Only
a few of yew will ’ave to pick in the fields.”

Amber stared into her soup at the little
white worms swimming there. She set aside her bowl. She was no
longer hungry.

After what seemed a very short night of rest
on bare planks, Amber was informed that, at least, she would not be
required to pick in the fields. “Not ’til yewr term of delivery is
over,” the woman said.

Instead, along with several others, Amber was
loaded into a two-wheel cart that rumbled from the quay through
narrow dirt streets with names like Church Street and High Street.
On Pitt Street, a pawnshop rubbed elbows with a milliner’s and a
wig shop, but most of the shanties housed cheap taverns, bawdy
houses, warehouses, and grog shops.

As the cart rattled over a bridge and headed
out a narrow road, Amber felt very lonely and afraid. Unaccustomed
to direct sunlight for so long, her skin burned and her turbulent
thoughts boiled.

She could not appreciate the raw beauty of
the countryside. Wild grapevines and raspberries infringed on the
road, and infinitely old and strange-looking trees formed a leafy
canopy above. If she thought to escape, where would she run to in
that wilderness?

The convicts were being sent to one of the
government farms, someone said.

“Surry Hill Farm,” clarified a woman
whose head had been shaven for prostitution.

Amber could only hope that the conditions of
the government farm were no worse than those she had left. She was
learning to be thankful for the small crumbs of luck that life was
allotting her.

At last, the woods receded to a clearing on
the cart’s left. With keen disappointment, Amber viewed the
government farm. Primitive was the only word that came to mind. In
the harsh sunlight, half-naked men toiled in fields of corn, beans,
and squash. The forest had been pushed back to the fields’ margins,
and on a rise between the fields squatted a scattering of huts,
sheds, and crude split-log buildings.

When the cart rolled to a halt before the
largest of the buildings, dust flurried up to blind her. As it
drifted away, she saw a burly soldier prodding the women ahead of
her down from the cart and directing them to their
workstations.

She almost stumbled but regained her balance
in time to avoid a flicking jab from his whip handle. “You,” he
said, pointing the whip at her, “take yourself to the third hut
yonder.”

Wearily, she turned in the direction he
indicated. This child, the gift Miles had planted within
her before fleeing England for France, weighed
heavily making each step across the grass denuded grounds an
enormous effort. She endeavored to stem the hatred developing
against her baby and its sire.

Escape flitted through her mind and as
quickly vanished. Escape from the only settlement on a continent
said to be larger than Europe was in itself a death wish. Men had
tried it. If any escaped and lived, they certainly hadn’t talked
about it. The thought was not even worth the energy of entertaining
for a woman large with child.

Before she could reach the hut, a black woman
of maybe five and twenty came out with a basket of folded laundry
balanced on her bony hip. She was built oddly, with a pouter pigeon
breast and a tiny, almost misshapen lower torso, which mayhap
accounted for her limp. Amber thought her almost ugly, with a broad
black face framed by short hair, and a band of tattoos spanning
each cheekbone beneath eyes deep sunken to protect them from the
sun.

As Amber moved to pass the aborigine, the
woman missed a step. Or maybe her ankle gave way, Amber wasn’t
sure. Whichever, the woman stumbled and fell, the basket rolling in
front of Amber and the soldier and strewing the laundry with
it.

“Ye stupid, frigging slut,” the soldier
muttered in irritation.

Almost as a matter of course, his whip lifted
and would have descended on the hapless woman had Amber not grabbed
hold of his sleeve. The soldier jerked his arm away from Amber’s
clutch. His expression was nigh comical. Confusion and suspicion
overcame his irritation. He scowled at Amber. “Both you bloody
bitches, pick up the laundry afore I rip you a new arse.”

The aborigine was already scrambling on her
knees, collecting the scattered items. Amber was slower, and he
jabbed the whip’s haft in her ribs, more to goad her than to injure
her. Her breath whooshed out at the pain. She went on all fours.
The black woman’s expression was a warning to keep silent. By now,
Amber knew enough to heed it.

The soldier stomped away, leaving the two
women to finish gathering the spilled laundry. The woman grinned,
revealing perfect, small white teeth. “So, there be two
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