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Accounts of the earthquake are based on fact.


Just after 9.15 on the morning of 22 April 1884, an earthquake struck northeast Essex. It was not a severe earthquake, although between 1000 and 1500 buildings were damaged near the epicentre to the southeast of Colchester. The tremor was felt over an area of 53,000 square miles.




Chapter One


‘Cassie!’


At the sound of her mother’s voice calling from below, Cassie tried to struggle away from the young man’s hold. ‘I must go, Edward,’ she whispered breathlessly. ‘I’ve told you before, I’m never supposed to be in the bedroom at the same time as a guest.’


He grinned and caught her to him again. ‘But it’s hardly your fault if the guest walks in when you’re making his bed, is it?’ He began to kiss her again, his tongue gently teasing.


‘No, Edward. No!’ She twisted away. ‘I can’t … we mustn’t … I must go.’ She went over to the mirror on the dressing table to smooth her hair and rebutton her bodice, realising with dismay that there was little she could do about her flushed face.


‘Later, then. Come back later.’ He came and stood behind her, lifting a strand of her thick, golden hair and kissing it, all the while his blue eyes holding her reflected gaze. ‘After all, my lovely Cassie, I haven’t seen you since – when was it? Last October? That’s a whole six months! We’ve got a lot of lost time to make up.’ He tried to take her in his arms again but again she broke away.


‘No. No. It’s too dangerous. Mama would be furious if she found out.’ She hurried across to the door and wrenched it open.


He followed her, placing his hand over hers on the door knob. ‘By my father’s yacht, then. Tonight. About seven. The covers have come off today and the men have been working on her, but there’ll be nobody about by that time.’ Leander, Jonas Price-Carpenter’s sailing yacht was one of the many large racing yachts that had been laid up for the winter in mud berths on the River Colne and were now, in early April, emerging from their winter rest to be made ready for the summer’s racing.


‘Cassie! Where are you!’ Her mother’s voice was rising with impatience.


Cassie looked at Edward indecisively. All through the winter her dreams – both sleeping and waking – had been of this handsome young man. He had paid just one brief visit to Wyford, and had stayed at the Falcon Inn with his father, who, as owner of Leander, was a frequent visitor. Nevertheless, Cassie remembered everything about Edward: the way his fair hair was parted in the middle and brushed out to the sides in the latest style, his teasing blue eyes and the wide, trim moustache that masked a long upper lip and his even teeth that were hardly stained at all from the cigars he smoked. She remembered, too, the way he had looked at her, pressed her hand and – just before he left – kissed her, full on the mouth, promising to return. No one had ever kissed her that way before, not Luke, not anybody, and although it was not the first time a guest had taken a fancy to her – that was something she had learned to deal with quite early on, extricating herself from delicate situations both speedily and tactfully – it was the first time in all her nineteen years that she had felt any urge to respond.


And now, just as he had promised, Edward had come back to the Falcon, filling her with longing and confusion. ‘I don’t know. I … ’


He smiled, a teasing, confident smile. ‘I’ll be waiting.’


Her heart thumping, Cassie hurried down the stairs and along the passage to the kitchen where her mother was making soup with the vegetables Lizzy, the scullery maid had prepared. She wouldn’t go, of course. It was out of the question. But then the vision of Edward’s blue eyes, and the memory of his kisses …


Her mother looked up as she entered. ‘It took you long enough to make five beds, my girl,’ she said. ‘With Stella helping you it should have been done in half the time.’


‘Stella’s polishing the snuggery.’ Cassie consoled herself that this was not a lie. Her younger sister was polishing the snuggery. Cassie had sent her to do it ten minutes ago when the last of the beds was finished.


‘Very well.’ Hannah Jordan turned to put the pan on the big iron range. ‘You can make a start on the pastry for the apple pies. You’ve a good, light hand with shortcrust.’


Cassie gave a sigh and shot a look of exasperation in her mother’s direction as she rolled up her sleeves. She hated making pastry.


It was the year 1868 and life at the Falcon Inn was hard. An old, rambling building sprawling beside the grey stone church, it was in the centre of things, less than five minutes from the railway in one direction and from the river in the other, and was always busy.


The local people thought of it as the pub, the place where all thoughts of the day-by-day struggle to exist could be drowned, but to visitors it was the village inn, where a good meal and a comfortable bed were assured. Only Hannah Jordan, who ran it with autocratic efficiency, chose to refer to it as an hotel, in an endeavour to persuade herself and her daughters that they hadn’t really come down in the world when they had moved there.


Not that living at the Falcon worried Cassie and Stella; they knew no other life. They had no recollection of their yacht-captain father, nor of the house in West Street where, according to their mother, there had been several servants. The only servants the girls knew now were Lizzie, rescued from the workhouse, who did all the menial tasks like scrubbing flags and emptying slops, and Mrs Gates, who came in every day to clean and help with the laundry. And the fact that Hannah had scrimped to have them expensively educated at Miss Fanny Browne’s Ladies’ Seminary behind the Post Office had never stopped Cassie and Stella larking about down by the river with the other village children, who, if they went to school at all, attended the National School in the High Street.


Yet something of Hannah’s dissatisfaction with her present situation had rubbed off, if not on to Stella, then on to Cassie. Even now as she made the apple pies, Cassie consoled herself that a good knowledge of domestic things was no ill store, for if nothing else it would teach her how to handle her own servants when the time came – as it most surely would. Once again her thoughts turned to Edward and in her musings she nearly burnt her hand on the oven door.


By the time Cassie finished her work for the day it was very nearly seven o’clock in the evening because not only did she and Stella have to help with the cooking, they were also expected to wait on the tables in the dining room, which was full at this time of the year. In springtime the yacht owners came to Wyford, pretending they were overseeing the fitting out of their yachts for the summer’s racing, a task that in reality was the responsibility of the captains, who knew what they were doing. All the owners were really required to do was to foot the bill.


The only place the girls were not expected – in fact, were forbidden by Hannah – to work was in the bars, particularly the taproom, where neither behaviour nor language were what she considered suitable for her girls.


As soon as she had finished her work Cassie hurried up to the room she shared with her sister. This was a large room at the back of the house overlooking the yard. It was reached by its own staircase leading up from the kitchen and was quite cut off from the bedrooms in the other part of the house. Hannah had put the girls there when they were quite small, for safety’s sake, and they had made the most of their proximity to the kitchen to have midnight feasts, although it was always Cassie who instigated them, raiding the pantry and cutting off chunks of pie and cheese and slices of whatever cake there was available and carrying them back upstairs. The food always tasted better, eaten sitting up in bed.


‘Where are you going?’ Stella came into the room a few moments later and stared at Cassie, struggling into her secondbest dress. ‘Why are you putting on your muslin? Aren’t you coming down to the wall with the rest of us?’ The wall, as it was called, was a grass-covered bank that had been built up beside the river to give the low-lying marshes some protection from flooding. It was the usual meeting place for the young people of the village.


‘I might.’ Cassie leaned forward, frowning, to examine her freckles in the mirror.


‘Not in that dress, surely.’ Stella came and stood beside her. At sixteen, three years her sister’s junior, Stella was very like Cassie in colouring, but where Cassie was tall and slimly built Stella was short and inclined to be plump; and where Cassie’s brown eyes were large and set wide apart Stella’s were a shade too close to a nose that although it was the same shape as Cassie’s – slightly tip-tilted – was a trifle bigger. Her mouth was just a little smaller than Cassie’s, which was wide and generous, with full lips and a ready smile. Her hair, too, was the same golden colour, but where Cassie’s hung in thick, shining waves Stella’s was fine, with a tendency to frizz if she tried to tame it with curlpapers. The result was that Cassie, even with the peppering of freckles that were the bane of her life, was beautiful enough to turn the head of any man, whilst Stella was no more than passing pretty.


‘It’s warm tonight,’ Cassie said, moving away from the mirror that stood on their chest of drawers. ‘And this dress is nice and thin when the weather’s hot.’


‘It’s not that warm,’ Stella remarked sensibly. ‘After all, it’s only April.’ She waited a moment. ‘Well, are you coming?’


‘Coming where?’


‘Down to the wall. I’m going. I’ll wait for you if you’re not ready.’


‘No, don’t bother. You go on. I’ll be along in a minute.’ Cassie picked up her hairbrush and began to brush her hair with careful strokes. Suddenly, she put the brush down. ‘What are you waiting for? What are you looking at me like that for?’


Stella grinned. ‘I know where you’re going. You’re going to meet that nice young Mr Price-Carpenter, aren’t you? I’ll bet Luke doesn’t know.’


‘You’re not to tell.’ Cassie rounded on her. ‘You’re not to let anyone know. Anyway, it’s nothing whatever to do with Luke,’ she finished airily. Luke Turnbull was twenty-five, and by far the best looking of all the young men who congregated down by the wall, with thick brown hair and deepset grey eyes that were kind and full of humour, a wide mouth and a ready smile. All the girls liked him, but he had eyes for no one but Cassie, a fact that faintly irritated her, although at the same time she enjoyed the superiority it gave her over the other girls, and if she led him on it was only to make them jealous. Because she would never have dreamed of taking Luke seriously. Her sights were set far higher than a humble woodworker in her uncle’s yacht yard.


Stella put her head on one side. ‘You can walk with me, if you like. Then people will think you’re only going along the wall to meet the others.’ She smiled. It was a smug smile. ‘Can I wear your pretty beads? Then I won’t breathe a word.’


‘No.’ Then, knowing what her sister was capable of if she didn’t get her own way, ‘Yes, all right. But only for tonight. And don’t get them broken or I’ll kill you.’


They left together, going out by the back door and hurrying through the churchyard, leaving it by the little kissing-gate that gave on to the road leading to the quay.


The quay was crowded at this time of the year with the usual clutch of seamen in their dark guernseys, who every evening paced up and down, smoking their clay pipes and spitting into the river, hoping to be taken on as crew on the big yachts that would soon be off racing. They took no notice of the two Jordan girls and Cassie and Stella went on, past the row of squalid cottages known as The Folley, past Turnbull’s yacht yard and out on to the wall.


Any other night Cassie would have gone with Stella to join the group sitting in a row along Fedora’s jetty, some of them dangling their bare feet in the brownish water of the rising tide as they teased and jibed each other but tonight she simply called a greeting and hurried on, as if to catch up with the staid courting couple a little way ahead. She noticed that Luke had been saving a space for her beside him, a space Stella was quick to fill. Cassie managed to glare a warning, reminding her to keep her mouth shut.


It was a warm, early April evening and a light veil of mist was beginning to creep over the marshes. The only noise, apart from the giggles and chatter of the young people on Fedora’s jetty, was the gentle slap of the water as the tide reached its peak, and the sound of a curlew way in the distance. The row of sleek yachts stretching downriver that were so much a part of the local scene from October to May rose and fell gently with the movement of the water. They varied from forty to nearly sixty-five feet in length and some were still shrouded in their winter covers, dark and sombre, giving no hint of the polished decks and gleaming brass that would soon be revealed.


A dark-clad figure sat on the bank, half hidden by Leander’s jetty and Cassie hung back, waiting until the couple ahead had gone. Then she began to run. As she reached him Edward stood up and held out his arms and she was enfolded in their warmth. ‘I knew you’d come, Cassie,’ he said as he drew her down beside him and began to kiss her.


‘I mustn’t stay long. If Mama knew … ’ She tried to pull away but he held her close.


‘I’ve missed you, Cassie,’ he murmured against her ear, ‘but I’ll often be here this summer. I’m to supervise Leander’s fitting out so we’ll have plenty of time … ’ He drew away from her a little, still keeping his arm round her. ‘Now, surely you can stay long enough to tell me all you’ve been doing while I’ve not been here?’


It was so quiet and peaceful in the shadow of Leander as she moved gently on the tide that Cassie relaxed. She smiled up at him from the circle of his arm. ‘And what would I have been doing but helping my mother?’ she asked. ‘The Falcon takes all our time, what with people staying … ’


‘Yes, and who’s been staying? I want to know. I want to know that nobody else has come and stolen your heart.’ He smiled at her, his eyes warm.


‘Oh, Edward, you know that’s not possible. You know I … ’ she hesitated. Edward had never actually said that he loved her so she must be careful. ‘You know I’m far too busy for anything like that,’ she finished instead.


He nodded, satisfied, and pulled her head on to his shoulder so that he could stroke her long silky hair. ‘Have you always lived at the Falcon?’ he asked.


‘No, only since I was about four. Stella was less than a year old when we moved there so she can’t remember living anywhere else.’


‘And can you?’ He played idly with a strand of hair, stroking her neck so that it was difficult to concentrate.


She sighed. ‘I’m not sure. Sometimes I think I can. But I’m never really sure whether I remember living in the big house in West Street or whether Mama has told me about it so often that I only think I remember it. Like I think I remember Papa. He was a yacht captain and there’s a picture of him in his uniform in Mama’s room. His yacht used to win a lot of races so we were quite rich. But then he was drowned and we had to give up the big house and move to the Falcon.’


‘What about his yacht?’


‘It wasn’t his yacht, silly.’ She twisted her head to smile up at him. ‘He sailed it for somebody, like Captain Chaney sails Leander for your father.’


‘And was it as big as Leander?’


She frowned. ‘I don’t know. I don’t really know anything about it. Mama never really talks about it and somehow I’ve never liked to ask.’


‘So you never went aboard?’


‘Not that I remember.’ She sighed again, wistfully. ‘I’ve often thought I’d like to go aboard one of the big yachts. Then I’d know the kind of boat Papa sailed in.’


‘Not necessarily. They’re not all the same. Leander’s what’s known as a gaff-rigged cutter. Maud, lying beside her there, is a yawl. Vanessa, over there, is a schooner. Then, some have one mast, some two, some even three. Oh, there are no end of different types of yachts and rigs and they come in all sizes.’ He bent his head and kissed her, tired of the conversation. ‘But I can take you aboard Leander if you like,’ he said, his mouth against hers. ‘I’ve got a key.’


‘Oh, yes, I’d like that,’ she answered, hardly knowing what she was saying for the turmoil he had aroused in her.


‘We’d better go now, before it’s too dark to see anything,’ he murmured, helping her to her feet without relinquishing his hold on her. ‘Not that there’s much to see, at the moment, but I’m happy to show you what there is. Careful, now, we don’t want you falling off the jetty into the water, do we?’ he said, holding her so close to his side that she felt weak and breathless.


Leander had a distinctive smell of tarred rope, mud and seaweed, mingled with a lingering aroma from the canvas covers that had protected her from the winter weather. The brasswork was dull and there were cobwebs in the winches and windlasses. In the gathering dusk Leander gave the impression of a slow awakening from a winter of hibernation.


‘She needs a bit of spit and polish,’ Edward said, taking Cassie’s hand and leading her long the deck. ‘And her topsides will have to be revarnished. Quite a lot can be done while we wait for a berth in Harvey’s yard to get her bottom scraped. Anyway, I’ll have all that attended to after my father has gone back.’


‘You’re staying, then?’ Cassie stumbled a little in her eagerness, trying unsuccessfully to keep her voice casual.


‘Yes. I just told you. I’ll be here until Leander goes off to Harwich. I might even follow her there. It depends what Father wants me to do.’ He headed down the companionway and unlocked the door to the cabin as he spoke.


‘I can’t see much.’ Cassie followed him in, squinting, trying to peer into the semi-darkness.


He laughed. ‘I did warn you there wasn’t much to see. This is the saloon, but naturally everything was stripped out before she was laid up. It’s stripped like this for racing, too, to make the boat as light as possible.’


‘Oh.’ Cassie was disappointed. Some of the yachts, she knew, had saloons furnished like drawing rooms, with armchairs and settees built round the sides and that was what she had been hoping to find, not just this empty maple-panelled shell. As far as she could see the only things in it were a box of the lead that was used for ballast when the boat was racing and an empty sailbag that had somehow got left behind. ‘I didn’t think it would be quite as bare as this,’ she said, peering around.


‘It won’t be in a week or two, I can assure you,’ he laughed. ‘Not once all the paraphernalia is brought back on board. But once that happens we shan’t have the place to ourselves like this, Cassie.’ His voice dropped and thickened as he drew her into his arms. ‘Whereas now we shan’t be disturbed.’ He began to kiss her with mounting passion, one hand busy with the buttons of her bodice.


At first she returned his kisses, then suddenly she became afraid of his increasing ardour and tried to push him away. ‘No, Edward. It’s not right, we mustn’t. Supposing … ’ But her words were lost against his mouth as he lowered her none too gently to the floor.


‘Supposing what? Don’t you trust me, Cassie?’ His voice was no more than a whisper close to her ear.


‘Yes, Edward, of course I do. You know I do.’ She hardly knew what she was saying. This was not what she had intended. She didn’t want Edward to think she was what her mother called ‘a loose woman’. Letting him kiss her and caress her a little was one thing … more than that was quite another. For a brief moment she struggled to escape from him but her own body betrayed her and she had no will to resist his expert touch and could make no more than a token protest as he lifted her skirts and began to fumble with the string of her drawers.


It was quite dark when they left Leander. Edward guided her along the jetty to the safety of the sea wall.


‘I’ll see you here again tomorrow, at the same time?’ he whispered, giving her a last kiss.


‘I’m not sure … ’ She broke away.


‘Oh, come now, don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it.’


‘Yes, but … ’


He caught her to him again roughly. ‘Yes, Cassie, you must come. I need you. I can’t do without you.’He began to kiss her again.


‘I’ll come if I can get away,’ she said, once again weak from his embrace.


‘I’ll be waiting.’


She hurried off with Edward’s words, ‘I can’t do without you,’ singing in her ears. She was so in love. And Edward loved her, there could be no doubt of it. She smiled a little in the darkness. It would please Mama to know that Jonas Price-Carpenter’s son, of all people, had singled her daughter out for his attentions. Mama had always said that they’d been born to better things and that their life at the Falcon was only a temporary setback. Cassie smiled again. It looked as if she’d been right, too, because Edward was a rich man. His father owned vast estates in Buckinghamshire. Suddenly, filled with joy, she began to run.


Then, just as suddenly, the pendulum of her thoughts swung and her step slowed again as she reddened with guilt. There must be no repetition of what had happened on Leander tonight. It had been quite wrong and must never happen again. Not until after she and Edward were married. She was quite determined about that.




Chapter Two


There had been trouble in the taproom. A fight had broken out whilst Hannah was busy elsewhere and although Tom, the big ugly potman, had used his brawn and quelled it successfully a bench had been broken and a table smashed.


Hannah surveyed the damage grimly the next morning, before even the earliest morning drinkers had arrived. ‘We must get it all seen to before the place fills up later in the day,’ she said. She looked at the watch she wore hanging at her waist. ‘Cassie, go along to Uncle George’s yard. It’s seven o’clock now so they’ll all be at work. Ask him if he can lend me a carpenter for a few hours. You can tell him what’s happened.’ She turned back to Tom. ‘He might send his nephew, young Luke. He’s a good worker, not like his father.’


‘He hadn’t need be. That Alf Turnbull’s a real waster. That was him what started the row last night. ’E’s a reg’lar bruiser when ’e git a bit o’ drink inside ’im.’ Tom began clearing up, emptying spittoons and sweeping up the old sawdust before putting down fresh. He leant on his broom, always ready for a yarn. ‘Good job you wasn’t about, missus … ’


‘It would never have begun if I’d been here,’ Hannah said firmly, going off down the passage with a swish of her skirts.


‘You’re about right at that, missus,’ Tom remarked, looking after her admiringly. He turned to Cassie. ‘One look from your ma’s enough to take the wind outa any man’s sails, drunk or sober.’ With a shake of his head he went on with his sweeping.


Cassie was glad of the short walk to Turnbull’s yard. It promised to be one of those hot days in late May that sometimes heralded a good summer and it had been so stuffy indoors that she had felt quite faint. She was tired, too. Last night it had been late when she had crept home from seeing Edward. Fortunately Stella was a heavy sleeper and never heard her sister climb through the scullery window – carefully left unlatched – and creep up the stairs, sometimes at past eleven o’clock. Not that she met Edward every night. Sometimes she made him wait two, or even three nights, and once it had been a whole week. But it was hard, because she loved him very much and he was always telling her how much he needed her. And in spite of her determination not to give in to his persuasive demands again until they were married, she had several times since found herself powerless against him.


Turnbull’s yard was already busy. Cassie could hear the sounds of banging and sawing as she approached. A large yacht, the Vanessa, was on the slip, having a final coat of varnish after repairs to her hull and topsides and there was a small yawl under construction in the open-ended boat shed. The men working about the place took no notice of her as Cassie picked her way across the yard between planks of wood propped against sawing horses, pots of paint, and the odd bits of rope and old rigging half-buried in shavings, and went up the wooden stairs to the door with Office scrawled on it in chalk.


‘Come right in,’ a voice called in answer to her knock.


George Turnbull stood at a table under the window overlooking the yard studying boat plans. A short, tubby figure, with a greying fringe of hair round a shiny bald head, his shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows and pencils were stuck in all his waistcoat pockets and behind his ears. His son Martin sat at another table in the corner, busily adding up columns of figures.


George looked up and beamed as Cassie entered. ‘Cassie, me dear. How are you? And what brings you here at this hour of the day? Not trouble, I hope? Your Aunt Maisie was a-sayin’ only yesterday that she hadn’t seen her sister Hannah for a week or more.’


‘Oh, Mama’s all right, thank you, Uncle George,’ Cassie smiled, ‘but there was a spot of trouble in the taproom last night and a bench and a table got broken. Mama wondered … ’


‘ … if I could spare somebody to repair ’em.’ George nodded. ‘’Course I can, me dear. An’ if I don’t miss my mark, my brother Alf was half the cause of it. He’s come into work with a rare black eye this morning, drunken lout that he is. I don’t know why I keep him on, ‘cause he’s a lazy sod, except that I feel sorry for poor Liddy, me sister-in-law, with all them kids.’ He turned and made a mark on the plans with a pencil and then replaced it behind his ear. ‘You can take young Luke. He’s a good lad and a fine worker. You’ll find him working on the yawl.’ He bent over his plans again, saying over his shoulder, ‘Don’t tell him his father was the one who busted the furniture, though. The poor lad has enough to put up with at home without that.’


‘I wouldn’t keep Alf on, if it was left to me.’ Martin looked up from his work. ‘He costs you far more than you get out of him you know, Dad.’


George sighed. ‘Do you think I don’t know that, boy?’ He shook his head. ‘I’m soft. I know I am. On the other hand, young Luke more than makes up for what his dad don’t do. He’s a real hard worker … ’


‘Is that why you’ve sent him off to mend Aunt Hannah’s furniture, Dad?’ Martin said with a smile. ‘I doubt you’ll get paid a lot for that.’


‘Hannah’ll pay me what I ask,’ George said.


‘And that won’t be a sight,’ Martin retorted with more than a tinge of exasperation.


Luke was busily planing a piece of wood when Cassie found him. Totally engrossed in what he was doing, he didn’t hear her approach and she studied him for a moment before speaking. He was tall, that was evident even though he was stooped over his work, and lean, with a sinewy strength that showed in the rhythmic movement of the big jack plane. His brown hair was coarse and unruly and he had thick, curly whiskers. Already his face and arms were tanned from continually working out of doors and Cassie couldn’t help contrasting him with Edward, who was pale-skinned and aesthetic and altogether more refined.


Suddenly, Luke sensed her presence and looked round at her, his grey eyes lighting up under thick black eyebrows. ‘Cassie! What you doin’ here?’ he asked in surprise.


‘I’ve come to ask you to do a job for my mother at the Falcon,’ she replied. ‘Uncle George says it’s all right for you to come back with me.’


‘Oh.’ He looked down at the work he’d been doing. ‘Yes, well, I can leave this. What is it your mother wants doin’? I need to know so I can bring along the right tools.’


‘She needs a table and a bench mending. They got smashed in a brawl last night, I believe.’


Luke sighed. ‘I wondered where me dad got ’is black eye from,’ he said, half under his breath.


‘Now, Luke, I didn’t say it was your father.’ Cassie’s voice was full of sympathy.


‘You didn’t need to. I know what ’e’s like.’ Luke gathered together an assortment of tools and put them in a bass – a canvas toolbag – and slung it over his shoulder. ‘There,’ he said, looking round to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. ‘I think thass all I shall need.’


Cassie turned to go and he fell into step beside her. ‘Thass more’n a week or two since you’ve bin down to the wall, Cassie,’ he said. ‘I’ve missed you.’ He looked down at her and thought how beautiful she was with her rippling golden hair and clear skin. He had loved her ever since he could remember, but he knew she was never likely to look in his direction. Her sights would be set higher than the son of Alf Turnbull, the irresponsible gambler and drunkard. At twenty-five Luke was the oldest in the family, with nine younger brothers and sisters living and another five in their graves. He lived at home in a leaky cottage in Sun Yard that was so small that he and his brothers Joe and Charlie had to go and sleep next door in Widow Blackett’s front room.


‘Oh, I’ve been kept busy. You know how it is, Luke, at this time of the year,’ Cassie said with a shrug. ‘All the yacht owners come to look over their yachts and some of them stay with us at the Falcon because it’s handy. We were full up last week and some of them are still there. We don’t get a minute to ourselves.’


‘Stella always seems to manage to find time,’ he argued.


‘Stella doesn’t have the same responsibilities that I do,’ she replied with a toss of her head.


They had come through the little alleyway known as Grant’s Watch and out on to Black Buoy Hill and the little kissing-gate at the back of the churchyard. Luke held the gate so that she was imprisoned in its iron circle.


‘Don’t you go lettin’ any o’ them toffs come their ole buck with you, Cassie,’ he said, half-laughing, yet serious at the same time. ‘Don’t forget I’m savin’ hard to buy you a ruby ring. One day I’ll get it for you.’


‘And one day I’ll sprout wings and fly. But not till I’m an angel.’ She laughed up into his face, a mischievous laugh, not without affection, and planted a kiss on the end of his nose. He was so surprised that he let go of the gate and she slipped through and ran home, still laughing. ‘The taproom’s where you’re wanted,’ she called back over her shoulder.


Hannah was there almost before Luke had had a chance to undo his toolbag. ‘You can see what needs to be done, Luke, can’t you?’ she said briskly.


‘Aye, Mrs Jordan.’ Luke turned over the bench. ‘But I reckon I’ll have to go back to the yard and get more timber if I’m going to do it properly. Look, these rails have been smashed to splinters. They made a right job of it while they were about it.’


‘Tell Tom what it is you want and he can fetch it. It’ll all save time. Will you be able to get it done before the men come for their midday drink?’


‘I’ll try, Mrs Jordan.’ Luke set to work and Hannah went to fetch Tom. Moments later Stella appeared in the doorway. ‘Tom’ll be here in a minute, Luke,’ she said, smiling at him.


He looked up. ‘There’s no hurry. ‘I’ve these joints to clean out before I need the fresh timber for the rails.’ He carried on with what he was doing, ignoring Stella, who remained in the doorway, knowing better than to set foot over the threshold. Hannah Jordan was adamant that neither of her girls should enter the taproom under any circumstances. If she couldn’t prevent Lily and Mabel, the local prostitutes, from coming in for a drink, she made sure they did their soliciting outside and that her daughters didn’t meet him. Hannah considered that it was bad enough living in a public house, without subjecting her girls to the seamier side of life.


‘Are you going down to the wall tonight, Luke?’ Stella asked after a while, leaning on the doorpost with her feet in the passage.


‘Dunno. I might.’ He didn’t look up.


‘Cassie might come tonight. You never know.’ She looked at him wickedly and was rewarded by seeing the dull flush that crept over his face. A stab of jealousy shot through her. It wasn’t fair. Cassie cared no more for Luke than she cared for a fly on the wall. But Stella did, and she often wove dreams in which she and Luke were married and living in a nice house with two, or perhaps three neat little children. Stella was not ambitious. She asked no more from life than a nice home and children. And Luke.


‘Stella!’ Her mother’s voice calling from the kitchen roused her from her dreams.


‘I’ll have to go, Luke. But I expect I’ll see you tonight.’ She gave him one of her most winning smiles.


‘What?’ Luke looked up from his work. ‘Oh, I didn’t realise you were still there, Stella.’


‘What’s that banging?’ Hannah’s sister Maisie had called in at the Falcon after going to pay her grocery bill at the shop just opposite and the two women were now sitting in Hannah’s private room over elevenses of a glass of porter apiece. It was a sunny room beside the kitchen, but it was made dark by the red plush curtains at the windows and the heavy rosewood furniture that had clearly been chosen for a somewhat larger room. Overlooking the church and the churchyard, Maisie found it a useful spot from which to watch the funerals and weddings that went in and out of the church, and she usually made an excuse to call on Hannah when she knew there was a chance of viewing either.


‘Your George has lent me young Luke Turnbull to do a bit of carpentering. There was a bit of a do in the taproom last night. Alf … ’


Maisie held up her hand. ‘Don’t tell me. Alf Turnbull was the cause of it.’ She took a drink of porter, shaking her head as she put down her glass. ‘I never saw two brothers as different as that Alf and my George. My George wouldn’t hurt a fly; he’s a good-living, hardworking man – though I say it as perhaps shouldn’t, him belonging to me – but look how he’s built that business up. Started in the back yard, he did, twenty years ago, just after we were married, building a rowing boat for old Pinker Barr – and look where he is now! Repairs yachts for all the big nobs.’ She gave a little smug, self-satisfied shrug and took another drink. ‘Whereas his brother! Lazy good-for-nothing! If my George didn’t employ him it’s a sure certain thing nobody else would. I don’t believe he’s done a proper day’s work in all the time he’s been at the yard.’ She shrugged again. ‘But blood’s thicker than water, I suppose.’


Hannah drained her glass. She’d heard it all before, many times. She put down her glass and studied her younger sister – a short, dumpy woman with carefully crimped hair under a rice straw bonnet trimmed to match her dress and shawl of the new magenta colour, and a round, pleasant face. She and her husband George could truthfully be termed a round, pleasant couple, simple in their tastes and habits, who had come up in the world due to their own diligence and hard work. Hannah was very fond of Maisie, even though her sister was inclined to be smug about her situation. She only wished that her own life was as uncomplicated.


‘It’s Liddy I feel sorry for,’ she said now, picking up the jug and refilling Maisie’s glass and her own. ‘She used to be such a pretty little thing before she married Alf.’


‘Nothing pretty about the poor soul now,’ Maisie said, shaking her head. ‘Worn out, she is, with never being without either a child in her belly or at her breast. Shameful, I think it is, the way Alf treats her.’ Another characteristic shrug. ‘I’m glad to say my George has got more respect for me than to keep foisting more brats on me. One was quite enough, thank you very much.’ She pursed her lips primly.


‘Your Martin’s a good boy,’ Hannah said automatically.


Maisie gave a proud smile. ‘Yes, he’s twenty-five now, same age as young Luke. He might not be quite so clever on his tools as his father, or Luke if it come to that, but he’s a good head on his shoulders. In fact he’s better at figuring than George, although perhaps I shouldn’t say so. But it’s a comfort to know that the business will still go on when George … well, when George can’t work any more’.


Hannah said nothing. She gathered the glasses and put them on the tray. Maisie had stayed long enough. She’d be here all day if she wasn’t gently shown the door. It was all very well for her – as the wife of George Turnbull she had a nice house in Anglesea Road with two servants to look after it, but Hannah was not so lucky. A public house needed every hand available to keep it running smoothly.


‘I must go,’ Maisie said, taking the hint. ‘I know you’ve a lot to do. But I might jest pop along this afternoon for five minutes. I believe old Jacob Last is bein’ buried today. Three o’clock, ain’t it?’


Hannah nodded. You didn’t live at the Falcon without knowing most of what went on in the village. ‘That’s right. I doubt there won’t be many to follow him, though. Most of his family is already dead.’


‘What about his son? The one that emigrated to Australia after the trouble with that girl? I wondered if he might’ve come back.’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t heard so.’


‘Well, if I come along this afternoon we shall see, shan’t we?’ Maisie heaved herself out of her chair and smiled at Hannah. ‘Y’know, I never thought to see you running a pub, Annie,’ she said, using Hannah’s childhood name. ‘Things were very different, weren’t they, before Reuben was … ’


‘I never thought I should come to it, either,’ Hannah said, cutting her off. ‘And it’s an hotel, not a pub.’


Maisie lifted her eyebrows. ‘Can’t see the difference, meself.’ She gathered up her various bags and baskets. ‘I just took a few bits to Liddy on my way here,’ she explained in a whisper. ‘She can do with a bit of help, God knows.’


‘You’re a good girl, Maisie.’ Hannah patted her sister’s shoulder, the only sign of affection she allowed herself.


After Maisie had gone Hannah called Cassie in. ‘Mr Crowther is coming today,’ she announced, ‘and he likes to be put in the Captain’s room, so we’ll have to move Mr Pargeter out and put him in the Admiral’s room. That’s empty, isn’t it, now that Mr Price-Carpenter senior has gone?’ She didn’t wait for Cassie to reply but went on, ‘That’s right. Young Mr Price-Carpenter is still in the little room at the front, so that leaves the two rooms overlooking the back yard in case anyone else comes.’ All the time she was speaking she was taking plates down from the dresser ready for the midday meal. ‘Call Stella to help you,’ she added, without looking round. ‘What’s she doing?’


‘Dusting, I think.’ Cassie knew perfectly well that her sister was still hanging round the taproom door watching Luke Turnbull but she wasn’t prepared to tell tales because she often needed a favour from Stella.


Any other time she probably would have called her, if only to commiserate with her over the news that Abel Crowther was coming. They neither of them liked the man, a rather brash file manufacturer from Sheffield, although their mother always went out of her way to make him comfortable. But today Cassie had other things on her mind. More important things.


She went upstairs to Edward’s room, hoping he would be there. She had to talk to him. She was worried – her monthly time for being unwell was over six weeks late and she often felt sick and faint in the morning. She couldn’t understand it. These were the symptoms women complained of when they feared they were to have a child. It had never occurred to Cassie that such a thing could be the outcome of her meetings with Edward. Children, as she understood it, resulted from men being brutes. What Edward had done to her had been gentle and loving. But there could be no other explanation; her monthly had never been late before. She felt unhappy and confused. This was not what she had planned. She had never wanted to trap Edward into marrying her. She had dreamed of a proper romantic proposal and an engagement ring. She only hoped he wouldn’t mind. But he had said she could trust him and she did.


Edward was not in his room. She knew he was busy, for Leander had been to Harvey’s yard to have her bottom cleaned and polished with black lead to make her faster in the water and was now nearly ready to leave. Edward would have to check with Captain Chaney that everything was in order. The Captain had already chosen his crew from the hopeful fishermen of the village and fitted them out with blue guernseys with the name Leander worked across the chest in white. They also had duck trousers, black shoes and shiny black straw hats – known as ‘Nab light hats’ because crews of light vessels plaited many of them to supplement their pay – all at the expense of the owner. Jonas Price-Carpenter would also receive the bill for the foul weather gear of sticky yellow oilskins, sou’westers and sea-boots, as well as for each man’s smart going ashore rig – a blue serge suit and black shoes. This last custom had only recently been introduced but had caught on because no yacht owner was prepared to be outdone by his rivals. Then there was the yacht to inspect, although if Captain Chaney said that he was satisfied that everything was in order Edward would be happy to take his word. Joseph Chaney ran a tight, efficient ship that sailed well and won races. His appearance mirrored his efficiency; his blue serge suit was always well-pressed, his shirt and collar crackling white and his tie knotted with precision. His cheesecutter was placed on his head firmly and squarely after he had doffed it to his superiors – it was said that he used the toe caps of his shoes as a mirror to check that it was straight.


Cassie hung about waiting for Edward, pretending to dust his room, fingering his brushes and the shaving gear on the wash-stand. At the thought that soon this could be part of her everyday life a little thrill of anticipation shot through her but eventually she realised she couldn’t stay any longer without arousing suspicion. She would have to wait until tonight to tell him.


She met nobody as she hurried along the wall later that day. It was a dull evening, with heavy clouds and still, oppressive air. She wondered briefly if she should have brought an umbrella but decided that if it rained she would wait on board Leander until it stopped. She permitted herself a little smile. It would be quite a fitting way to announce her engagement to Edward.


He was just leaving the yacht as she reached it. ‘What’s the matter, Edward? I’m not late, am I?’ she said, smiling at him.


‘No, but we can’t go aboard because Captain Chaney and the men are all there.’ Edward’s eyes were sparkling with excitement. ‘I’ve something to tell you, Cassie. Come and let’s sit down on the other side of the bank, under those bushes.’


‘I’ve something to tell you, too, Edward,’ she said, scrambling down behind him to where bushes grew thickly over the marshes.


He found a spot that was hidden from the view of anyone walking along the wall and pulled her down beside him. ‘Now,’ he said, his face close to hers, after he had settled her so that he could kiss and caress her as they talked, ‘What have you got to tell me, my beautiful Cassie?’


She smiled up at him, a little uncertainly. ‘I think I’m to have your child, Edward. We shall have to be married. And soon.’


His reaction was immediate. He pulled away from her as if he’d suddenly found she was contaminated with some unspeakable disease. ‘Child he croaked. ‘You’re to have a child?’ He turned to her, panic in his face. ‘Are you quite sure?’


‘I – I think so.’ She hung her head, ashamed of her ignorance. ‘It’s possible, isn’t it? After what we’ve … ?’ she couldn’t finish.


‘Yes, yes, of course it’s possible,’ he said irritably. ‘But I didn’t think … ’


She sat up and clutched his arm. ‘You will marry me, Edward, won’t you? You said I could trust you. You won’t leave me in disgrace?’ Her voice was filled with alarm. This was not the reaction she had expected from him.


He shook her off. ‘Of course I can’t marry you. There’s no question of it.’ His voice was agitated and distant. He picked up a stone and threw it viciously down the bank.


‘Why not? You love me, don’t you?’ she cried shrilly.


‘Keep your voice down. Captain Chaney will hear you.’


‘I don’t care. You do love me, Edward, don’t you?’


‘It’s not a question of love.’ He turned his head away and sent another stone hurtling after the first.


‘Then why can’t you marry me?’ She was calmer now, but it was a calmness that verged on hysteria.


He turned and looked at her. ‘Because I’m already engaged to someone else,’ he said desperately.


‘Then you’ll have to break it off, won’t you? I’m sure whoever she is won’t wish to marry you knowing that I’m to have your child,’ Cassie insisted.


He made an impatient gesture. ‘Oh, grow up, Cassie. Of course I can’t break it off. I must marry Felicity. She expects it, my parents expect it – her parents expect it. Why, we’ve been betrothed almost since we were in our cradles – we’ve grown up together. If I were to say I wanted to marry someone else my father would cut me off without a penny and then where should we be?’


‘But what about me, Edward? What about our child?’ Cassie couldn’t believe this was happening. Soon she would wake up and find Edward’s arms round her and his voice in her ear soft and soothing, telling her they would be together for always.


‘Can’t you get rid of it?’ His voice was not soft and soothing at all, it was irritable and impatient. ‘It can’t be difficult. I’m sure there are plenty of people who’ll do it for you if you pay them.’ He fished in his pocket and brought out several coins. ‘Here you are. This’ll more than pay for what needs to be done.’ He turned and put his arm round her, the first sign of tenderness he had shown. ‘Lots of people do it, Cassie. It happens all the time. Don’t be afraid.’ He smiled winningly at her. ‘And now, darling Cassie, give me a kiss because I’ll be going away to Harwich tomorrow with Captain Chaney, for Leander’s first race of the season. And then we’re off to Cowes.’


She pushed him away. ‘No doubt that was the exciting news you had to tell me,’ she said bitterly.


‘That’s right. And I must get back because we’re leaving on the ebb early tomorrow morning.’ He tried to draw her into his arms again and again she struggled free. ‘Come on, Cassie, aren’t you even going to kiss me goodbye? There’s no telling when I’ll be back, you know. Maybe not until next year … ’


‘By which time no doubt you’ll be happily married to Felicity,’ she said, her voice heavy with sarcasm.


‘Yes, he replied, ignoring her tone. ‘As a matter of fact we’re to be married in September. But what difference does that make? It certainly doesn’t mean I won’t want to see you, Cassie. We can still … ’ he hesitated’ … see each other when I come here. And it certainly doesn’t have to stop you kissing me goodbye, does it?’ He put his arm round her encouragingly.


She shook it off and stared at him. ‘Edward! How can you say such things! My God, you’ve got a nerve.’ She turned away in disgust. ‘And to think I believed you loved me.’ She plucked at the grass, screwing up her eyes against the threatening tears.


‘I do love you, Cassie. Really I do. It’s just that I can’t marry you.’ He took out his pocket watch and looked at it as he spoke. ‘Come on, now. One last kiss and then I must go.’ He tried to turn her face to his but she refused to look at him. He shrugged. ‘All right,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Have it your own way.’ He scrambled up the bank and went off to Leander without a backward glance.




Chapter Three


After Edward had left her Cassie made no attempt to get up. She felt sick – sick because of the child she suspected was within her, sick because of his reaction to it and sick with worry as to what would be her fate. Her thoughts shied away from her mother and the Falcon. She could hear Hannah’s voice now, warning both her and Stella, ‘Life at an hotel can be dangerous for young girls. Some men are quite unscrupulous. But both of you are sensible girls and I trust you to keep yourselves decent and not to allow anyone to take advantage of you.’ That was the reason they slept in the room over the kitchen, inaccessible from the rest of the house, and as an added precaution Hannah had even provided them with the whistles that hung at their belts in case they should be molested by a guest as they went about their duties. Cassie fingered hers now. Hannah’s parting words on the subject rang in her ears. ‘Now, I’ve warned you. Remember what I’ve said, because I will not have disgrace brought on the name of Jordan. If either of you ignore what I’ve said and get into trouble with a man I shall turn you out of my house, make no mistake about that.’


Cassie began to cry. Her mother was not given to idle threats. She would have no compunction in turning her out. But where would she go? What would she do? And with a baby to look after, too? Visions of the workhouse rose before her. The place at the end of the village on the Colchester Road was better than some, but Lizzy the scullery maid’s tales of her treatment there made Cassie shudder. To be forced to seek refuge there …


Yet what Edward had suggested was wicked. Beatie Morris had died, trying to rid herself of an unwanted child and Cassie remembered now the rumours that had circulated of the unspeakable things done to Beatie with rusty knitting needles by some woman in a Colchester back street. Cassie shuddered again. She couldn’t face that. But she couldn’t face her mother, either. She’d die first – kill herself. Throw herself in the river. Better to die that way than under the ministrations of some filthy old hag in Vineyard Street.


Slowly, she got to her feet and began to walk away from the village in the direction of the woods that skirted the marshes, careful not to climb the bank on to the sea wall until she was well past Leander. Everywhere was grey and dull. The sky was leaden with impending rain and the River Colne, beginning to flow now but still little more than a stream snaking its way through the black mud flats, reflected the grey clouds. The only sounds to be heard were the weird cry of the curlew and the gentle plop of gases escaping from the oozing mud. She walked along aimlessly, clutching the five golden guineas that Edward had pressed into her hand so tightly that they hurt. She opened her palm and looked at them and suddenly a feeling of outrage filled her. What did he think she was, some common trollop, happy to be bought off with a few gold coins? Fury and revulsion rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. She didn’t want his filthy money. She wanted nothing more to do with him. Ever. With a sob of pure disgust she lifted her hand and threw the coins as far as she could, out into the mud. They glistened for a second against the black storm clouds as they arched through the air, then fell, hardly disturbing the surface as they sank. The first drops of rain began to fall.


Luke had been down to the creek for cockles. He’d gathered all he could while the tide was at its lowest ebb but now that it had turned, covering the cockle beds, he strapped the wicker cockle basket over his shoulder and began the two-mile walk home. The path followed the river across saltings covered with sea lavender and veined with deep gullies waiting for the tide to fill them, through sloping woods and out on to the mile-long sea wall leading back to the village. It was nearly nine o’clock and the light was fading fast, aided by the gathering storm clouds. He’d be lucky to get home without a wet shirt. He hoisted the heavy basket higher on to his shoulder and began to cover the ground in long, easy strides, anxious to reach the other side of the wood before the storm broke.


The first drops of rain fell as Luke emerged from the wood into the unreal, steely grey dusk. He scanned the sky. He’d been right, there was going to be an almighty storm. As if in agreement with his thoughts a brilliant streak of lightning forked across the sky, illuminating the river, the boats and the solitary figure of a woman standing petrified and alone on the sea wall a little distance ahead. Then it was gone in a crack of thunder that reverberated all around. The woman screamed. Luke began to run.
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