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Book two in the smuggling trilogy.

Jiddy Vardy relishes her return to Robin Hood’s Bay…

…where high spring tides can sweep unsuspecting strangers into deep water.

Jiddy is immediately immersed in smuggling runs, childhood friendships and the kisses of the one she loves.

She is in her element, and she is invincible.

But Jonas wants to earn an ‘honest’ living, Jiddy’s adoptive mam is sick, and the captain of the Dragoons is more determined than ever to capture Bay Town’s intrepid smugglers.

As the stakes rise higher, Jiddy has to decide whether to abandon the life she loves or lose Jonas forever.

***

A compelling, moving story, expertly told.

Andrew Michael Hurley (The Loney, Devil’s Day, Starve Acre)

Dramatic and atmospheric, this is a brilliant piece of historical fiction set by the sea.

By The Pages of Mrs D


Praise for

Jiddy Vardy – High Tide

“What an absolute page-turner! I couldn’t put this down. A thrilling triumph of an adventure and such evocative descriptions of Robin Hood’s Bay. I loved Jiddy Vardy – High Tide. Amazing!”

– Louisa Reid (Gloves Off and Wrecked)

“Ruth Estevez’s Jiddy Vardy books are not just thrilling, tightly plotted adventures, but also beautifully written love-letters to the North Yorkshire coast. At their heart is a complex, memorable and very real central character and it is impossible to read these books without falling in love with Jiddy and her world.”

– Bob Stone (The Beat Trilogy and owner of Write Blend Bookshop)

“Jiddy Vardy is a passionate and strong-willed young woman who you’ll be routing for as she fights to find her place in her community of eighteenth-century Yorkshire. You’ll soon lose yourself in Estevez’s rich writing and discover a world of passion, smuggling and romance. Perfect for fans of Poldark.”

– Anna Mainwaring (Tulip Taylor and Rebel with a Cupcake)

“Jiddy Vardy was good; this second instalment was brilliant. From the dark, impactful beginning through to the hopeful end, I was hooked.

Estevez’ writing is wonderful here. The Yorkshire coastline and countryside is described in all its strong and stunning glory; rugged yet beautiful, calming yet fierce, with the opening scene being particularly powerful and atmospheric – I had chills. Estevez also managed to make the sea itself as much a character in this story as any other. It is both enchanting and unforgiving and plays such a pinnacle role in the tale.

Plot-wise, I was just as impressed. High Tide is fast-paced and pretty action packed. I found it completely gripping and chock-full of drama that kept me reading! It had plenty of substance too, though, exploring themes such as gender, class, politics and the North-South divide against a late 18th Century Yorkshire backdrop.

…I would…recommend to fans of historical fiction with strong female leads. Jiddy is certainly a girl you can root for! As a Yorkshire girl myself, it was great to see our beautiful county and its people, particularly its women (of all classes and situations), given a voice.”

– The Pages of Mrs D (Eryn Davies)

“The hardships, adventure and romance of Jiddy’s life as a young woman and smuggler continue in this action-packed, gripping sequel. Through pinpoint characterisation we hear Jiddy’s voice, her impulsiveness, passion and fears. Estevez’s sense of place transports us to 18th Century Yorkshire, a sharp twist of fate leaves us reeling.

Such a good read, flowing, fast paced, exciting and with a curveball. She is such a character and her impulsiveness both makes me cheer and shout no, Jiddy!”

– The Reading Jackdaw (Carole Estall)

“Jiddy Vardy – High Tide brings to life the dark past of Yorkshire’s wild coast and the tough lives of its inhabitants as they try to outwit a system that would see them struggle and starve. A compelling, moving story, expertly told.”

– Andrew Michael Hurley (The Loney, Devil’s Day, Starve Acre)
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Chapter One

Robin Hood’s Bay, England

1796

Three figures stared up at the rigid corpse hanging from the gibbet. A gust of wind made the wooden structure creak, and the girls, rounded by thick shawls, stood still. Beyond, moorland disappeared into darkness. A lone cloud released a bright cusp of new moon, and the structure revealed itself at the sandy crossroads.

Jiddy handed her lantern to Betsie. “Hold it up.”

Betsie raised it with both hands.

“Higher.”

“What if someone comes?”

Jiddy looked over her shoulder, then in every direction. Face shrouded in wool and shoulders hunched, Annie whimpered.

“No-one’s coming,” Jiddy said. She pushed down her shawl and, hoisting her skirt, clambered onto the platform.

Annie gasped. Betsie stepped closer and the light fell on shrivelled black feet. Betsie promptly retreated, and the dangling limbs disappeared as the light dropped to the ground, leaving Jiddy lit like a ghost.

“I can’t do this,” Betsie said.

“We agreed.”

“I’ve changed my mind. Here.” The light swung into Jiddy’s face, glowing in her dark eyes.

“Annie, you hold it,” Jiddy said, swivelling to reveal Annie, who shook her head. For a second time, the wind rippled their skirts.

“You should have got Jonas to help,” said Betsie.

“We’re Nellie’s friends,” said Jiddy. “This isn’t for lads to do. It’s our job to set her free.”

“We can’t reach. This is stupid! We need someone tall.”

“I can reach.” Jiddy drew a knife from under her skirt. It gleamed in the moonlight. “One of you hold the lantern so I can see the rope, other get ready to catch her.”

Betsie raised the lantern higher. “You heard her, Annie. I’m holding the light. You get ready to catch.”

Hugging the post with one arm, Jiddy straddled the supporting blocks and reached up, her other arm at full stretch to saw through the rope. The figure twisted, and straggling hair brushed Jiddy’s face. She stared into two rotting holes, greened by sea frets, a gristle of nose and a lopsided leer of a mouth.

Retching, she dropped the knife with a clatter and released her grip. Her foot slipped. Annie screamed. The light bobbed, revealing tattered clothes and the shiver of part flesh, part skeleton. Jiddy reached for a hold again, grabbing the slime of rope, and pressed inadvertently close to the corpse. Screwing up her eyes and turning her head, she held her breath against the damp odour of mould and rot. The gallows groaned.

“Help!”

The others scurried, light bouncing, hands outstretched, as Jiddy grappled to reach the wooden beam.

Wind gusted, and she and Nellie shifted. She pushed the body away with her feet and the wood splintered with a loud crack. Still holding the rope, she fell.

“Jiddy!”

She landed on the block with Nellie’s remains in her arms. The broken beam hit her back, and she half scrambled, half fell onto the ground, shoving away the decaying body. Annie squealed.

“Look what you’ve done!” said Betsie, skipping further away.

Jiddy pushed against the wooden block to stand and, grabbing the lantern from Betsie, she held it up to look at the jumble of tatters and shapes that remained of Nellie.

“It’s disgusting.” Betsie gagged.

“I want to go home,” sniffled Annie.

Jiddy swung the lantern into their faces. Annie squinted in the glare and Betsie covered her eyes.

“We’ll be arrested,” Betsie said. “Wait ’til preventives see this. Wait till my mam and da hear about it. They’ll kill us.”

“They’ll think we’re traitors, they’ll think—”

“They’ll think we’re good friends,” said Jiddy, “and we take care of friends.”

“Didn’t think you were Nellie’s friend.” Betsie scowled.

“We grew up together, didn’t we?”

“I’m scared,” said Annie.

“Preventives’ll want to know who took her down.”

“That’s why we’ll leave scraps of her skirt,” said Jiddy. “Wolves took down Bob Slater. They’ll think same has happened to Nellie.”

“He were fresh.”

“Nobody asked questions. They’ll not now.”

They studied the skeleton folded over on itself and the curve of skull under a whimper of hair.

“I’m not touching it,” said Betsie.

Jiddy crouched to look closer. “She won’t be heavy. Annie, have you got the sacking?”

Jiddy and Annie lay the withered corpse on the blanket and looked down again at the more recognisable shape of a young woman.

“She’s shrunk,” said Betsie.

Jiddy swept up the knife and looked around. Satisfied they had left nothing, she took the lantern from Betsie and blew out the flame.

“Hey! We can’t see.”

“We can see enough, but we must keep quiet.”

Their figures shifted in the high moonlight. Without the lantern, the crossroads snaked quickly into darkness.

“We’ll soon hear the sea,” Jiddy said.

“There’s four corners,” said Betsie. “Told you we should have brought Jonas.”

“We should wrap blanket around her,” suggested Annie.

Jiddy crouched by the figure on the ground. “Nellie should have an open coffin for one last catch of Bay. I’ll take the front two. You grab a corner each at the back.”

They shambled slowly, their silence crackling the air as they approached Main Street. Rooftops tumbled all the way down to the sea and the sharp spring moon illuminated the shoreline.

“We’ll never get down without someone seeing,” said Betsie. “Let’s bury her in woods.”

“D’you want dogs digging her up? And we’re struggling even now, we’ll never make it all way back there.” Silence. “Well then, just keep quiet, and we’ll be fine.”

Betsie and Annie exchanged glances, but Jiddy set off, pulling them to follow. The hill dropped steeply, and Nellie’s feet pressed against Jiddy’s buttocks. She held her corners tight against her hips, anxious all the way down the slope of the Bay that Nellie’s corpse would topple and the shriek of her bones, hitting the ground, would awaken the entire neighbourhood.

“Lift her a bit,” she whispered when she feared the corpse would be so vertical it would walk over her head.

The stretcher wobbled and Jiddy halted. In the dark, with the wind drawing up the hill and the waves crinkling over shingle, it would be easy to believe that Nellie would rise. Halfway down, they crept around the bend of road and listened. A rat shot across their path and scampered into the Bolts, making Jiddy jump and the stretcher tipple. Annie didn’t utter a word, but Betsie swore as they righted themselves and waited until Jiddy tugged the blanket so that they shuffled forward again.

Jiddy’s heart pounded but she couldn’t let on how jittery she felt. She could only imagine how close Annie was to letting out a scream and she’d never known Betsie so quiet, but they were almost at the slipway, and the flat beach would be a relief. Finally, they reached the dock and, exposed in the open space, Jiddy sped up, tottering with the effort. The clatter of Betsie’s clogs ricocheted around the buildings. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw their white faces bobbing behind. They couldn’t stop now, and they half jumped, half fell onto the beach. where they almost tipped the body.

“Let’s wrap her up,” Annie suggested.

“Should have done this straight away,” said Betsie.

Jiddy pulled a knot tighter and didn’t answer. Soon, they were carrying Nellie between them, slipping and sliding and popping bladderwrack under their boots. Jiddy kept her eyes on the goal ahead and let the crash of waves be her guide.

***

When they rested near the promontory of Boggle Hole, catching their breath, Jiddy walked towards the water.

“How are we going to get her out there?” said Annie.

“Why, more like,” said Betsie. “We should have buried her in the woods like I said.”

“Nellie didn’t like the woods,” said Jiddy.

“She didn’t like the sea, neither.”

“She didn’t like Robin Hood’s Bay!”

Nellie didn’t like anything!”

They exploded with laughter, bending and giggling with the relief of it.

“Nellie should be laughing with us,” said Betsie. “She liked to laugh.”

If Nellie had been standing on the beach, Jiddy would not have been with them. She knew that. Betsie was right: she and Nellie weren’t friends, but they had understood each other, and the memory of Nellie’s desperation haunted her.

“We should say some words,” she said.

“Annie reached for Jiddy’s hand. “Yes, say something.”

“I’ll say something,” said Betsie. “I were closest to Nellie.”

“Go on, then,” said Jiddy, putting her arms around Annie’s shoulders.

Betsie cleared her throat and clasped her hands together. She nodded to them. “Do same.”

They stood, Betsie on one side and Jiddy and Annie on the other, hands gripped tight, eyes closed.

Jiddy would have been happy if no-one spoke. The crumble of foam on the pebbles and the deeper sense of waves lifting and the wind catching their skirts seemed all that was needed. A sea burial. A warrior’s grave. That’s what she’d want for herself.

Betsie’s feet shifted. The cold night air chilled their faces and Jiddy’s hair fluttered free. She hoped Betsie would realise that there were no words to say and they could instead listen to the ebbing tide.

Betsie cleared her throat again.

“I wish Nellie were here,” she said.

They waited. Jiddy opened her eyes. Betsie had turned her back to them. Taking Annie’s hand, Jiddy led her to stand by Betsie.

“Shall we all hold hands?”

They stood in a circle, looking at each other, then away, then over each other’s shoulders, unable to maintain eye contact.

“I love Robin Hood’s Bay,” said Jiddy. “I love the sea and the woods.”

Annie glanced sideways. “I’m scared of them all, but I don’t know owt else. Except Whitby, and I didn’t like Whitby.”

Jiddy smiled. “What about you, Betsie?”

“I dunno.”

“Do you want to leave Robin Hood’s Bay like Nellie did?”

“If Nellie can’t leave, no-one can.”

“Jiddy tugged Annie’s hand. “Is that what you think?”

Annie stared at Betsie.

“I think we should have left Nellie on gibbet,” she said.

“Nellie’s spirit has already left Bay,” said Jiddy, “but we can make sure her body goes as well.” She looked from one to the other. “If Nellie could be, she’d be as far from here as she could. That’s what she wanted. We understand that, don’t we?”

Annie and Betsie nodded.

“So, we do this for her? We set her free?”

“It’s not fair,” said Betsie. “You can try and go off with a soldier when he leaves Bay or find some fisherman or whaler if you’re lucky, but it’s not fair you’re killed for it.”

Jiddy held her tongue. She couldn’t say Nellie was a traitor and that she’d tried to push the blame on others. Now wasn’t the time. Nellie had left herself no more choices, and that was the tragedy of it.

“Nellie could have walked away on her own two feet,” she said instead. “We can all do that.”

“With nothing in her hands or belly and all alone? What choice do lasses like us have?”

They fell silent again, listening to the tide. Jiddy had chosen smuggling, but that could also have you swinging from the gibbet.

“You two go,” she said. “I’ll take Nellie out.”

“No, we’ll stay,” said Annie. “We’ll wait for you.”

“Won’t Nellie come back when sea turns?” asked Betsie.

“I’ll get her into slipstream,” Jiddy said. “Current’ll carry her down coast, and she’ll not be recognisable if anybody does find her, will she?”

“Don’t say that.”

“We only know who she is because we took body down.”

“Stop it.”

“What I want is for tide to take her out. That’s what I’m counting on. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I get her out far enough.”

Jiddy pulled off her boots and handed Annie her shawl. Together, they dragged the body into the shallows until Jiddy waded out alone, pulling Nellie with her. As the water deepened, the waves lifted so that Jiddy had merely to guide the body while the other two watched from the shore. With water lapping at her thighs, she pushed the shrouded body in front, so she could swim and then, with a final goodbye, Nellie drifted out to sea.


Chapter Two

Spring 1797

The sea rasped with the shadow of a schooner. White foam roared against the headland, and spray fizzed in the night air. Jiddy tucked stray curls back under her shawl, watching the water. The wind had picked up, and a spring tide swept into the Bay. They’d not seen Nellie’s body since they’d taken her out, but this was a rough sea, and they all knew corpses could wash up months after being lost. She tried not to think about it but rather about the task in hand and trusting Nellie would stay away.

Shrouded figures stood knee-high in the bitter water, tense and waiting. Jiddy stumbled as the shingle dragged under her boots.

Movement. Andrew splashed towards her, holding an oilcloth parcel. No-one spoke. It took all their effort not to drop the precious packages into the foam.

“Tek it,” Andrew spat through his teeth, face a pale, dripping scowl. “And stand closer to me. You’re wasting us time.”

Jiddy grabbed at the parcel, but he let go before she had a proper grip. He turned his back, striding a few paces into the dragging backwash. Knees bent to hold the weight, she adjusted her grasp, wet fingers slipping.

She’d be damned if she dropped it. She was the only lass trusted on being tough enough for this lark, and she’d not let any of lads think they were better than she.

Passing the waxy package, she made sure the lad behind her had a good hold before turning back to the sea and whatever Andrew presented next. Wiping a hand over her eyes, she blinked away the fine mist whipped by wind off the water.

A package jabbed her side, and she startled. Andrew again. She grabbed the parcel.

“Don’t do that, you frig pig.”

He shoved the package into her arms. “Then be ready.”

The lad behind was ready, standing so close she bashed into him and they swapped an anxious look. She’d have to buck up. They couldn’t afford mistakes. This time, she was prepared and took the next parcel and passed it on even though her arms and back were aching and she shivered, damp under her clothes.

Glancing past Andrew, she checked to see if the schooner had started to pull away, but its shape still loomed near and its groaning tilt snuck through the dark.

It has to be finished soon. Please let it be soon. With three lines of folk passing goods, they’d surely be reaching the end of the cargo and be done and gone before preventives got word of the run.

Big Isaac was right. The howl of the wind and crashing of sea against the promontory round at Boggle Hole and along at the causeway meant no-one could reach them from either end. Soldiers could come over the tops, of course, and down to Stoupe Beck, but who’d risk that with a sky threatening a torrential downpour? They’d never think villagers would be out on a night like this or that a ship would risk a battering on Yorkshire rocks. But Baytown folk had to be out helping whether they wanted or not. Goods would have to be stacked at the back of the cave here at Stoupe Beck, and next day, those snug in their beds right now would retrieve the Valenciennes lace, rum and salt packages and take them up the tunnels, out over the moors and into rich folks’ homes.

Carrying an oilskin parcel, she shook her head to clear her face of spray. This was madness, even for them. It was too hard in this weather, wind squalling and knocking them all sideways. In truth, if she wore breeches like men, she’d not be gusted like a ship at full sail. She’d like to see Andrew trussed up in mounds of material. Maybe she should borrow a pair of breeches; that was worth thinking about. She’d not dropped anything she’d been passed, though, even with skirts to battle, while others had dropped boxes and barrels, a couple even in the sea, splashing up water and curses from lads already numb-fingered.

“Let it be done,” she wished. “Let it be done and we can be off up tunnels and home to our beds.”

And then, in a flurry of activity, they were done. Big Isaac, Andrew and others emerged from the water and strode past her and up the beach. Still more followed. On the cusp of waves, the Dutch schooner turned, taking its rasping wood and snapping sails into the gloom. She’d not be a sailor tonight, not for all the silk and lace she could cram under her bed.

She envied Jonas, who’d be tucked up warm at the farm. Rightly, he should be out, waiting on the clifftop with his horse and cart to load and disperse goods inland, but it was too wild a night for carriers to be out, getting wheels stuck in mud and sodden ruts on the moor. Never mind; she’d soon be snug in her bed too, and tomorrow, when they met on the sand to check on each other, they’d kiss and cuddle and hopefully more besides, and she’d tease him for being a soft nicky-ninny.

Catching her skirt, she hurried up the beach, jostling with others as they neared the cave entrance. They were all eager to be out of the biting wind.

Once inside, people’s anxieties and complaints of the night’s conditions spilled into the dim space, lit by lanterns that hung on the back wall. Already folk had disappeared in the crack that hid a winding tunnel up to the cottages. Big Isaac organised the stacking and hiding of the night’s contraband, and Jiddy, relieved to be done, slipped into the tunnel. It led narrow and steep through the rock, almost suffocating with someone close in front and another following right behind. Soon, she’d be sweating, not shivering.

A lantern glowed at the first junction, and several of those in front peeled away. She touched the damp, cold stone to steady herself. She was tired, but the night wasn’t over yet. Rough breaths behind told her others were shattered too. Stealth was sometimes more draining than fighting because you had to hold your nerve and stick close to the plan. Not that they brawled with the enemy if they could help it. They’d learnt that long ago. The leader of their smuggling ring constantly reminded them.

“The most successful smuggler isn’t violent, but smart.”

Jiddy was known for being smart. She held on to that because that was why folk called on her so often, even on miserable, stormy nights when her skirt did its best to trip her up.

She reached the next junction. Andrew was right behind. She turned. Nodded. They veered off leaving others to head straight up. Helen Drake had promised they could cut through her cottage, but she’d be furious if they woke her as they trod through her living room and out the front.

They came to another lantern, and Jiddy slipped into an alcove to find a door. It opened with a tug, and ducking low, she crept under a wooden shelf. Inside a cramped space, she reached with one hand and caught hold of a handle. A panel swung outwards. Shuffling through the opening, she stood in a kitchen, holding the door for Andrew so that a freak gust didn’t make it slam. Helen had left embers in the fire stacked so they could see their way. That was thoughtful; last thing they wanted was to be crashing around, bashing into tables and chairs. Reaching the front door safely, Jiddy listened.

“What you waiting for?” Andrew said, jolting her aside and swinging open the door. A bitter draught burst in, dimming the burning peat on the fire and wafting the curtains. Andrew gained the front step and bounded down the ginnel before Jiddy could stop him. He might be her best friend’s brother, but he was a right pillock.

She closed the door behind her. Dawn seeped grey tendrils across the cobbles. Wind lifted her skirt and the corners of her shawl, and she held them down with both hands. There wasn’t a soul in sight. It was times like this when the thrill of being a smuggler rippled through her. She listened for sounds. The sea crashing up the causeway and smacking the end cottages reached her ears. Even here, she heard it battering. It sounded a vicious wind, tugging her black hair out from under the shawl. It drew her breath too, slipping icy fingers down her throat and paining her chest. No-one should be out tonight. Jonas was lucky to be good and dry in his bed. She held on to the fact that soon she would be.

She’d not far to go. She could follow Andrew down Main Street and cut up into Sunny Place while he hurried along The Bolts. It was then that she heard a scuffle of boots coming in her direction along Bloomswell. A Baytowner wouldn’t be coming this way. It could only mean one thing.

Keeping close to the wall, she crept in the other direction towards Main Street. Readying to duck behind a peat store or shoot across to the woods, she snuck down the hill. It seemed clear. She couldn’t believe it. If it had been Andrew’s rough opening of Helen’s door that had alerted preventives, she’d kill him.

She was almost past the Laurel Inn and then she’d be up the steps and in through her front door in moments. Reaching the slope up to Sunny Place, she stopped. Barring her way stood two preventives: Jimmy Dowd and Kenny McLean. They looked as shocked as she felt.

A second later, she was running, telling herself to stop, to say she’d been visiting a neighbour who was sick, visiting anyone, but she’d chosen to run, and now it was too late to talk and explain. Or was it? She knew them well enough. She’d charmed them many a time; she could do it easy. But she was in the momentum of the hill, her boots carrying her downwards, and they were after her, their footfalls making a hell of a racket, even with the wind and her harsh breaths in competition. Her boots weren’t so quiet either. She was running the wrong way too. She should have headed uphill not down. There’d be no cover in the dock. She’d have to pick up speed and head up the steep steps to Covet Hill. She could lose them round the backs amongst the maze of cottages, but they were gaining, and she was tiring.

The street opened out. Ahead, the full tide foamed over the causeway that usually stretched like a road out to sea. She watched it seethe for a moment before bounding for the steps on the right.

“We’re armed.” Jimmy Dowd’s voice followed her. “We’ll shoot you.”

She stopped on the first step. They’d get her in the back if she carried on running. Turning, she realised that in the dim light, they hadn’t recognised her.

“Lads…” she began, pulling at her shawl to reveal her face. She’d tell them they’d scared her, but now that she knew who they were, she felt safe. She’d tell them she’d taken them for smugglers, and she was terrified of the wicked dogs.

The pair walked towards her, and she realised this wasn’t the moment to explain. They hadn’t noticed the sea raging wild, frothing its grasping fingers towards them. Since she was a bairn, she’d been warned of the high tide flooding up Main Street. Strict instructions to keep clear, and here they were, standing on the edge of a thick North Sea at its height.

“Jimmy, Kenny, shift yourselves…”

As they stood there, the whole dock oozed with dark water, massing around Jimmy’s and Kenny’s legs, swirling black whirlpools of treacherous sea. Jiddy backed up the steps.

“Get up here!” she shouted. “Now!”

A second wave swelled the water higher. The force knocked Kenny off his feet. He yelled out, and Jimmy splashed to help him. The tide sucked back.

“No!” Jiddy shouted. “You can’t help!”

Jimmy stumbled, and the ebb dragged Kenny with it into the dark. Her head told her that no-one could be saved once the tide had them, but it was impossible not to help. She jumped down into swirls of water and the cold made her gasp. She braced herself. Even the shallow tongue of the sea dragged her ankles. Spreading her arms for balance, she waded towards Jimmy. If he could move quickly, he could be all right.

“Stand up,” she shouted. “Take my hand.”

She waded nearer, but the weight of her wet skirt made progress slow. He rolled in the water, too dazed to make haste. Water groaned further out, readying to surge. She took another unsteady step. The rise of sea approached the dock. It swelled, thundering a churning furrow over the stone, and she bent to withstand the blast.

The noise filled her ears. This was more frightening than anything she’d encountered. She reached out, and her hand scraped his leg. The water growled. The landing wave spewed foam. Waves surged into the dock, and he rolled with the force. Instinct told her to retreat, and clutching her saturated skirt, she hauled herself up several steps. The waves uncurled, sweeping Jimmy with them. She scrambled up a few more steps, turning to watch. The tide held its breath, Jimmy balanced on its lips. She took a step down, watching for the water’s turn, but she was too far away and Jimmy too deep. She’d never reach him. He gurgled. Retched. His head disappeared under again.

Heart thumping, she studied the water. Even here, it could knock her off her feet. She inched up the steps, hating herself. His face appeared out of the foam, shimmering white and opened-mouthed in a howl for help. What could she do? Her soaked skirt was heavy. Even though she could swim, this sea was wild. He shouted, flailing, arms, legs, too far away. Balancing, half on one step, half on the one below, she clasped her hands to her chest as in prayer. Jimmy’s face sparkled for a moment before his expression dissolved from hope to terror.

“Swim!” she shouted. “Swim!”

The sea pulled back; nothing would stop it. A leg reappeared, then a hand, then the empty smudge of wet dock. Waves smashed into themselves and clapped in retreat before the water flattened into a jet-black lake. She looked at the now shallow water. It was as if the soldiers had never been there. Sickened, she waited for the wave to return, hoping it would bring Jimmy, if not Kenny, with it. She couldn’t move. Cold clung to her limbs, but she couldn’t leave. When it did come back in, roaring further up Main Street than it had before, Jiddy scrambled to the top of the steps. She couldn’t see either of them. It really was as if they’d never existed, but she knew they’d be out there in the blackness, unable to swim or tread water or stay afloat.

Hands shaking, Jiddy lifted her scarf back over her head. Only she and the sea knew what had happened. No-one could survive when it was in this mood. She hoped it would be fast. All she could pray for now was that they’d drown before being beaten and battered by waves pounding them against the rocks. The sea didn’t care. It would take anyone who stood too close. If only they’d taken it seriously like folk who lived in the Bay did. If only they’d been properly warned by them that knew. If only she could have saved them.

She stood until the cold and wet numbed her skin and a chill seeped into her bones. She didn’t want to leave them to die so far from home with no-one to know where they’d gone.


Chapter Three

The next morning, Jiddy dragged herself out of bed and made her way downstairs. The clatter of pots met her, mixed with the familiar piercing voice of Helen Drake. The woman seemed a constant visitor at Sunny Place. If her dear Mary wasn’t so ill, Jiddy would tell the woman, politely of course, that she would be better off in her own home on Bloomswell. Trouble was, Helen had let Jiddy sneak through her living room the previous night, and Jiddy might need to do that again.

“There’ll be someone to pay,” Helen Drake said.

Typical. Know-it-all Helen must have heard what had happened to the two preventives last night and couldn’t wait to share her opinions.

Thankfully, their favourite neighbour, Gracie, had come in to help. Mary sat by the well-built fire, almost concealed in an armoury of shawls and blankets. At least they’d taken care of her while Jiddy had been out. Silver-haired Gracie stood by the table, pouring tea into cups. She was the first to notice Jiddy.

“Afternoon,” she said, her voice warm as baked apples.

Jiddy looked at the dull light slumping through the window. She’d been playing these games with Gracie ever since she could talk.

“It’s still morning for me,” she said.

“Cockerel gave up trying to wake you hours ago.”

Jiddy shambled over in her stocking feet and snuggled into Gracie’s soft bosom. She looked sideways at Mary, who sat dappled in firelight and waiting patiently.

“Morning, Mary,” she said, shuffling over the flags.

Thin and brittle as a gnarled stick, Helen Drake didn’t wait for Jiddy to give Mary a similar embrace.

“I said there’ll be a price to pay with them two preventives being swept out to sea.” Helen Drake could drag a noon-day sun to the bottom of the ocean. “Did they see your face?” she asked.

“Wouldn’t matter,” said Gracie before Jiddy could answer. “They can’t see ’owt from seabed. Come and have some hot tea, Jiddy love.”

“Hell, lass. What were you doing down by dock?” Helen said, undeterred. “When I heard you come stomping through my house last night, I thought you’d at least have sense enough to head straight on home.”

Jiddy kissed the shawl covering Mary’s head. “I’m sorry if I worried you. How are you feeling today? Any better?”

Mary cradled a cup in her thin hands and, looking up at Jiddy, nodded. Jiddy glanced at Gracie.

“Hot tea is what we all need,” Gracie said. “And I’m glad you’re safe too, Jiddy. It were a devil of a night, and I can’t think what them two beggars were playing at.”

She held out a cup, and Jiddy pattered over to take it.

“Is it all right if you stop with Mary for another hour or so? Is that all right, Mary?”

“Where’ve you got to go, now?” asked Helen.

“Just an errand. And I did try to warn them about high tide, but they weren’t quick enough.”

“Seems peculiar to me. Those two would take a bribe any day rather than bother with an arrest and all that palaver.”

Gracie shuffled in her clogs and plonked herself down opposite Mary. “I agree. This is a to-do,” she said. “They’ll be after us hotter than potato cakes, but we’re not going to let that get to us, now, are we?”

Jiddy sipped the scalding tea. “It happened so fast,” she said. “One minute, dock were dry. Next, massive wave swept up and dragged them away. Whatever folks say, I’ve no control over sea.”

“So how come you’re standing here, safe and sound, if tide were that forceful?” said Helen.

“Give it a rest,” Gracie chided. “Can’t be helped that they had more faith in their pistols than eyes in their heads.”

“But we’ll have to pay.”

“Gracie told you to leave it be, Helen,” said Mary, raising her head. “Jiddy knows danger of high tide on causeway. Those two preventives have been here long enough too. They should have known you don’t turn your back on sea.”

Helen ground her teeth and Jiddy winced. Everything that woman did got on her nerves.

“I still think it odd they’ve not got to bottom of Nellie Ashner’s corpse,” Helen muttered.

“At least storm’s subsided,” Gracie said.

“Storm is just beginning, if you ask me.”

Jiddy strode to the window and peered out. “Seeing as you’ve got visitors, Mary, you won’t mind if I make that errand, will you?”

It seemed wrong to be out, leaving the warm fire and Mary with neighbours again, no matter how happy they were to stay, but she couldn’t bear to be questioned by Helen Drake about the sea and Kenny McLean and Jimmy Dowd and that she’d got away with merely a wet skirt and salt stains on her hem.

“I’ve come away with more than that!” she wanted to shout, but what was the point in railing against Helen Drake? Besides, Jonas would be waiting.

The early afternoon air made her shiver, and she hoped she hadn’t caught a chill. She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. There was nobody about; everyone was either sleeping off the night or lying low. Nobody would want to be questioned by soldiers about the whereabouts of two of their own. She walked quickly, hoping Jonas was back from delivering contraband to all the well-frequented houses over the moors and would be waiting in their usual spot. They always checked on each other after a run. It were first thing they did, and the relief of seeing each other never diminished.

She slowed as she reached the dock. All that remained of the thirsty sea was a slick of brine. The causeway rose out of the rocks and sand as if the sea couldn’t possibly cover it as it had last night. Waves lapped far out, having left behind bladderwrack and empty shells. Gulls called out of low barriers of cloud. She didn’t know if she’d expected to see the two preventives sprawled on the rocks, eyes staring upwards, skin turning thick and cold, but of course, they weren’t there. A tide like last night would have carried them far away, and they’d be adrift in open water or nibbled by fish and floating down into the dark. If anyone did happen to see their bodies again, they’d be unrecognisable. Like Nellie. She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think of them far away from land all alone with their families unable to mourn them, no name on a gravestone, bodies dissolving somewhere between here and Holland.

She had to get the images out of her head. Looking down at the seaweed-strewn rocks, she concentrated on navigating them without slipping. A sudden gust blew long strands of hair over her face, and she drew them back.

“There’s nowt I can do about it now,” she told herself, looking at the scurry of waves tickling the shore. “Today is fresh. I’ll not make any mistakes today.”

Jonas was waiting where he always waited. She ran into his arms with such force he had to steady himself.

“I were worried when I heard,” he said.

“Let’s not talk about it.” She held him tight. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“I’ve not long. I haven’t rubbed Boy down yet, but I wanted to check you were all right.”

“Better kiss me straight away, then,” she said, pulling him towards the cliff.

The curve and crook of rock gnarled its fists into her back, and she shifted her weight. The wind caught her hair as it had before, and this time, Jonas brushed his hand over her head to catch the dark strands and hold them still. Cold air caressed her cheeks, but she felt warm. He nuzzled her neck. He were hers for the kissing.

The vast, charcoal sky still threatened. The chill of rain continued to lurk in the crevices and dampness of sand. A schooner, not yet a speck, sailed away from the coast.

Don’t think about them. Jonas is here. Lips and tongues and heat.

His lips traced over her jaw, searching for her mouth. It tickled. She turned her head and pulled him in with her arms. Any minute and he’d press against her. That would make her want him more, and she’d soon forget everything else. She shifted her feet.

The wind swooped around the headland, ruttling seaweed across the sand. She smelt the sea, salty brine that mixed with the smell of hay on Jonas’s skin. His tongue reached into her mouth. Spreading her hands on the curve at the base of his back, she held him to her. There it was. That movement.

Being with Jonas drowned out all thoughts of regret and questioning. Kissing him stopped her thinking. A dark blanket folded in her head, and her heart beat faster. She couldn’t think about anything no more. Her cheeks glowed hot, and he moved like a piston up at alum mine. Ye gods, her brain was going to explode.

He shifted.

What is he doing? Don’t let air in. Don’t slow down. No, no.

“You can touch me,” he whispered.

“Huh?” She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe.

He nodded. The blanket in her head lifted, letting in light.

“Hold me there.”

He touched her fingers, drew her hand down between them and placed it on his jigger. His massive jigger.

Wrenching free her arm, she pushed him back, and he staggered, flushed and bewildered.

“I were almost there,” she said, her voice spitting each syllable. “Why did you do that?”

He meandered back, arms spread out as if he’d just woken up.

“I’m sorry,” he said, tucking himself around her.

“Ger off.”

He kissed her neck. “I’ll make it come back.”

“Too late, I’m off boil,” she said, elbows and hips and knees sharp.

“No, you’re not.” He laughed, looking her direct in the eyes, his chin pressing her chin, his breath warm on her mouth as if it had magic charm.

She’d give him magic charm. She glared at him. He leaned against her.

“Is this all right?”

There wasn’t a soul around. She tilted her head and ran her tongue over his lips.

“Stop it, Jiddy.” He breathed heavy. “You know what that does to me.”

He’d do it proper this time, she could tell by his expression, and she pulled him closer, hand grasping his hair and her skin burning more fiery than furnaces. She didn’t care about rough stone against her back or her skull or nowt but what was going on below.

And this time, she did explode like wood sorrel popping, and the relief in her body was worth it. He watched her cheeks cool, but they were too busy panting to speak. She could smile, though, and she did, big and wide.

“Ta,” she said, kissing his freckled nose.

Jonas tucked in his shirt and adjusted his breeches while Jiddy checked her skirt hung down right and her chemise didn’t fall too low. She turned around.

“Am I decent?”

He caught her waist, and she put her arms around his shoulders. Their lips fitted perfectly, and she curled into him and him into her. Breeze caressed them. Gulls called. Sea thrummed.

She pushed back his hair. “We’ve got to go,” she said.

He gave her that cheeky grin that made his eyes sparkle. “Right you are.”

She waved her hand. “Go get some work done.”

“You don’t know what the word means.”

He scrambled up the cliff path before she could retaliate.

Clutching her skirts high to her knees, she leapt, jumped and twirled. Glancing up, she spotted him on the tops already, copper-brown hair against slate sky, off to pull cows’ teats and fill buckets with warm milk. She smiled when he waved.

The causeway was in sight. Dropping her skirts, she put up her arms to an imaginary partner. Turning, she made the steps with her feet. Step, step, jump, step, step, jump. She still remembered the movements Mrs. Farsyde had taught her and that she’d danced with Captain Samuel Ryethorpe in Thorpe Hall ballroom. If only they’d remained strangers, she’d dance with him anytime. If only Jonas would learn, she’d be dancing with a partner she loved.

The gavotte was floating dancing. Spirit of air and water dancing. She could do it on the ground and feel six foot in the air. Round and around. Jump, step, step, jump, step, step. That was what it was, and she could do it with a partner or no. She twirled, sand sticking to her boots until she reached the rocks. Avoiding the bright-green strands as best she could and popping the small brown bladders, she slipped and scrambled to reach the causeway.

Granite clouds hung heavy over dappled grey sea. Once on the solid jetty, she swished past the half dozen cobles, their flat bottoms beached on dry land. Abe Storm, Silas and other fishermen handed out baskets with their catch. A couple of lasses busied themselves laying fish in boxes and covering them with salt.

“That’s not sort of dancing we do round here, Jiddy Vardy.”

Right at top of the causeway sat Betsie and Annie. Straddled across cut barrels, surrounded by boxes, they stared at her. Annie’s grey eyes glowed round in awe, but Betsie’s squinted hard as jet.
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