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And what if


In your dream


You went to heaven


And there plucked a strange and beautiful flower


And what if


When you awoke


You had that flower in your hand


Samuel Taylor Coleridge




‘Gates open…’




Chapter One


Fosse
Saturday 4th June 1796, 4:00 p.m.


‘It’s here! Honest to God, Elly, he’s as good as his word. What’s wrong? Ye look like the milk’s turned sour.’


I joined Gwen at the window. It was a simple cart, the freshly painted rails glinting in the sunshine, the wheels scrubbed clean, all trace of mud removed. I should have been thrilled but my mouth tightened. Not at Gwen, no never Gwen; she was my rock, my second right hand. I was being summoned, that was all. I had four gowns to finish by Monday and Gwen needed to rest.


‘Ye’d best take a cushion. Pack up yer sewing – I’ll finish the hems.’ She stretched out, placing both hands on the small of her back.


‘No, Gwen, you’re not to do another stitch. You’re to go home to put your feet up. That cart’s too early…I’ll go when I’m ready and not before.’ I put my hand on her swollen belly. ‘He can’t just send a cart.’


‘He can and he has…He adores ye, Elly. Ye must know that. He’s done nothin’ but ask after ye since the wedding.’ She moved my hand so I could feel the baby kick. With a kick like that, it would be a boy; the fourth generation of shipbuilders. If it was a girl, we would teach her to sew. ‘He’s a good man and ready to court. He’s done so well. Honest, Elly, ye’re goin’ up in the world.’


Was I? My stomach twisted. ‘Well, I’m not ready to leave – I’ll do two more hours then I’ll walk to Mamm’s. It’s only four miles and Billy can come with me.’


I loved everything about this sewing room, part warehouse, part shop; it was so dear to me. Every drawer filled with carefully chosen ribbons and lace, every shelf stacked with high quality fabrics. I belonged here, Uncle Thomas and Tom running the boatyard, Gwen and I in the shop above. I ran down the iron steps, glancing through the arch to the boatyard beyond. It was as busy as ever. Lady Polcarrow would never allow the old sign to come down. It would stay Pengelly’s Boatyard in memory of her dear father and she would see that it prospered.


The driver of the cart jumped to the cobbles. ‘I’m not ready to leave,’ I said, more sharply than I intended. ‘Tell my mother I’ll be along when I can.’


‘Ye sure, Miss Liddicot? I can wait awhile…’ He seemed disappointed, all that cleaning and scrubbing to no avail. ‘Only Mr Cardew was quite particular…said I was to bring ye in Mr Hearne’s best cart.’ I could see now: it was not disappointment, it was anxiety.


‘Tell them I’ll make my own way when I’m finished.’ Gwen was watching me from the large warehouse window. In my place she would have been nuzzling the pony, throwing back her mass of black hair and laughing, offering the poor man a drink, but I could not help my frown – if we did not get these gowns finished, we would not be able to start on the next three. The opening of the lock was good for business, the order book full to bursting, and we were set to make a good profit, but Gwen was getting tired, the new seamstresses were still too slow and we were in danger of falling behind.


Tom waved at me through the arch, smiling from beneath his mass of curly black hair. I loved them both so much,Tom and Gwen, so reckless, so much in love they tumbled straight into each other’s arms. I could hardly believe it, my younger brother, three months married and a baby imminent. I waved back, a flicker of envy making me feel suddenly empty. What was wrong with me? I was being courted by Nathan Cardew. Nathan Cardew.


I climbed back up the steps, my heart in turmoil. ‘Ye work too hard, Elowyn Liddicot,’ Gwen said, putting her arm around me. ‘Ye’re all frowns when ye should be smiles. Most women would scratch yer eyes out for Nathan Cardew. Honest to God, ye should be jumping straight into that cart, not sending it away.’


A hot blush burned my cheeks. ‘He’s very handsome and very kind…don’t misunderstand me. I’d be proud to have him as my husband. It’s just…’


‘Just what?’ She laughed. ‘Ye’ve got a string of men ye’re not telling me about?’


‘No, of course not,’ I laughed back. ‘It’s just…I’d have to give up working here.’


Gwen searched the heavens. ‘Now I know ye’re with the fairies. Give up working night and day, yer fingers so sore ye can hardly hold the needle? And fer what? So ye can sit in a parlour and have a maid bring ye tea? Ye’re goin’ soft in the head, Elly Liddicot. There’s even rumours he’s to have one of the pier houses.’


I felt strangely like crying – wonderful prospects, a life with a man who offered me so much. How stupid could I get? ‘How d’you know when it’s right, Gwen? How d’you know to take such a big step?’


Her arm tightened, her smile turning suddenly conspiratorial. ‘It’s when they kiss ye – that’s when ye know. It’s when ye should tell them to stop but ye want them so bad ye can’t say no!’ She swung me round, taking hold of my shoulders. ‘Ye will let him kiss ye, won’t ye, Elly?’


‘Gwen, really…I hardly know him!’


Her eyes darkened beneath her troubled brows. ‘Elly, promise me ye won’t go all strict and uppity. Don’t put on yer airs and graces. Let him kiss ye or at the very least let him take hold of yer hand.’
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The church clock struck half past eight. It was much later than I thought but the gowns were finished and I stood looking at them with a surge of pride. They were to be worn in Bath – Mrs Brockensure and her daughter would wear them at assemblies and concerts. My gowns in Bath; I could hardly believe it. Billy had swept the floor and was copying from a book, his tongue following the movement of his tightly grasped pen. ‘Lady Polcarrow says I’ve a better hand than she had at my age.’


‘I can believe that. I’ve nearly done. What’s in the basket?’


‘Raised rabbit pie an’ potted crab – Mrs Munroe’s put in calf’s foot jelly an’ there’s a flagon of ale. Mrs Pengelly put in rhubarb jam an’ a loaf of bread, too.’


I looked out of the window. The courtyard was already in shadow, the cobbles barely visible. I had taken too long. ‘We’d best get going. Can you carry all that or shall we leave something behind?’


He smiled his huge grin. ‘Course I can! I’m not a child no more.’


‘Any more…’ I said, grabbing my shawl.


‘Honest, sometimes, ye sound just like Madame Merrick.’


‘Lady Pendarvis,’ I corrected again, but it was an easy mistake – even I still found it hard to call her by her proper name. ‘Tell you what, we’ll take the cliff path and watch the sun set – we might see dolphins.’


No, he was not a child any more. Gone was the starving, badly beaten vagrant Celia Pendarvis had found and rescued three years ago. Mrs Pengelly had brought him to Coombe House and under her nurture and care he was now a healthy thirteen-year-old who seemed to grow as we watched. No cuffs or collars to turn, just huge hems to keep pace with his long arms and hollow legs. He was nearly as tall as me and I was twenty. He grinned back at me as we locked the door, crossing the courtyard, our footsteps ringing on the empty cobbles.


We desperately needed rain. It had been uncomfortably hot for the last three weeks and the streets stank worse than ever. The town felt hot and crowded, the stench from the sewer almost unbearable. I never passed this way if I could help it, it was the wrong end of town – too many men spilling from the taverns, clutching their tankards, wiping their noses on their sleeves, hawking and spitting on the street.


‘Hello, m’ beauty, come make a sailor happy.’


I grabbed Billy’s hand, ignoring the lewd calls, bold looks and whistles, and left the quay with its piles of drying nets and empty crates. As we climbed the steep road out of town, the air began to freshen, the scent of wild herbs replacing the stench of the sewer, and I breathed deeply, relishing the soft breeze on my face. Gwen was right, I did work too hard, but I was grateful for my skills and would never complain. I was driven, that was all. A woman needed the ability to keep herself, to have some means to feed her family – the first clenched fist and I would walk out. Across the river, the last of the sun lingered on the rooftops of Porthruan, turning the slates a fiery red. We stopped to catch our breath, watching the seagulls screech round the fishing boats moored against the quay.


‘The pilchards better be good this year – God help us if it’s like last year.’


‘Don’t swear, Billy. You know we don’t like it.’


He smiled. He always smiled, unless you caught him unawares. Unawares, a haunted look would enter his eyes and your heart would break – both parents lost to him through disease and famine, the whereabouts of his brother and sister unknown. But tonight he was so happy, running quickly ahead as I followed him up the cliff path. On the horizon, the sails of the passing ships glowed pink. ‘I love it up here,’ he said, stretching his arms out wide. ‘Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. Mrs Munroe says ye mustn’t look at the setting sun or ye’ll go blind.’


We were on the tip of Penwartha Point, the treacherous headland with its jagged rocks pointing like teeth out of the water. I hardly dared look down but followed Billy round the headland, the breeze beginning to clear my head. I needed time to think; my temples were throbbing, a dull ache lodged behind my eyes. Mamm would be so glad to see me, yet the thought of staying with her gave me no pleasure at all and sharing a bed with Lowenna was the last thing I wanted. I should have said no.


Billy stopped suddenly and we stood in silence, staring down at the majestic sweep of Polworth Bay as it arced in front of us in a perfect semicircle. The bay faced east and was already shadowed by the surrounding cliffs; it looked strangely sinister, shrouded by dusk. Billy pointed to a black shape bobbing on the water. ‘Is that a dolphin?’


I had to look carefully. ‘It looks more like a log drifting on the tide.’


The bay might have lost the light but from where we stood, we could see the setting sun linger over the open sea, turning the horizon a brilliant red. It was so beautiful and I breathed in the smell of the salt, the scent of honeysuckle drifting on the air. I never took time off; weekdays and Saturdays were spent at work with Sundays taken up going to church and doing the washing and cleaning, but now everything had changed. Gwen had taken my place in Uncle Thomas’s tiny cottage and I had a room in Mrs Pengelly’s beautiful house. I still felt like pinching myself.


I had loved Mrs Pengelly on sight – the moment she walked into Madame Merrick’s shop to ask for work. An expert seamstress and such a kind person, I loved everything about her: her soft eyes, her gentle manners, the way she smiled, teaching without criticizing, always patient and willing to go over things, again and again. I could barely hide my envy when the first seamstresses arrived in her school of needlework. I wanted to join them so much but Uncle Thomas and Tom needed me in the cottage and I had to look after them.


Kittiwakes called from their nests in the cliff side. We were at the steepest part of the climb. ‘Be careful, Billy, not so fast – keep away from the edge.’ He turned round, smiling at my fear.


I loved Coombe House the moment I stepped through the door. Not just my bedroom, but the beauty of Mrs Pengelly’s sitting room. Everything was so delicate and refined. I loved the way we drank tea from china cups and used silver teaspoons. I loved the butter knives and dainty napkins, the etched glasses and decanters for Madeira. I loved the clock in the glass dome, the delicate vases on the mantelpiece. Best of all, I loved the way we sat together in the evenings, talking as we sewed. Mrs Pengelly and Lady Pendarvis had taught me everything – and Lady Polcarrow, of course; Mrs Pengelly’s beautiful, fiery daughter, so determined all women should learn to read and write.


The cliff path was well worn and easy to follow, the mud so dry that deep cracks had formed. The stones were loose, the earth crumbling beneath our shoes. Billy was running too far ahead of me and I rounded the bend to see him standing on the highest point.


‘Come and look,’ he shouted, standing so fearlessly, his hands on his hips. ‘Mrs Pengelly says it was the people who named the new town Porthcarrow. She said Sir James didn’t want the glory.’


I edged slowly forward, standing behind him, looking down at the new harbour with its cluster of fine houses. ‘That’s because he’s building the town for the people, not for himself.’


‘But he’ll get rich, won’t he? Why else would he do it?’


‘He wants the mines to prosper and men to have work.’


Billy’s smile vanished. ‘You mean men like Nathan Cardew!’ He sounded bitter, turning quickly away, his arms crossed, his eyes on his boots.


‘Billy…I’ll only be four miles away from Coombe House – look, we’re here already. You can see the houses from here.’


He kicked a stone, sending it flying over the side, and I edged further forward, slipping my arm through his. The light was fading, dark patches of seaweed swirling round the jagged rocks below us. Billy’s face was rigid, his dark brows locked in a frown. ‘If ye go to Porthcarrow, I’ll get work in the clay setts.’


My heart jolted. ‘You’ll do no such thing! You’ll stay with Mrs Pengelly and learn your books. If you go anywhere near those mines Lady Pendarvis will drag you back. We all will.’


His mouth tightened, the quiver in his voice returning. ‘D’you like him?’


‘Nathan Cardew? I think so.’


‘D’you love him?’ There were tears in his eyes, his face sullen.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied, ‘but I love you, Billy Bosco.’


He remained pouting down at the sea. ‘Well, I don’t like him and he don’t like me.’


I left his grammar unchecked. ‘Of course he does. Or he soon will – just wait till he gets to know you.’ Billy was my constant companion, always willing, always smiling. This sullen pout was something new.


Immediately he stiffened, pointing down to the darkening sea. ‘That’s not just a log. Look, Elowyn, someone’s clingin’ to it.’ He let go of my arm, crouching down behind the gnarled branches of a hawthorn. ‘Look…there’s a man clinging to it…he’s headin’ straight for the rocks. We’ve got to do something.’




Chapter Two


Through the fading light I could just make out the shape of a man. ‘We’ll never reach him…there’s no way down… We’ll have to go back and get Tom to bring his boat…Billy, he looks dead.’


Billy stayed kneeling on the ground, peering over the edge. ‘There is a way down. Over there…See that sheep track? There’s a gulley leadin’ down from the ledge. We can use that.’


I looked to where he was pointing, searching the jagged cliff side with its clusters of bright flowers and wind-bent bushes. Just the smallest track was visible, criss-crossing sharply through the vegetation that clung to the rocks. ‘No, Billy. Absolutely not – it’s far too dangerous.’


‘We can do it, honest, Elowyn. It’s never as steep as it looks.’


I tried to think rationally. The sea was calm, the tide coming in. It was a warm night with very little wind. The waves were barely moving, just the strength of the tide pushing its way along the shoreline. Fear held me back, yet Billy seemed so sure. ‘D’you really think there’s a way down?’ My heart was thumping.


‘I’ll know when we get there. It’s worth a try.’


He grabbed my hand, leading me away from the well-worn path and across the clifftop, slowly, sure-footedly, weaving his way round the boulders as if he had done it a hundred times before. We stopped where rocks had tumbled down to the sea, the gorse clinging precariously to the side, but Billy was right, the smallest track led down between the bushes. Sheep’s wool hung on the spiky thorns, droppings lay scattered in the dirt. Below us, a small shingle beach was just visible, sharp rocks stabbing the air like daggers. It was far too dangerous. ‘I can’t do it, Billy.’


‘Yes, ye can, honest – it’s easier than you think.’ He sounded so sure, as if nothing could stop him. ‘Just turn and face the cliff – like this. Hold the roots, not the branches… there’s no thorns then.’ He grabbed a root with his right hand, digging his boot into the cracked earth. ‘Do it like this – honest, it’s safe.’


‘How d’you know, Billy?’


‘Because when ye’re hungry, ye steal eggs. Seagulls nest in the gullies and there’s limpets on the rocks.’ He started descending the cliff, the basket slung over his shoulder, and I caught a glimpse of his former life. He never spoke of it, but that basket hung so easily across his shoulders. Three years ago, he would have filled it for his brother and sister and they would have lived another day.


I was wearing my yellow poplin. It was one of my favourite dresses but it was not my best. I never wore my best to Mamm’s and I was grateful for that now. I stretched out my shawl, wrapping it round my hips and tying it tightly. Every fisherman’s daughter knew how to hitch up her skirts and tuck them against her thighs. ‘Don’t look up, Billy, my stockings are showing.’


‘I’ve seen stockin’s before,’ he shouted back. ‘Just make sure yer foot holds. The stones will fall but take no heed… just don’t let go yer hand till yer foot’s sure. It’s not as steep as ye think.’


I turned to face the cliff, clutching the roots like Billy had instructed, following him down the tiny track as it traversed the cliff. I could not look down but stared straight ahead, feeling for the footholds, digging my toes into the cracks until my boot felt secure. Flowers clung to the cliff side, clusters of pink thrift, sea lavender, wild carrot. Guillemots swooped in protest, circling the air with plaintive cries, but I hardly saw them. All I could do was choose the biggest roots and cling to them, slowly transferring my weight from one to the other. Stones broke free and rolled ahead but I took no notice. At the bottom, my hands were shaking and I looked up at the huge cliff towering above us. Billy’s eyes were full of pride.


‘Ye did that really good, Elowyn.’


‘Really well,’ I replied, smiling back.


We were at the water’s edge, just a scramble over the rocks and we should see the man. I looked round in surprise. We were in a small cove, completely hidden from sight. Something was lying on the furthest rock and Billy ran across the shingle to pick it up. In the fading light, I presumed it was seaweed but he held it up, smiling broadly. ‘Look, Elowyn, just what we need – a coil of rope…and look, an old crate… and a barrel. Tide must’ve washed them up.’


He flung down his basket, holding out his hand to help me across the rocks. The evening sky still glowed from the west but the light was dimming and it was hard to see where to step. Swathes of seaweed swirled around the rocks, some places wet and slimy, other patches dry and blackened by the sun. The smell was pungent, almost overpowering, and I edged forward slowly, the cockles crunching under my wet shoes.


‘There, Elowyn. There!’


I looked up and caught my breath. The shape of the man’s body looked unnatural, immediately terrifying. His arms were stretched wide along the log, his head to one side. ‘He must be dead…he’s not holding on to the log.’


‘He might not be dead…We’ve got to bring him in.’ Billy’s voice rose in desperation. He began pulling off his boots, stripping to his breeches. ‘I’ll tie the rope round me…ye can follow me along the shore…That way, we’ll avoid that huge rock. I’ll rope meself to the man and ye can pull us round… back to this cove. The ropes should be long enough.’


I nodded, trying to calm my fear. The tide was coming in, not out. There was no strong current. The cove was sandy in places and Billy was tall enough to wade out some distance. I was panicking, that was all. I grabbed the heavy coil of rope, letting it out loop by loop, scrambling along the shore to keep Billy in sight. He was making good progress, half swimming, half wading through the darkening water, his lips clamped tight against the cold.


‘I can’t go any further,’ I shouted. I had lost sight of him. ‘Billy…can you hear me?’The rope tugged, slipping quickly through my hands and I wrapped it round my wrist, desperate it should not be pulled away. I was a child again, cold, wet, clinging painfully to the heavy rope, petrified I would be the one to let it go; a small, hungry child, hauling in the nets – the rope chaffing my fingers, the salt stinging my raw hands.


From behind the rock, I heard Billy shout, ‘Pull us back. I’ve got him.’


I pulled as hard as I could to the sound of splashing. The rope was coarse and difficult to grab, but at last I saw them. Billy had one arm round the man and was struggling back through the inky black water but something was wrong. The man’s arms were rigid, his head on one side and my stomach sickened, realizing at once that he was bound to the log. A mass of black hair swirled round his face, his shirt was torn, floating weightlessly around him. His legs dangled lifelessly beneath him and I hauled on the rope as hard as I could. Billy struck the sand and I could pull no more.


‘Is he alive?’ I was up to my knees in the sea, forgetting how cold it could be.


Billy was breathless. ‘I don’t know – he’s tied so tightly.’


I was filled with anger, a terrible sense of wrong. The man was naked from the waist down, his breeches binding his hands to both ends of the log. ‘Get this loose…’ I cried, trying to uncoil the heavy material. His arms were looped through the breeches, wrapped so tightly it was almost impossible to undo. My hands were trembling, my normally dexterous fingers numb and clumsy. ‘He must be dead. He’s too cold.’At last we freed him. ‘Take his other wrist, Billy – we’ll have to drag him out.’


Billy pushed the log away and we each grabbed a wrist, pulling him on to the sand with all our might. He was a large man, tall and muscular. His head had fallen forward, his forehead scraping along the sand, his legs dragging heavily behind him. ‘Again – on my count of three,’ Billy shouted. I gripped tightly, hauling again, inching him slowly out of the water.


‘That’s far enough. Roll him over.’


We rolled him over and knelt by his side, almost too scared to part the matted curls that covered his face. I recoiled in horror. His face was a mass of cuts and bruises, his eyes black and lifeless against the pallor of his skin. His lips were blue, his cheeks a deathly white. Across his chest, more bruises showed and on his abdomen, a band of deep purple. ‘He’s been beaten badly – he was probably dead when they threw him in.’


‘Ye sure he’s dead?’


I had seen drowned men before. He was dead, no doubt about it. I cupped my hand against the man’s nose. ‘There’s no breath, Billy. We’ll need to get him further up the sand, or the tide will take him.’


A terrible sadness filled me – sadness for Billy, despair for this man. He was young, he was strong; he had huge muscles and was in the prime of life. He should not be dead. Billy threw his shirt across the man’s loins and I smiled my thanks. I had seen naked men before but not so close.


Billy stood staring down at the man. ‘He wasn’t dead when they threw him in. I think he used his breeches to keep him afloat – he must’ve hoped the log would save him. What shall we do? Leave him here and tell them at Porthcarrow?’


‘We’ll have to. We can’t stay much longer – the light’s fading…’


‘There’s a cave. I saw one. We could leave him there, save him driftin’ off again.’


I looked to where Billy was pointing. There was nothing. ‘A cave? Are you sure?’


‘Yes – it’s hidden in the rocks. I saw the opening. We’ll drag him over – it’s the least we can do.’


Billy had tears in his eyes and I, too, felt like crying. ‘I wish we could’ve saved him,’ I whispered.


Every fisherman’s family lived with the fear of the boats returning with drowned men; their bodies laid so gently on the sand. It was what we all dreaded. My heart jumped. ‘Billy…he just breathed…I saw him.’ I put my hand against the man’s chest, spreading my fingers wide. There was nothing – no movement, just the terrible cold of a lifeless body. I put my ear against the mass of tight black hairs. ‘Billy, I saw a breath…honest, I did.’


The movement had been so faint, just the smallest intake of what could have been a breath, but it had definitely been something. ‘Dry him. Get him warm. Quick, take off his shirt.’ I put my cheek to the man’s nose, desperate to feel some movement. He was so cold, no sign of a breath. I freed my shawl, shaking it so Billy could help. ‘Here, use this to get him warm.’ We began rubbing his body, vigorously shaking the man’s chest. Once again, I put my cheek against his nose. ‘Breathe…God damn you, breathe.’


The faintest breath caressed my cheek and my heart jumped. ‘He’s alive, Billy.’ I laid my head against the man’s chest, the pounding in my ears making it almost impossible to hear. There was the tiniest movement, one faint beat. ‘He’s alive.’ I was shaking, tears in my eyes. ‘Quick, get him to the cave.’


Billy smiled. Sand smeared his face, his black hair dripping onto his bare shoulders. ‘Ye just swore,’ he said, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Ye just swore and ye can’t say ye didn’t because I heard it plain as anything.’




Chapter Three


Through the half-light we surveyed the cave. It looked dry and recently used. Footprints led to the entrance, pitchforks were stacked against the sides. Billy’s face fell. ‘There’s axes, Elowyn, and huge great clubs. We shouldn’t be here.’


His words echoed my fear. ‘We’ve no choice, Billy. We need to get him warm. See if there’s any sacking – perhaps, behind that boat?’


The entrance was narrow but the cave was large, stretching well beyond what we could see. Two rowing boats lay at the centre, rows of barrels stacked high on either side. Lanterns lay on an upturned half-barrel and fishing nets were heaped on the ground. Through the dimming light, we looked for somewhere to lay the man. Wooden crates, chains and a mass of ropes coiled at my feet, but in the distance the ground looked softer. ‘Over there – where there’s more sand.’


Billy reached behind the boat, drawing out some sacking and we dragged the man across the cave, laying him on the soft ground, piling the rough sacks over him. I lifted his head for a softer pillow and pushed the damp strands of hair from across his face. Sand covered his forehead and I reached for my handkerchief, gently wiping it away from his eyebrows and eyes. He had been badly burned by the sun, his lips were swollen and raw but even in the half-light they seemed less blue. The cuts on his face were white and bloodless, more like grazes, and I ran my hands through the man’s hair, feeling his scalp. The bruising on his temple looked viciously inflicted but there was no open wound.


I laid my hand on his chest to feel for movement. ‘His breathing’s deeper, but it’s still too shallow. I think his heartbeat’s stronger.’


Billy struggled out of his wet breeches and hung my stockings up to dry. ‘He can’t die, Elowyn. Not now.’ We both knew we could neither leave him nor carry him; we had no choice but to stay. Darkness was almost upon us, the moonless sky threatening a pitch-black night.


‘Any chance of getting those lanterns lit?’


‘Don’t think so.’ Billy searched the cave in the half-light. ‘There’s nothing but barrels…and nets…and rope.’


‘We’ll make a bed and leave first thing.’ I did not want Billy to feel my fear. We had food, we had shelter. We were warm.


I turned at the sound of moaning. The man had begun to shake, his whole body shivering so severely I thought he was convulsing. Billy piled more sacks onto him but jumped back in fright. A fist had flown at him, the man thrashing violently from side to side, and we drew back quickly, watching in fear as he heaved himself upright. He glared at us, his eyes wild and unseeing. He looked possessed, like a madman.


‘Stay back, Billy. Don’t go near him. You’ll get hurt.’


He must have heard my voice, for his thrashing stopped and he fell back against the cave, his head slumping forward, his black hair falling over his face. I could see he was trying to speak, opening his cracked lips as if to tell us something, and I edged forward, putting my ear to his mouth. His lips were barely moving, his words making no sense, just a string of mumbled sounds, slurring together as if he was drunk.


‘You’re safe,’ I whispered, ‘but you must lie still if we’re to get you warm.’


He started shuddering again, convulsing violently, and I tried to cover him. ‘Quick, Billy, we need more sacks. Is there any brandy?’


‘No, I’ve been lookin’ all over. No brandy or rum.’


The force of the man’s shivering was terrible to watch. We knelt by his side, piling on the sacking as best we could. At last his shivering stopped and he lay exhausted, his chest rising and falling in long, deep breaths. I felt for his heartbeat and my fear rose. ‘He’s not out of danger. His heart’s too rapid. It’s unsteady – there’s no rhythm to it.’


Billy looked up at the catch in my voice. ‘He can’t die, Elowyn.’


The tide had turned, stronger waves rippling against the shingle outside. It was dark, the air fresh and intensely salty. These were the sounds and smells of my childhood – and with them came the same sense of anxiety. I needed to stay calm; after all, Mrs Pengelly would think I was with Mamm and Mamm would assume I had worked late and would expect me tomorrow – no one would be looking for us. All we had to do was get through the night. ‘He could still die, Billy. I’ve seen it happen – he’s not out of danger.’


At the sound of my voice, the man’s hand moved slowly beneath the sacking, reaching out as if he wanted to touch me. I slid my hand under the coarse cloth and our fingers met, his hand slowly slipping over mine. His hand was large but his touch was gentle, just the slightest pressure squeezing my fingers and a shiver ran down my spine. ‘You’re safe,’ I whispered, trying to sound confident, ‘but you need to get warmer. You must sleep and gather your strength.’ Despite my brave words, my fear was rising – everyone knew a cold shiver meant the passing of someone’s soul. ‘Billy, we’ve got to get him warmer – we need to do what I’ve seen others do. We need to lie next to him – use the heat from our bodies.’


Billy nodded, quickly wrapping the sacking around us as we lay next to the man. He was as cold as ice and I could not sleep but lay staring into the empty darkness, listening to him breathing softly beside me. It seemed to be working; the heat under the sacking was building, the man’s naked body getting decidedly warmer. I felt strangely like crying, forcing back my sudden tears. His touch had been so gentle, the merest squeeze of his hand, but I knew he had been trying to thank me. Another cold shiver ran through me and I began pleading with the shadows…Don’t take his soul. Please don’t take his soul. I reached across and felt for his pulse – it was thin and faint, no sense of rhythm.
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I must have fallen asleep, for something roused me. Lanterns were swinging in the distance, the cave diffused in a soft yellow light. I lay rigid, watching the lamplight flickering across the ceiling, outlining the figures of two men. They were making their way towards us, the light distorting their shadows, but I could see at once that they were big men with huge, hunched shoulders, thick necks and powerful arms. Their muffled footsteps were barely audible but their stride was purposeful. Next to me, the man’s body was warm, the dark sacks covering us, but what if he and Billy woke with a start?


‘Stay still. Don’t move.’ The man’s whisper startled me. He was lying so still I had thought him asleep. Relief flooded through me.


The two men had stopped at the upturned barrel, lighting the other lanterns, and my fear spiralled. With more lanterns lit, they were bound to see us and I held my breath, my heart hammering so loudly I thought they would hear. They barely glanced round but took a lantern in each hand and headed out of the entrance, their shoes crunching on the shingle. ‘They must be expecting a ship,’ the man whispered in my ear.


I leaned over him, rousing Billy gently. ‘Billy, wake up – we’re in danger. Someone’s using the cave.’ Billy’s eyes opened wide with fright. ‘Two men are hanging lanterns outside…but they’ll be back any moment…stay very still.’


The man reached round us, silently drawing more sacking over us. ‘We’re as safe here as anywhere,’ he said. ‘We’re well hidden behind these crates. Lay back, lad. I’ll cover you. Not a sound, you understand? Not a movement.’ He sounded hoarse, as if he might cough at any moment, and I held my breath, praying we would not be seen or heard. He made no more sound, piling the sacking round us, and we lay rigid in the darkness listening as the men dragged the rowing boat out to the cove.


‘Oh, no…my stockings!’ I whispered. ‘They’re just above us…and Billy’s breeches.’


The man reached up, grabbing our wet clothes, covering us over with yet more sacking. As he lay back, he slipped one arm round each of us, holding us tightly in the musty darkness. He squeezed Billy’s shoulder. ‘All right, lad?’ I felt Billy nod. ‘Best pretend you’re asleep.’


A small gap allowed us air but it gave us sight of the two men. ‘How about you? Are you all right?’ I whispered.


‘I’ve felt better – I’ve a head from hell.’ His throat sounded sore, his voice parched.


The ship must be anchoring, the lamps guiding them safely through the rocks to the small stretch of sand. It must be the top of the tide, the early hours. The men began dragging the second rowing boat out, scraping it across the shingle, and I lay cursing my stupidity – no moon, no wind, near perfect conditions. Everyone knew it was a night to close shutters and lock doors. Those clubs would be used. My stomach twisted as I fought my fear. Only luck had made me venture so deep into the cave; if we had stayed at the entrance, we would have been seen.


Two men from the boat joined the others, both equally stocky and powerfully built; each with his hat pulled low, a thick scarf hiding his face. I could hardly see them, their long black coats merging with the darkness. The tallest of the men pointed to the barrels and they began working in pairs, grasping a barrel, rolling it quickly through the entrance and across the shingle. They worked so fast, emptying the cave with the utmost efficiency, and I lay burning beneath the heavy sacking, the man’s arm around me. His face was so close; I could feel his breath on my cheek. ‘What’s in the barrels?’ he whispered.


‘It’s not fish – the barrels look too heavy. It could be lime.’ Hours ago, the man had been icy cold yet now the heat of his body scorched me through my dress. I was sweating, my face on fire; his naked body was pressing against me – all of him, not just his arm but his leg as well. Not that I did not want him there. I did. His presence made me feel safe, his strength giving me much needed courage.


The last barrel left the cave and the two men returned, dragging the rowing boats back to their hiding place. They did not speak but collected up the lanterns, extinguishing all but two. Holding the lanterns high, they looked around, glancing at the entrance, at the boats, taking one final look round the cave. One of them stooped to pick up some rope, throwing it down on the pile of coils, and I was petrified he would see us. Lamplight flickered round the cave, shadows dancing like phantoms across the ceiling, and I held my breath, praying that the lamplight would fade and the soundless footsteps would vanish like the barrels into the darkness.


Then there was nothing but darkness. The lamps had vanished and we lay rigid beneath the heavy sacking, half expecting their return. It was too hot, sweat trickling down my back, but none of us dared to move. At last, the man’s arm relaxed and he threw back the sacking. ‘The tunnel must go deep into the cliff.’ His voice was rasping. He began coughing violently and a wave of fear flooded through me.


‘Quick, Billy, get the ale – they’ll hear him.’


The man heaved himself upright, coughing and hawking as he leaned against the cave. ‘I’m sorry…’ He coughed again, his chest wracked by painful spasms. ‘I’m…William—’ A further bout of coughing stopped him from saying more. He leaned forward, using some sacking to wipe his mouth.


‘Would ye like some ale?’ Billy reached inside the basket, quickly pulling the cork, the tremor in his voice matching my own. If the men heard us they would come straight back. ‘I’m Billy and this is Elowyn – Miss Liddicot, I should say.’ The muscles next to me flexed as William held the flagon to his lips. He took long deep gulps, downing the ale before he coughed again. ‘Thank you, Billy. I take it you both saved my life?’


My fear might have lessened but my sense had returned – a cold, nearly lifeless body was one thing but a burning, hawking, completely naked man was quite another. I threw off the covers and moved quickly from his side. ‘Billy swam out and brought you back. I merely helped pull you in. We thought you were dead but you breathed…We got you warm, that’s all.’


‘You’re a brave boy.’ His voice was still hoarse. ‘Spit on your hand, lad – for you and I are bound for life.’ He tried to spit, succeeding eventually, and leaned towards Billy, holding out his hand. ‘You did well keeping so still. Where are we?’ In the silence that followed, he sensed something was wrong. ‘What’s up, lad?’


Billy shrugged. ‘Elowyn don’t let me spit. We’re just round from Fosse – Penwartha Point, to be exact. Have some more ale.’


William took another long drink. Through the darkness his voice sounded mocking: ‘You don’t spit, what never? What about on your tools?’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You must spit on them.’


‘Don’t have no tools.’ Billy’s reply sounded sullen and I sensed the pout was back.


‘A big lad like you?’William whistled in surprise and I felt my lips tighten.


How dare he be so familiar? We had just saved his life yet he was already criticizing us. He had no right to mock. Outside, the night sky was lifting, the first tentative streaks of grey crossing the darkness. Shapes were taking form, the upturned barrel, the pitchforks and clubs against the walls. Without the barrels the cave seemed so much bigger, reaching deep into the rock. William’s voice was growing stronger, even more unpleasant.


‘What about when you wrestle? Surely, you spit when you shake?’Through the sullen silence he laughed softly. He sounded genuinely amused and my stomach twisted. ‘Don’t tell me…Elowyn don’t let you wrestle. She’s strict, your sister, and that’s a fact.’


The man was too forward – he had no need to mock us; he had no manners and no sense of his place. He seemed oblivious to my displeasure, ignoring my turned shoulder and deep intakes of breath. Billy was encouraging him. ‘She ain’t my sister.’


‘Ah, then she must be your sweetheart? No wonder you do everything she says!’ He started laughing, his deep chuckle echoing around the cave.


Billy laughed back, giggling behind his hand. ‘Course she ain’t my sweetheart!’


William leaned over, nudging Billy in the ribs. ‘That’s good, because I’d hate us to fight over her…not now we’re such good friends.’


Again, Billy laughed, a conspiratorial giggle I did not like. ‘Are ye hungry?’ he said, reaching inside the basket. ‘There’s Mrs Munroe’s rabbit pie an’ potted crab – I’m hungry an’ all. Can we eat somethin’, Elowyn?’


I grabbed my shawl, straightening my dress as I stood up. I felt strangely disappointed. For some reason I wanted the man to be nicer. His life had been so important to me and I wanted to like him, yet he was too familiar and I did not appreciate his tone. Men had to be kept at a distance – just one smile, one pleasant look, and they would start to take liberties. He would try to touch me, slide his hand across my bottom, pretend it was a mistake. ‘Have what you like,’ I said, reaching for some more sacking. It was a warm night and I would be quite comfortable beneath the stars.


I passed in front of him and he reached for my hand. ‘Don’t mind me teasing you,’ he said softly. The spittle was still on his hand and I pulled mine quickly away; I was right, he was trying to touch me, just like every other man. We had saved his life and he was welcome to our food, but that was all. He watched me wipe my hand on the sacking, his eyes black in the darkness. ‘I owe you my life, Miss Liddicot, and in my book that makes us bound. Spitting and shaking’s but a promise I’ll always be there for you.’


I stared back at him. I neither wanted nor needed him to be there for me. He was a rough, lewd fighter and would be a bad influence on Billy. Billy had to be kept safe. First thing tomorrow, I would make that clear. At the entrance of the cave I heard them laughing and turned in horror.


‘There you go, Billy – we’re bound for life. Tell me, lad, would you like me to teach you to wrestle?’


Dread made me catch my breath. Billy seemed so drawn to the man. He did not answer but hesitated and I stood, silently willing him to refuse. The eagerness in his voice ripped me like a knife.


‘Could ye,William? Could ye really?’


‘Big lad like you would make a fine wrestler. My friends all call me Will – you’re a William too. See, Billy, it’s no accident you saved my life. We’re meant to be friends. Did you say rabbit pie? I can’t tell you how much I love a rabbit pie.’


Billy dived deep into the basket again. ‘Wait till ye taste this, Will. It’s Mrs Munroe’s – honest, there’s none better. See what ye make of that!’




Chapter Four


Penwartha Cove
Sunday 5th June 1796, 5:00 a.m.


I woke to see William sitting on a rock watching me. His hair was wet, only the slightest attempt made to sweep the black curls from across his face. His torn shirt was open at the neck, his breeches back where they belonged. He had been swimming – to nearly drown, yet swim again? The man was clearly reckless. Billy was still asleep by my side. They had both joined me, coming to lie next to me at the entrance of the cave. The stars had been so bright, the sound of waves soft against the shingle.


Pink streaks lit the horizon. ‘We better get going as they may come back.’ His voice was soft but his looks were rough. Bruises showed on his face. His cuts were red and sore but there was colour in his cheeks, strength and vigour in the way he moved. He had torn some sacking into strips and was winding them round his feet in place of boots. ‘Did you come down that tiny track?’ He seemed impressed.


I nodded. My hair was a tousled mess, my dress creased. I never looked like this, never. There was sand in my hair, grit between my toes. My bonnet was all but squashed. ‘Turn round,’ I snapped, reaching for my stockings. He must have laid them beside me. Billy’s breeches lay folded by his side and the basket was packed, ready to go. ‘Have you left Mamm anything?’ I asked his turned back.


‘Just the rhubarb jam – Billy don’t like rhubarb.’


I resented his joke, his assured familiarity. He had been watching me and I resented that too. My shoes were less damp than I expected. They were almost dry, packed with sacking by William to act as a wick. ‘It’s not as steep as it looks – you’ve to hold the roots but the footholds are good…’ I laid my hand gently on Billy’s shoulder. ‘Wake up, Billy, we need to go in case they come back.’


Billy led the way and we started up the track, William insisting he should go after me in case I slipped. The thought of him looking up and seeing my stockings made me reluctant to lift my skirts and I cursed my stupidity for not insisting I went last. A sudden tug made me look round and my worst fears were realized. Thorns had caught the delicate poplin on my skirt, snagging several threads, and my skirt was about to tear. I was holding tightly to a root and could not reach down. ‘Don’t touch,’ I shouted in frustration.


He ignored both my scowl and my sharp tone. ‘Stay still… there…all done. No one will notice.’ His touch was surprisingly gentle, his large fingers releasing my skirt with hardly any damage, and for a brief, unwanted moment, I remembered the feel of his hand as it closed over mine.


‘People will notice. I’ll notice.’ I bit my lip. Nathan might notice. This was not how I wanted to look.


At the top of the path I stopped to shake free my skirt. The early light shimmered pink on the sea. The cliff was waking, the first tentative calls of birds greeting the new dawn. The air smelt fresh and full of moisture, of damp grass and wild herbs, and I turned to check my skirt – three threads, no, four. I just hoped Mamm had a delicate enough needle for me to mend it. William was watching me, his brows as dark as his still wet hair. He had striking looks – rough looks. His hazel eyes were flecked with green, his nose straight. Dark stubble covered his strong chin but it was not just his cuts and bruises that marked him as trouble – the angle of his chin showed stubbornness and there was arrogance in the way he stood. Stubbornness, arrogance and muscles like that could only lead to fighting.


Yet he had a power about him that was hard to ignore. Billy must have felt it too; I could see the admiration in his eyes, an eagerness to please. ‘We live at Coombe House in Fosse…Elowyn’s a dressmaker – she has the shop above Pengelly’s Boatyard. We’re going to Porthcarrow to see her mamm…Ye can come with us if ye like…I can show ye the new lock…or ye can go to Fosse. We’re halfway to both.’ The words spilled from his mouth in an excited torrent and foreboding gripped me. He had said too much. He had told him everything.


‘William’s no more need of us,’ I snapped. ‘He’s well fed and can continue by himself. We’ll say goodbye and take our leave.’ I turned my back, pulling Billy roughly behind me. A layer of dew covered the ground, glistening on the long grass that edged the path. ‘Billy, how could you – a man like that?’


‘I like him, Elowyn, and so should ye.’The scowl was back, the pouting lips.


‘He knows everything about us now – everything.’ Billy was not watching where he was going but kept turning round, stumbling on the rough ground. ‘You’re wrong to encourage him. He’ll bring trouble. He’s rough and he fights – and you know how I feel about men like that.’There were footsteps behind us and my fear spiralled. He would follow us, pester us, and we had no money to see him off.


‘Elowyn…wait.’ He must have seen how cross I was but stood staring down at me – a bold, penetrating stare, stripping me of all privacy. ‘I’ll leave you in peace but I must have your word not to tell anyone about the cave, or the ship, or about finding me. Not a word.’


Billy nodded, but I stared back into those bold eyes. They held danger, a sense of warning. ‘Who are you?’ I said, knowing I sounded a bit too like Lady Pendarvis.


A slight flicker crossed his face, a definite hesitation. ‘My name’s William Cotterell.’


‘Then you have our word, Mr Cotterell – no cave, no ship and we’ve certainly never met you.’ I used my firmest voice, the voice I used when traders tried to overcharge me or short change me because they thought me all curls and no brain. He had hesitated too long – he was lying. He did not want to give me his proper name.


We were on the last rocky outcrop, William’s eyes still boring into my back. My courage was failing, my nerves getting the better of me. I wanted to be back in Fosse; I should never, ever, have agreed to Gwen’s gentle persuasion. Spending the day with Nathan Cardew seemed suddenly too daunting and I stared down at the new harbour, wanting to turn back.


I was almost too scared to look. Porthcarrow would be a morning town, like Fosse, and I should take heart from that. In morning towns, the sun greeted you when you went to work, helping you face the day with bright expectation. Yet here, I would have no work. Billy kept turning round, but I forced myself to look at the row of newly finished houses. They were so beautiful, rising above the lock, looking far out to sea. The Piermaster’s house…I would have my very own parlour, my very own maid.


My cheeks began burning in mounting shame. What was I thinking? I was Elowyn Liddicot, prim, proper, exacting in my standards and well used to keeping men at bay. My blush burned deeper, hot tears filling my eyes. William had been naked, completely naked, and I had lain next to him with no thought of the consequences. Nathan must never know – no one must ever know.
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Just a short descent would take us down to the yard of Mamm’s cottage. We sat staring down at the closed back door, hoping Jack Deveral would not be in. I had only met him twice but both times I had hated what I saw. Perhaps my childhood fears clouded my judgement – perhaps, he did not have fists that clenched in an instant, the sudden sideways swipe that would send me flying. Even so, just a look, a frown or a sudden flare in temper and I would be a child again, clutching Tom’s hand to run and hide. I took a deep breath. I could read and write. I had a living. I had savings. No man would do that to me again.


‘Ye all right?’ Billy slipped his arm through mine. ‘Only ye look so sad.’


‘We’re too early, that’s all. We’ll wait until we see some sign of life. It won’t be long; Mamm always gets up early.’


Mamm’s cottage lay half a mile down the beach from the new harbour – one of two ancient stone cottages lying at the mercy of the fierce south-easterly gales but sheltered and safe in the prevailing westerlies. They had once been thatched but were now roofed in fine, grey slate and stood extended and improved, their newly refurbished fish cellars stretching far beneath them. Jack Deveral and his neighbour John Polkerris may hate Sir James for his new harbour and meddling interference, but they had been the first to prosper. Everyone wanted their fish.


On the clifftop, the new battlements stood stark against the early-morning sky. Major Trelawney had worked tirelessly to ensure that no French ship would ever threaten Sir James’ new harbour. The cannons were in place, the volunteer force mustered and trained, the men already mounting a watch across the bay. So much had been achieved in such a short time – not only the battlements but the harbour itself. The inner lock had been dug, the outer harbour dredged and strong granite walls built like arms to enclose it. It was already drying, a band of seaweed lying in a perfect arc across the sand.


Ships lay at anchor, their sterns pulled seaward by the outgoing tide. Billy pointed to a boat lying wedged in the sand. ‘See the lugger that’s beachin’ – that’s Jack Deveral’s new boat. He can’t have gone out.’


A grand hotel now dominated the lock entrance, the harbour office was nearly complete and the weighing room was well in use. Two new yards had been fenced and even the rope-walk was finished; the bark-house had been newly roofed, the cooperage doubled in size. I took in the changes, nerves making my stomach flutter – all this achieved under the watchful eyes of Nathan Cardew.


Plumes of smoke rose from the lime kilns, cockerels heralding the new day. Yet the day had long since started. Shouts echoed across the early stillness, hoists rising amongst the rigging, the huge barrels swinging through the air. Farm boys leaned on their long sticks, still half asleep as they brought the dairy herd down for milking. We watched them cross the brickworks and amble slowly up the main street to the old farm buildings.


‘There’s your mamm, throwing out slops.’ We watched her open the chicken coop.


‘What will you do today, Billy?’


‘I’ll be all right – I’ll watch for when ye leave.’ His sullenness had returned. ‘Is Mr Cardew takin’ ye to chapel?’


‘He said he would. He’s to come to Mamm’s at ten o’clock.’


Billy stood up and scowled, glaring down at me, his face puckering, his eyes filling with tears. I had never seen him like this before. ‘Ye should tell him ye’re church, not chapel,’ he said, turning quickly to run down the path. ‘Tell him ye don’t want to live here,’ he shouted over his shoulder. He was out of sight, behind the gorse bushes, but I heard him stop, his shoes scuffing the stones. ‘And tell him ye don’t want to give up yer business.’


‘But, Billy…’ I wanted to turn back. I should never have come. I should never have let Gwen persuade me. What if Nathan Cardew tried to kiss me?




Chapter Five


1 Shore Cottages
Sunday 5th June 1796, 6:00 a.m.


‘Come in, Elly dear. It’s only me what’s up. I was expecting ye late yesterday, not this early.’ Mamm stood at the door, clearly taken aback. ‘Look at me not dressed yet…Come in, but be quiet. Jack’s still sleepin’ so mind ye don’t wake him.’ She was still in her nightgown, a shawl wrapped round her shoulders. Her hair was tousled beneath her cap, curling, just like mine. She had once been as fair as me but had long since turned grey. ‘Go through, but quiet, lass. Don’t let that catch slam – Lowenna’s sleepin’ too. How come ye’re so early?’


I would never look like that. The fear that never left her eyes, the constant looking up, checking she was not doing something wrong. Every time I saw that look, or her hands tremble, I felt like shaking her. ‘I fell asleep doing the hems but everything’s finished. Mrs Pengelly thinks I came yesterday but I slept at the shop. She sent you this jam…and Gwen sends her love – she’s getting very tired.’


‘I’m not surprised.’ She took the jam and smiled, placing it on the dresser along with everything else. ‘Sit down, my dear. I’ll get ye something to drink. Only, the fire’s out and I can’t rake the grill – not yet awhile. Will ye have some ale?’ I shook my head, trying to find a chair that would not further snag my gown. Already, she was wringing her hands, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘Ye look beautiful, Elly dear, but then ye always do. Ye’re such a fine lady now – every inch a match for Nathan Cardew.’


‘I’m sorry I missed your birthday. Here, happy birthday.’ I kissed her cheek and sat down. Three and a half hours to wait in this filthy kitchen with its rough flagstones and oppressively small windows – it was darker inside than out. The table stood littered with the remains of a meal, bread left exposed, pewter plates scraped clean and pushed to one side. Mice would have crawled all over that bread. How could I have thought to stay here? It must be that holding me back – not leaving Coombe House, not leaving the shop, but returning to what should have been left well behind.


She smiled at the silk handkerchief with her embroidered name encircled by colourful flowers. ‘Oh, Elly…it’s that delicate, honest.’ She searched the room for something to say. ‘The fishin’s been good. We’ve the smoke house full and there’s plenty of salt left for the packin’. Jack don’t like the new harbour but they like his fish all right. He’s supplyin’ the hotel – we can hardly cope with the need.’


‘Looks like he has a new boat – is that his lugger in the bay?’


She nodded but her eyes looked fearful. ‘Not so loud, love. Ye do look lovely. Is everythin’ well at Coombe House? How’s yer uncle? How’s Tom? Workin’ all hours, I shouldn’t wonder.’ She began clearing away the plates, soundlessly creeping round the table like the mice watching her. Instinctively, I looked for bruises. She had become so good at hiding them.


‘Does he treat you well?’ I whispered as she finally sat down.


Her eyes flew to the door. ‘Course he does. He’s a full-blooded man, mind, but I like that.’


‘You shouldn’t have left Fosse. You had a perfectly good home – you have Tom and me and Uncle Thomas. You don’t need to be here. You could be with the baby, helping Gwen.’ My voice was rising and I checked myself. I was not a fine lady, I was a dressmaker and I worked day and night so I did not have to live like this: watching how others did it, unpicking, sweeping the floor, dusting, tidying the rolls of fabric until I was allowed to pick up a needle. Then, I had cut, sewn and stitched until my eyes were sore and my fingertips numb. And I still did.


I was not a fine lady. I had learned everything from Lady Polcarrow – Rose Pengelly, as she was then, so insistent, smiling when I got things right, shaking her head and scowling when I made mistakes. She read me Mary Wollstonecraft, taught me calculations, reading, writing, opening a whole new world to me. Thanks to her, I was meticulous at keeping books, my clear handwriting and well-drawn columns copied by every seamstress passing through Mrs Pengelly’s school of needlework. Everything entered twice – what was spent, what was earned; what was due, what was paid – everything dated and clear.


‘You could come back, Mamm. You could help me in the shop.’


Mamm’s mouth clenched. ‘Ye must understand, Elly love. I’m born a fishwife an’ I’m good at it. I’ve been guttin’ fish an’ stringin’ them up since I was in my cradle! It’s what I do. I’m not sayin’ ye should do it, but it’s an honest day’s work an’ I enjoy it.’ She sniffed, getting out a dirty handkerchief. ‘Ye’ve come so far and I’m that proud of ye…but I’m a woman, Elly, with a woman’s needs – I like a man in my bed. An’ he’s not like yer father – he don’t beat me.’


Her words made me flinch; even now, I could see father’s hunched shoulders, the anger in his eyes as his temper flared. I would lie awake at night, listening for his drunken tread, waiting for the first punch. She reached across the table, a waft of stale fish oil drifting towards me, and I must have recoiled. Her face filled with sudden sadness. It was just that smell that drove me to knock on Madame Merrick’s door four years ago. Sixteen years of gutting and scraping fish, cramming pilchards and herrings into barrels, pressing them for oil. Of heaving cartloads of bones and blood to the fields, fish scales lodged beneath my fingernails; the relentless smell clinging to every part of me, my hair, my skin, my hideous brown shawl. I glanced at Mamm’s hands, guilt slicing through me. It should not be like this, I should not feel uncomfortable in my own mother’s home.


‘D’you have a needle, Mamm? Only, I’ve snagged my dress.’


She rose from the table and smiled. ‘I’ve a needle an’ a comb, an’ I’ll bring ye a basin of water…No, don’t ye go getting’ up, I don’t suppose ye know how to work a pump these days.’ She paused at the door, turning sadly. ‘When ye’re in yer pier house, ye need never come here. I’ll come to ye an’ I won’t go anywhere near yer new parlour. I’ll stay in the kitchen – or the yard, if ye prefer. I won’t shame ye, I promise. I’ll be that glad just havin’ ye near me.’
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Shame made me sit still while Mamm dressed my hair. She had read my thoughts and my heart felt ripped in two. Lowenna Deveral sat opposite me, her narrow eyes not leaving my face. She had a long face, a pinched complexion and sallow skin. ‘Ye eatin’ here or with Mr Cardew?’


I resented her tone. Half an hour more and I could leave this place. She had scowled all through the mending of my gown, her hostile glare adding to my nerves. ‘I think his sister’s doing us a cold platter.’


‘A cold platter,’ she mocked.


Above us, the floorboards creaked. A man was hawking, spitting, his heavy feet stamping angrily down the wooden stairs. Mamm and Lowenna stared quickly at the door and I held my breath, my heart hammering. The front door slammed and their frightened eyes turned to mine, Lowenna with her pinched face, Mamm with her timid smile and half-shrugged shoulders. I could hardly hold back my anger. Four years ago, Uncle Thomas had come to our house, packed our very few belongings and taken us to Fosse. He had swept Mamm up and carried her to safety, yet this was how she repaid him?


‘Your hands look very sore – both of you,’ I said sharply. She could leave. She could just walk out and never come back. ‘D’you bandage them? Have you goose fat?’


Lowenna shook her greasy hair. She looked ready to jump at her own shadow. What was she, about fifteen? There was a smudge of mud on her arm, dirt on her face. ‘Goose fat’s for cookin’ an’ we’ve no bandages.’


‘I’ve got some calico in the storeroom. It would tear well and you’re welcome to it. As it happens, I’ve got several spare rolls so I’ll bring some next time.’


‘Could ye, love? ’Twould help a lot. Any calico gets taken to cover the clay. There’s a terrible row goin’ on – the coal dust’s gettin’ everywhere, contaminating the clay. Now, who could that be?’ The back door opened and a young woman peered round. ‘Ah, it’s Bethany. Come in, dear. Have ye brought young Sam?’


The woman’s timid smile lit her pale face. ‘Is it all right? Only I saw Mr Deveral leavin’ the house so I thought ’twould be all right.’ I saw her eyes widen with pleasure at my gown.


Mamm straightened her back, shaking her filthy apron. ‘Hand me yer babe, lass. Look at him, growin’ so big. This is Elowyn, my daughter.’ I heard the pride in her voice and my shame returned. The woman stopped looking at my gown and began blushing, staring suddenly at the ground, unable to look me in the eye.


‘It’s…very nice to meet ye, Miss Liddicot…only I’ve heard about ye, of course.’


Her voice was gentle yet she seemed ill at ease, stammering as she spoke. She was painfully thin, her eyes shadowed by dark circles, her hair lank. She could have been so pretty. She had fine bones, a sweet, timid smile and with Mrs Munroe’s pies, she would have been beautiful. Her thin hands clasped the baby and she handed him to Mamm. As they passed him in front of me, I took him from her – a pale, miserable child with a running nose. ‘Where did you get his clothes?’ I asked. They had been finely cut and stitched with great precision. There were box pleats, perfect gussets, faultless sleeves and collar. ‘Who sewed these?’


She could barely look me in the eye. ‘I did. I learned it from me mamm.’ Her thin fingers smoothed over the baby’s jacket, caressing the material, and I looked at her own clothes more closely. The same perfect stitching, working with the bias, not against it, her dress as well made as anything I could have done a year ago. Across the upper edge was the most exquisite embroidery and my heart soared.


‘You’ve real talent, Bethany. Would you like to work for me? I could give you a job – we’ve enough work to keep you busy.’ I had only ever taken on seamstresses from Mrs Pengelly’s school, but Bethany showed such flair. Someone like her would be a godsend. ‘My shop’s in Fosse. The pay’s good. You could start late and leave early – I’d let you work eight thirty to five.’
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