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1: Keyfleet
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If the rumours were true, today would be a special day. Adriana scrambled barefoot over a rocky outcrop to reach the secluded, sandy cove she knew so well. She trudged through the soft sand, sinking her toes in with each step, as gulls flew high on the autumn winds that tugged at her dark curls and patched apron. She walked along, kicking sand before her and humming the tune she heard in the waves as the tide rolled in; she came to the Old Man, a flat boulder in the middle of the beach, and clambered atop. It had been warmed by the sun, and she leaned back on her hands, closing her eyes and sighing in contentment as she tasted the briny breeze on her lips. She smiled as she remembered why this rock was called the Old Man: She’d once referred to it as a bed, because she liked to lay on it; but her friend James had jested that it’d never do for them to sit upon a bed together and said it looked more like an old man reclining. The thought had pleased her, and so it was named. She was just starting to doze off when she heard a call:

“Sparrow!”

Her eyes flew open and she shouted, “Muddy! You’re back! At last!” She slid off the rock and ran to the foot of the cliff while James picked his way down the last few steps carved out of the cliffside. As he jumped down to the sandy beach, she threw her arms around his neck, nearly knocking him over.

He laughed and wrapped his arms around her slender waist, swinging her around twice before setting her back down gently. “I see you’ve not improved a notch – you’re just as incorrigible as ever!” He stepped back to look at his childhood friend, tugging on one of her curls.

Like the ring of church bells hanging in the air, his voice sent a warm tremor through her, though it was deeper than her memory recalled. She looked up into his face: His expressive grey eyes, framed by dark hair, were calmer, more confident, and his features had lost their boyish roundness; he was a stranger, yet the friend she’d known so long. “You’ve changed,” she said.

“I’m a good deal older, as are you.”

“But only a year has passed since you went away.”

“True, though it hardly feels possible.” Beyond the grime, he saw the girl he knew, her large green eyes peeking through unruly curls. Her worn out dress and petite frame belied her hearty spirit.

“I heard in the village yesterday that you’d returned,” said she, “and I’d hoped you’d come here today. Oh, tell me everything! Start at the beginning! Hold nothing back!”

“Very well: I was born in July of 1766 and—” He laughed, his grey eyes sparkling with delight at the impatient look on his friend’s face. He brushed a finger across her cheek, showing her the dirt she’d collected while reaching the cove. “Everything? I’m afraid we don’t have that much time.”

“You cannot speak of leaving when you’ve only just arrived!” she insisted, moving between him and the steps, arms akimbo. “You must tell me at least two stories before you’ll be allowed near those steps.” She used the corner of her apron to wipe her face as she added, “Peg’s more than willing to wait.”

He smiled at her remembering his horse’s name. “Very well, two stories.”

––––––––
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They strolled toward the boulder where Adriana had been sitting; it was just high enough for her to sit on and still swing her feet, and she never resisted the urge to do so. James removed his riding cloak and tossed it onto the rock as he began: “I plumped for the packet boat out of Dover for Mister Gibbon – a valet hired for the journey – and myself. Oh, Sparrow, I wish you could’ve seen the cliffs there – white and glorious, even on a cloudy day. We were detained in the harbour for two days before we could sail with a favourable wind; the captain told us that on his last crossing, they’d been blown as far as Dieppe before making landfall. I had no desire for such a treacherous beginning to our journey.”

“Wherever Dieppe is, it doesn’t sound pleasant. What did you do to pass the time?”

“We played whist, piquet, or bowls. I walked about the village when the weather allowed. I played cards seldom, as I wished to spare my funds. One chap had to return home, as he’d played too deep in the pocket and was unable to pay the crossing. And for all the waiting, the voyage was still miserable.”

“Did you turn green?” Adriana asked eagerly.

James laughed, “Such a question could only come from you.”

“Well, did you?”

“The boat certainly tossed us about like fish in a net, catching each wave and pitching and rolling. When we landed, some couldn’t stand, as the solid ground continued tumbling them about, but I had some advantage over the others who’d had little or no experience with the sea. Others endowed their rich meals to the fish; not I.” James felt the cold seeping through his breeches, so he spread out his cloak across their laps as he continued: “I travelled from Calais on toward Paris, which only took five days. I stayed in Paris less than a fortnight; I was surprised by its height of grandeur but shocked by its depth of depravity. The city is a concoction of art and history, culture and elegance – but I felt something dark brewing amongst the people in the streets. I was glad to be quit of it, and continue our journey through Geneva and Zurich, then on toward Milan.”

“Oh, to see such places,” she sighed. “To travel in a coach, no matter where it goes! It must be such an adventure!”

“Adventure? More like overpriced inns and rude French servants. And as for travelling, nought but aching seats, careless postilions, rough roads and broken carriage wheels.” James pulled out his pocket watch and looked at the time.

“Oh, how beautiful!” Adriana exclaimed.

He laid it into her slender hands, cascading the watch chain and fob down upon it. The silver case was intricately engraved with a curious flower, and the crystal face shone in the late afternoon sun.

She turned it over, examining it. “Did you purchase this on the Continent?”

“Yes, in Geneva; they’re famous for watches, you know. That,” he pointed to the flower, “is what they call Edelweiss. I saw many as we crossed over the Alps into Italy. They’re unlike anything I know in England: Thick petals mantled with fine, white feathers as soft as the down on a hatchling.”

She sighed so deeply that he couldn’t help smiling, as she returned the watch.

“I had so much to write to you, Sparrow... but you know I couldn’t; it wouldn’t have been proper in any sense of the word.”

“I know.” She looked out to sea toward the Welsh coastline, visible that clear day, with Steep Holm and Flat Holm rising out of the waters. “At least I know you were thinking of me.”

“I was,” he smiled, but then sobered. “I must behave with such correctness when in society; I feel nearly suffocated at times.” Frustrated, he slid from the stone and kicked the sand with his heel, then turned to her. “But you... you’ve got no such demands upon me, and I’m grateful.” Truth be told, Adriana was probably a bad influence on his sense of propriety; at least, his friend Andrew had hinted at it occasionally, after he’d returned from spending time with her. They were the two people outside of his family whom he cared for most, knew him best, yet knew nothing of each other.

“I cannot imagine the duties you must have,” said Adriana. “I know little of your world beyond this beach, other than your name and of your family, as you know little of mine – though mine’s not much to tell.”

“You tell little, I tell little. That’s how it’s always been,” he replied. Their friendship had withstood the tests of time since childhood’s chance encounter on that very beach, and in all that time, it had never been questioned that their friendship was both companionable and secret: His connections could never know of it for fear of sanctions against freedom in other aspects of his life, or of being labelled a libertine (as it was assumed that no gentleman would consort with a fishergirl out of innocent motives); her connection with him must never be revealed, lest Adriana or her family be impugned as fortune hunters, or of her being judged less than honourable; in small minds, there could be little other reason for such an odd pairing of friends, and so it had remained their secret.

––––––––
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“Must you go already?” she asked, pulling him from his reveries.

“Whatever gave you that notion?”

“But you— I thought you looked at your watch for the time... to go.”

“It was merely an excuse to show you the watch,” he admitted, grinning. “I have few obligations here until my father returns.”

“Mine will be returning soon as well, I hope.” She was none too confident. “Every season is another risk, with more townsmen lost to rough seas, piracy, injuries and sickness than I care to remember.” It was part and parcel of life with the sea. Many of the local men sailed toward the Americas each spring, working off the coasts of the Canadas and Newfoundland. If they were fortunate, they might find a position in one of the land fisheries there. James’s father had purchased such a fishery two seasons past and had gone over to inspect his holdings; he was expected back with the regular convoys – fleets of ships travelling together under military escort for protection against Spanish and French privateers.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine, Sparrow,” James tried to sound confident without disparaging her admissible fears. “His Majesty’s naval ships are well armed; each year, their chances of a good passage improve, I dare say.” He hesitated. “Sparrow, I do really need to leave... there’s a guest due to arrive at my father’s house this evening, and I must act as host in his stead. But I’ll try to steal away to our beach as soon as I’m able.”

“Don’t take too long,” she frowned. “I’ve missed your company.”

“I promise,” he grinned his Muddy grin at her, whisked her cheek with his finger, then dashed to the cliff’s steps.

As she watched him leave, she suddenly gasped, “Oh no! Dinner!” She ran toward the outcrop, climbing over and toward home as fast as she could.

––––––––
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Anne, a petite woman with hair the colour of sun-soaked wheat and a touch of melancholy in her kind green eyes, smiled at her eldest daughter as she dashed up the beach and came to a stop at the door of their home. She removed her straw hat as she said, “We’re just back. Have you swept the floor as I asked? I hope you weren’t a scatterbug about it this time.”

Their attention was immediately called within as they heard Mary cry, “Oh, Adriana! How could you! Mamma, come quickly!”

The smell of cinders reached them through the open door, and Adriana rushed in to find smoke pouring out of the cooking pot. Mary had pulled it away from the fire and was fanning the smoke out with her apron.

Once the coughing and smoke began to clear, Adriana removed the lid and inspected the dinner. “’Tis only a little black; the potatoes only need a bit of scraping. It must have been the lard that set off such smoke.”

The glares from her sister and mother, however, told her that a little black was neither an acceptable colour nor an adequate apology. “I’m sorry Mamma. I did try... I— it simply took me longer to crawl over the rocks this time, with the tide returning.” It was a feeble excuse, and she knew it.

“How you ever manage to— Adriana, how will you ever become a wife if you cannot cook?” Her mother was exasperated at times with her daughter’s apparent indifference to the skills that would make her a suitable catch. In that, her mother assumed that Adriana wanted catching – but she was sadly mistaken. Adriana had no desire to be caught or even pursued, and to this end, it did precious little to use that as a motivation. The only things she’d any jot of endurance for were reading and for interesting conversations: If the reading was good, it was worth the sitting still, for it would transport her mind to new places and new ideas; if a conversation was interesting and she might learn something, she could be as immovable as a statue. However, find she book or partner boring or dull, little could entice her to patient endurance.

––––––––
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As they sat down to their dinner, the air was laden with a burnt odour and Mary’s sour mood as she resentfully poked her way around the charred morsels to find something she considered edible.

Trying to ease the tension, their mother said cheerfully, “Missus Huddlepoke has requested our assistance, as ships are bound to begin returning soon. Perhaps we’ll hear something of your father’s convoy; at any rate, we’ll certainly hear something interesting.”

Mary eventually left her ill humour behind, and she began discussing the news they’d heard at the haberdasher’s shop, the village’s source of information, news and gossip. She said, “I’ve often thought that Missus Huddlepoke missed her calling in life and should’ve written the social column for a newspaper rather than be a seamstress, though I suppose the latter is easier to attain as an occupation for a woman than the former.”

––––––––
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The following morning, as Mary stood at the door adjusting her straw hat just so, Anne reminded Adriana, “We’ll be home for dinner as usual, and no doubt hungry. I know you didn’t intentionally cause yesterday’s mishap, my dear, but please attend the dinner more carefully this time.” She looked up as she tied on her straw hat, muttering, “I must see about getting that roof repaired before the next heavy rain comes.” The roof was none too sound; the only advantage beneath it was a good guessing game as to where it would leak in inclement weather.

Anne and Mary would be occupied with sewing at Mrs Huddlepoke’s all day, which gave Adriana time to do as she pleased once she was quit of her duties. The Northings were grateful for the chance to earn something when the opportunity arose, and Anne and Mary both enjoyed the liveliness of Keyfleet’s village green. Adriana enjoyed it too, but never so much as to entice her to sew; she dreaded sitting still for too long, her legs becoming fidgety, and her mind becoming irritable. She gladly accepted the duties at home if it meant escaping her shoes (which were now a bit too small for her feet, anyway) and tightened stays (which were otherwise as loose as she could possibly be allowed). On such occasions, she worked with a will, not because she found pleasure in it, but because the sooner it was done, the sooner she’d be free.

[image: image]

“How should I know?” huffed James.

“Well, how could you not know? Have you not at least thought through what you want in a wife? Now that you’re back from your Grand Tour, with your father on his return voyage, you jolly well should! He’ll want an answer upon his landing, make no mistake.” Andrew took aim but missed his billiard shot; the game was their distraction whenever serious topics required their undivided attention.

There was truth in what Andrew said. James had escaped the need of answering that question with a Grand Tour on the Continent. But it was all the more pressing now, and yet he’d no inclination to form an opinion on the matter. Though James knew he and Andrew always had each other’s best interests at heart, at times his friend could be irksome in his way of forcing him to examine himself; such introspection usually required action of some sort which he’d have otherwise been more than happy to postpone. Or completely ignore. He quipped, “You do well in your profession, as uncomfortable as you make me at times.”

“Don’t change the subject. Do you want Miss Wardale?” Andrew continued, undeterred: “You know your father’s opinion on the matter, so it’ll do no good to throw that into the pot; he’s been planning your wedding with that one for years. The real question is whether you’re prepared to bear the consequences, should you say no on that count.” He leaned on the edge of the billiard table, twirling the cue stick between his hands while watching his friend’s face.

Exasperated, James took aim at the next ball before replying, “Am I capable? I mean, would I even know what love was if it slapped me in the face?”

“Who said anything about love?” his friend teased. “I thought we were talking about family obligations, expectations, and social bonds.”

“Aye, you’ve hit it on the head. I discovered something about myself whilst abroad: I wasn’t seeking adventure, or even scholarly improvement, but freedom. If marriage to Miss Mariah Wardale – or to anyone else for that matter – means bonds and duties and staid obligations without love, I want none of it,” said James emphatically, having worked himself so into agitation that he jumped the red.

“Well at least now we’re getting somewhere,” said Andrew dryly, as he moved to take his shot. “Then what do you want? Clearly, you want no obligations.”

“Now, don’t skew my words. I only meant that I don’t want to marry to fulfil an obligation; good grief, I’ve got Mister Anson to deal with such issues.”

“You’d have your steward marry Miss Wardale?”

Knowing his friend not to be as muddled as he pretended, James rolled his eyes and continued: “The obligations that come with keeping a wife cared for and happy, I’m just as willing to carry out as the next respectable man.”

“Very well,” sighed Andrew. “But what should she be like then, your future bride? Her appearance? Her character?”

“It doesn’t much signify. She must be neither too plain nor too exceptional, that I can neither be embarrassed nor outshone.” Andrew chuckled, shaking his head, and James went on: “She must care for herself enough to improve her looks but care more for others, which will improve her character. Beyond that, I can’t know until I’ve met her.”

“And in your opinion, does Miss Wardale have these qualities? For if not, we can eliminate her from the wager straight off and calculate how best to deliver such a decision to your father. If she does, we can deliver that decision with considerably more ease.”

James had known Mariah Wardale all her life, her family’s property adjoining Larcombe Place, his inherited estate, where he’d grown up in the home of his maternal grandfather. He’d seen her conduct herself when in the presence of milkmaids and matrons and ballroom beaus. “As to her beauty, I think we can agree that she’s shapely enough at eighteen. As to the question of whether or not she cares for herself, I’d say most certainly and a half – too much for true propriety. As to her character...” Here, he thought so long in silence that Andrew was nearly sure he’d taken leave of the subject altogether, when he said decisively, “she fails the mark in every respect. I’ve never seen her care for anyone but herself. I’ve even seen her throw whatever object be within reach when her patience was tried by a servant.” The more he reflected on it, the more disgusted he grew, and the more indignant his tone, as he regaled his friend with the shortcomings of Miss Wardale’s character.

“So, I take it,” replied Andrew at length, “that you’ll not offer for her. We can eliminate her from the running then, can’t we?”

James sank a bit and leaned against the billiard table. “Yes.”

“Oh, I’d give anything to be there when you try to convince your father of it.”

“Fortunately, I have time yet to plan my escape.”
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2: Return
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“Mary, move over again,” whispered Adriana, trying not to fall off their narrow bed’s edge.

“I will if you give me back some of the blanket – I’m cold,” Mary retorted. They adjusted themselves, settling again before Mary whispered, “How long do you think it will take them to get here?” News had reached them from a ship just returned that their father was aboard the Orion and bound for home. “From Mister Huddlepoke’s report, they should be well underway!”

“If they have good winds and no delays, Father has said it takes only three weeks,” replied Adriana. “But it could be twice that or longer, so we mustn’t think about it, for it will only make the time pass slower.” She wouldn’t voice the fear that everyone knew too well – that of him not returning at all. She changed the subject quickly: “I found a lovely seashell today while gathering firewood. It’s large and whole.”

“I know how you gather the driftwood, scrambling over rock and sand,” accused Mary. Though she was not quite two years younger than her sister, Mary was too proper to be climbing over rocks at an age which she considered too old to be doing such things, and she could be a wearisome partner for one as bound to find the adventurous path as Adriana was. “I prefer the smaller shells,” she added. “They make lovely decorations if one can find the inspiration.” Mary had the patience for such things, but Adriana was too fidgety and energetic, having little patience for doing anything properly.

They heard their mother call sleepily through the blanket which divided the small room in two: “Dream of beautiful decorations my loves, but please go to sleep now.”

They gave up fighting the sagging middle of their mattress and rolled together back-to-back to sleep more warmly, and Adriana tried to occupy her thoughts with seashells rather than long voyages.

––––––––
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Once the news of her father’s voyage had reached them, Adriana was constantly on the watch for approaching ships. As far back as she could remember, her father had gone away as a fisherman in the spring and returned in the autumn. When he was at home, there was a sense that all was right and good in the world: His contagious, warm laughter, the smile that tugged at the corners of his eyes and his cheeks, the smell of his pipe’s sweet smoke, and the warmth in her heart as she saw him slip up behind her mother for an embrace... all these little things made home a happy place. And as far back as she could remember, Robert Mowbray had always been there; he was closer to her father than any brother could be. He was a broad-shouldered, ruddy man with red hair and pale blue eyes, with a warm smile that could melt into a cold scowl if provoked. He and Timothy Northing had grown up together and found adventure and hardship at sea, all of which made their friendship fiercely steadfast; one couldn’t wish for a more faithful friend. Widowed before Adriana could remember, he’d accompanied the Northings as they settled in Keyfleet to start a new life. Robert was the brawn, taking the brunt for Timothy where he could; Timothy was by far the stronger of intellect; he’d grown up taking care of Robert as Robert took care of him, and they never doubted those roles in each other’s lives.

Adriana had wondered for several years now about her family’s relations, but the occasions when she’d enquired (being less mindful of propriety than Mary was), the responses had usually been brief and unsatisfactory to a curious mind like hers. Did she have living grandparents, or aunts, uncles or cousins? Never a word was said in the home, which led her to think that perhaps they were gone from this world. She’d hoped in vain for clues on a matter so evidently mum, which fostered as much frustration as admiration for her parents’ ability to keep secrets. She knew that her mother had no desire for society beyond the intimacy of their family and closest friends; because of her mother’s disposition, the family wasn’t at all what one would consider eager participants in social events; dances were sometimes attended, but her mother could by no means be relied upon to consent. It seemed to the astute that there was an aversion to too many or too intimate an acquaintance; anyone meddlesome was sure to be politely avoided by the Northings; any questions posed regarding their lives before coming to Keyfleet received only vague, though polite, replies. In short, they were admired, well respected, and considered quite amiable, though well known by none but Robert, who was as silent as the grave on such topics and, accordingly, not well liked by those who’d tried in vain to pry information from him. They let it be known that they found him quite intolerable and taciturn, but he cared little for inconsequential opinions.

––––––––
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The days and weeks of waiting for Timothy’s arrival were fraught with imaginary dangers and woes of all kinds for Anne. She couldn’t rest until he was once again safe at home; the seas demanded too many lives on those long voyages, and her one comfort was to know that Timothy was never alone if Robert could do anything about it.

Neither Robert and Timothy’s nor Anne’s pasts were ever mentioned: The former made being recognized dangerous and was therefore best forgotten, and the latter was too painful to speak of. It had long been agreed that the past was to be left in the past. Anne’s own history would’ve been too difficult to explain to her children without raising animosity in them toward her family, and she couldn’t bear the thought of her mother or siblings being implicated in something that her father alone had done.

Timothy and Anne had married for love, and they’d grown closer through the trials they’d faced. She felt guilty for having so much happiness and wondered if it would be taken away from her; that fear haunted her each time Timothy went aboard a ship and lingered until he was safe again in her arms.

––––––––
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One day, as Anne was working in the haberdasher’s and had stepped into the back room for a bolt of material, Mrs Stickleboot came in: She was a wiry, fastidiously dressed widow, who spent her time between Keyfleet and what she referred to as real society. Whenever she coaxed the latest gossip from Mrs Huddlepoke, it was only a pretext to boast of knowing the polite society of Bath and London. In truth, it bored the civil seamstress, as anyone outside Keyfleet was of little interest to such a connoisseur of local gossip. As the woman seemed to have no intention of leaving any time in the foreseeable future, Anne resigned herself to remaining in the back room as she didn’t wish to interrupt, and more to the point, she’d no desire to be forced into a closer acquaintance with such a busybody.

Suddenly, Anne’s breath caught in her throat as she heard Mrs Stickleboot say, “...I saw a woman at Drury Lane, though only from a distance as our boxes were opposite, but she looked remarkably like Missus Northing. Of course, I didn’t know her, and even if I had, I’d never have insulted such a fine lady by enquiring if she were at all related to a fisherwoman. Imagine!” she sniffed; “Still... the resemblance was extraordinary...”

Anne’s ears rang and her head throbbed as Mrs Stickleboot’s news soon dwindled into the trivial until she, at last, took her leave. Anne’s heart burned to hear more, but she dared not ask for fear of discovery. Tears stung her eyes, trickling down her cheeks before she could stop them.

She quickly wiped her eyes with the edge of her apron as she heard Mrs Huddlepoke coming.

“Anne dearest, you may come out now; thank you kindly for leaving me to my own defences with that odious woman,” she smiled, but stopped short when she saw Anne’s face.

Anne stammered, “Missus Stickleboot’s comparison of me to a noblewoman is absurd, isn’t it? It only made me think of my family... that’s all. But they’re no longer with us.”

“If I may say so, my dear, I’ve always found your noticeable absence of family distressing... no visiting relatives or even the correspondence one would expect between a daughter and her mother. Please accept my deepest condolences for your loss.” She looked at Anne with genuine sympathy, yet mingled with the hopes of more information divulged from Anne as to a tale of tragedy that might have taken her family: Was it plague? Influenza? Family intrigue that ended in a bloodbath? Mrs Huddlepoke’s imagination knew no bounds, but she’d not pry lest Anne withdrew, as Anne’s views toward those who nosed about in their affairs were plainly known. But the curiosity and hopes of a true purveyor of tittle-tattle die last.

Anne, however, was not forthcoming with any such information, as Mrs Huddlepoke should’ve well expected; she accepted her condolences with a vague uneasiness, saying as little as possible without raising further enquiry. Reveries would have to wait until nightfall. Anne had not lied, but the whole truth was more tangled than even she cared to unravel. The less she thought about her past, the less the loss of her loved ones pained her.

––––––––
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Despite their watchfulness, the Orion anchored before any of the Northing women had realised it. Anne and Mary were still sewing for Mrs Huddlepoke at the haberdasher’s, and Adriana was in their house sweeping the floor, when suddenly, the door flew open and a satchel was tossed through the opening from the side, the owner hiding just out of sight.

“Papa? Papa!” cried Adriana, as she flung down her broom and ran through the door into open arms and a thick, dark beard, her heart bursting with joy. The scents of sea and pipe and a long voyage mingled into the sweetest fragrance she knew.

He laughed with delight to find such a welcome from his eldest, and Adriana’s heart swelled as she realised how much she’d missed the sound of his contagious laughter all those months. He stepped back to see his daughter. “My, how you’ve grown this summer! I declare, faster than a dandelion.”

“You’ve grown, too,” she teased, tugging on his scraggly beard.

“Ah, yes... ‘must get that cleaned off, descent for proper society once more,” he grinned. He was disappointed not to find Anne and Mary at home; they thought about surprising them by hiding him, but knew, in the end, it would all be in vain, because word of their ship’s arrival was bound to reach Mrs Huddlepoke. “There’s nothing for it; we’ll walk to the village green,” he said. “Let’s be off – I’ve missed all of you these past months, and your changes make me curious to know what I’ll encounter in my other Northing women.”

––––––––
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They began walking up the beach as quickly as Timothy’s leg would allow him and, just as they reached the docks, they saw Anne and Mary coming down the main road looking for the ship, news having reached them as he’d anticipated.

When Anne saw Timothy, she gathered up her skirts and ran into his open arms, crying and laughing, so much uncertainty and fear giving way to relief and joy. Mary was close behind, a smile lighting her face.

“Tim! Thank God, you’re safe... You’re home! You’re alive...” Anne whispered, holding his face in her tear-dampened hands, gazing up at him as if to assure herself that she wasn’t dreaming. She couldn’t let him go, clinging to him as tightly as he to her and their daughters.

By noon, Robert had come to call on the family; as they all sat and talked at the table, Timothy invited him to stay for dinner. Adriana knew that they hadn’t bought food for a proper celebration just yet and was embarrassed to realise that the stew she’d devised for three women must suddenly suffice for two hungry men as well – it wouldn’t satisfy them as a dinner on any day, and especially not this day.

Before she’d realised that she’d said it aloud, Robert stood up. “I know when I’m not wanted,” he winked. “Eat the stew to stem the tide of your growling belly, Tim; I’ll go and see what I find at the market and leave your family to enjoy each other meanwhile.”

Before Anne could protest at a man choosing the food, or even give him a list of ingredients or money to purchase the items, he was out of the house and striding up the grassy banks. She smiled and fell back into her chair, not caring at that moment what he purchased; any food would be a feast so long as they could all be together.

When Robert returned, he set a large cloth bundle on the table saying, “I’m unmarried, so what would I do with all this food? ‘Tis better in the hands of a woman. Besides,” he winked at Timothy, “my wages were far too much for a man with no wife or family... and a man wants a real meal after time at sea with nought but mouldy maggot bread and watery grog.”

He laughed as he saw Anne’s expression upon opening the bundle: He’d bought a roast goose from the butcher, and all the makings of a Michaelmas feast.
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“Father! Welcome home!” James met his father at the entrance of his Keyfleet home.

“And you, my boy!” Mr Westford embraced his son. “’Tis God’s grace to see us both home safe and sound after such toilsome undertakings.” Servants bustled about their master, welcoming him and removing his cloak and directing the removal of his luggage from the carriage.

“I trust you’ve had a good year and bit while I’ve been away,” James said. “You look well; I dare say your voyage went better than mine did at times.”

“Oh, our convoy was safe enough, as it was large enough,” replied Mr Westford. “But as often as I sail, I’ll never become accustomed to the food or cramped quarters, though I had it better than many, and that I freely say. Scurvy hit at the end of the third week out among the sailors who were already sickly; I’ve seen worse death tolls, but one loss is one too many.”

“Fortunately, my voyages were never long enough for scurvy to rear its ugly head, though I had hardships enough without it, I can tell you.”

“Well,” his father said cheerfully, “I know of the pleasures one encounters on the Continent, with flea-infested inns and rare portions of meat unfit to feed a dog, when one ventures away from the beaten path, as you’ve done; the Daily entertains sufficiently with reports on that score. But so long as the plague hasn’t bitten you, I dare say you’re a better man for it all.”

James’s father was likely, however unpleasant a situation became, to take a positive view of it; at times, James wished for a bit more sympathy, but he’d long since learnt to turn to his Aunt Margaret for such commiserations. “I’ve learnt to appreciate the good, solid seat of a horse, preferring it to any make of carriage you please,” James replied; “most of the roads I saw would jolt a carriage to toothpicks, given half a chance. And after I was waylaid by Italian highwaymen, I dare say I had far less to carry. I even came to appreciate the advantages of the mule over the horse, though it wouldn’t do to offend Peg’s sensibilities by saying as much in her hearing.”

“Advantages? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Put me on a mule any day when going over a treacherously narrow Alpine pass. Their footing is sure; admittedly, they’re slow, but they can go for half a day without tiring; after a brief, diverting roll in fresh hay and having at their provisions, they’re as fit as the hour they left their stall.”

“Then shall we replace our horses, do you think?” Mr Westford jested.

“Only if we replace our dull landscape for Alpine terrain.”

“Dull! The impudence! How can you speak of the beauty of the Downs in such terms? Or of our majestic coasts? Or of the vast forests?”

James laughed, “Very well. I’ll concede to our beauty if you agree to keep our horses.”

“Keeping horses is dear, but the advantages over being dependent on post-horses’ availability and quality are not to be argued,” his father consented. He was apt to be too generous for his own good, but so long as it did no harm, James never objected, as he preferred a munificent father to a miser. “But come; I’ve not travelled all this way to debate the superiority of horses over mules. I’ve allowed myself only this past sennight to look forward to a good brandy and a billiard table; any earlier expectations would’ve only been a torment, but now I intend to enjoy them.”

“Then let us be off to billiards and to refresh our memories of fine brandy.”

––––––––
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“And on that subject,” Mr Westford began, as he poured them both drinks from the billiard room brandy, “I’ve taken on a new warehouse manager; ‘fine man, seems quite sincere and intelligent.”

“Father, I’m afraid I see no connection between post-horses and managers,” James teased. Sometimes he found it impossible to follow his father’s train of thoughts, though when explained, one could usually deduce that the connection was real enough – at least in Mr Westford’s mind.

“No, no, not of horses; I’ve offered my current warehouse manager to be removed to Newfoundland to handle my affairs from there.” Seeing his son’s continued confusion, he explained, “Don’t you see? It will be advantageous for me to have someone there, so that I’ll have no need of travelling myself.”

“Well, why didn’t you ask the new man to stay in Newfoundland?”

“Three reasons: I only gained his acquaintance on the return voyage; also, he has a family here, and it wouldn’t do to take young girls to such a situation; as to the third,” he grew agitated, “I’ll admit, however unwillingly – as I’ve no intention of being unkind – that Mister Stacklesprat’s wife is an irritating piece that I cannot abide, and I’ve long looked for the opportunity of removing her presence from the warehouse! And it’s my sincere belief that poor Mister Stacklesprat is in high hopes of a rough sea voyage; if he survives, I dare say he’ll enjoy the adventure of the New World, whether his wife survives or not; if he doesn’t, he’s relieved of the burdens he bears in this life – those were his own sentiments, not mine,” he added, upon seeing his son’s rising consternation.

James was shocked, indeed, to hear his father speak in such terms of anyone; he was usually so acquiescent that James had a profound curiosity to see this woman who had so successfully raised his father’s ire toward her and his pity toward her husband.

“Capital fellow, this new man,” his father continued more serenely; “he was a captain in His Majesty’s navy until he was severely wounded. A long recovery led to his withdrawal from active service, and in the end, all that was left to him to support his young family was fishing, due to a lack of sufficient connections, I suspect. But he can read and has an excellent pen, which will be a great advantage in clear correspondence; Mister Stacklesprat’s messages are so unclear, they can be quite misleading at times – though it won’t much signify there, as the fishery is of little consequence when compared to the warehouse affairs here. Dangerous things with figures, that.” He thought a moment, fretting, “Oh, I do hope his wife’s an improvement.”
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3: Changes
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“The fishery we hired on at was large but well maintained,” explained Timothy, as the men sat in their familiar places by the fire.

Blue, sweet pipe smoke curled into the air as Timothy and Robert regaled the merry party with tales of adventure. The Northing women prepared the fine dinner, all the while listening, revelling in the sound of the men’s voices.

“Mister Westford, the same as owns vessels out of Keyfleet, is a kind man, making sure that the men who work for him are treated well – which isn’t always the case, I can tell you.” Watching Anne’s face carefully, Timothy added, “Mister Westford and I became acquainted on the return voyage; Anne... he’s offered me a position with a fixed wage.”

Her face showed all the pleasure he’d expected and hoped for. “Oh, Timothy!” She choked back tears. Such good fortune! It will end the long, dangerous voyages each spring and autumn... It will bring a better wage... Timothy interrupted her thoughts:

“As I said, Mister Westford owns several trading vessels.” Anne’s countenance fell. “The current warehouse manager here in Keyfleet will be moving to Newfoundland, to look after the affairs of Mister Westford from there. Mister Westford has offered me that position here in his port office, to manage the trade for both the fisheries and the transported wares.”

He smiled as his wife’s expression brightened once again. As he began to answer a torrent of questions from his daughters, Anne’s thoughts drifted: They had been married all too briefly when he’d gained the rank of captain, followed by a severe injury that had changed the course of their lives forever. An officer would’ve commanded respect; he could’ve taken a handsome fortune and ascended the social ranks, perhaps even high enough to be acceptable to— But would have or could have was neither here nor there; being injured and without connections, not many possibilities had been open to him. He now walked with the painful limp of one knee joint resting on a wooden leg, carved to match his missing limb. He’d tried to develop a manner of walking that left it inconspicuous, though it was a constant source of fatigue in the fishing season, especially. He’d made the best of it, and now he was being offered a second chance.

––––––––
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As they sat near the fire after the meal, drinking ale and continuing their tales, Adriana noticed a twinkle in her father’s soft brown eyes that always betrayed secrets. As soon as she’d understood his telling look, a smile spread across his face.

“It took them so long to remember their gifts, I doubt they’re interested; what do you say, Rob?”

“I’d suggest you keep them until Michaelmas.” Robert sat, hands locked behind his head as a pillow and slid so far down into his chair that the only thing preventing him from landing in a heap on the floor was a heel of his well-worn boot propped against Timothy’s chair leg. He opened one eye long enough to glance at Mary, who always took him seriously. Her expression made him laugh heartily, for she’d no sooner figured out what they were talking about than she saw the prospect of the gifts vanishing for another fortnight.

Timothy opened the satchel beside his chair and pulled out three small bundles of cloth. The girls knew that they must wait politely for their mother to open her gift first, though they couldn’t resist at least feeling their packages; their father knew them well enough to have wrapped their surprises in bundles of straw.

Anne opened her parcel to find a beautiful set of mother-of-pearl hair combs handsomely carved in the arc of a wave. Suddenly a shadow swept over her features – as if she were trying to recapture some moment of the distant past. Timothy hadn’t anticipated such a reaction but understood it.

Adriana noticed her mother’s clouded expression. But her father was home... everything was right with the world, wasn’t it?

Adriana and Anne were both pulled from their thoughts by Timothy’s laughter. “My, what a brooding lot I’ve found! Come, Adriana, if you dislike your present as much as your mother seems to dislike hers, I shall buy passage on the next vessel back to Newfoundland and trade my purchases.”

At that, Anne protested, “Oh, Timothy, this is the most precious gift I’ve received in... Oh, I do like them – they’re beautiful!”

Adriana opened her bundle to find slightly smaller, beautifully carved hair combs, similar in fashion to her mother’s, with a dark green sheen to them rather than the pale green of Anne’s combs. It disappointed Mary to think that she already knew what her gift would be, but she was mistaken: Hers was a small figurine carved from what looked like yellow stone. It was the shape of an animal she’d never seen.

“An Inuit fishing boat came into port; they’d been hunting whales and seals – the animal you’ve got there, Mary. These tribes spend many long months in the snow and ice over the winter and they’ve learned to carve beautifully. They traded some of their carvings for some of my own; your hair combs and figurine are some of the results,” her father explained. “The creamy material isn’t stone, but walrus ivory.”

Mary was secretly hurt that her father still thought of her as a child wanting such baubles; she wished so much to grow up and become a woman, and hair combs might’ve been just the thing.

He understood her disappointment and gently added, “Mary, had I known that you’d grown so much over the past months, I’d certainly have brought a gift more fitting a young woman. But I dare say I have more time yet for such a gift.”

She quickly assured him that she found the gift lovely and that she’d display it with pride.

––––––––
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Though he loved the Northings as his own, Robert knew when to take his leave. Timothy had been away from Anne and his daughters long enough, and he knew when he was in the way; he bid them goodnight and made his way back up the beach to his own small cottage near the docks, glad for the sand beneath his feet.

Once the girls were in bed – if not sleeping, at least quietly talking, for it’s nearly impossible for sisters to share a bed and not chatter – Anne and Timothy went on a walk along the shore.

They walked in silence for a distance, simply holding hands, as the pale moonlight glittered across the gently lapping waves; Anne occasionally looked at Timothy, feeling his hand in hers, to assure herself that he was there.

“Tim,” Anne began, her voice trembling as she spoke, “I cannot tell you how delighted I am to walk beside you this night.”

It relieved his doubts, which had begun creeping in again. “I’m delighted to have you walk beside me through this life we share; but I couldn’t help wondering this evening,” he pensively approached the subject, “if you’d not some regrets still in having chosen me?”

“No!” came her immediate reply, as she stopped and turned his face to hers. “Oh Timothy, I’ve never had a moment’s regret on that score. How could you still think that, after all these years?”

“When I’m away from you for so long, the doubts grow unchecked. I can never forget the sacrifices you made to marry a poor sailor; the sacrifices you made to stay with me when all hope seemed lost.”

“But you are home now; that’s all that matters. And now, you’ll be able to work ashore... no more long absences.”

The relief in her voice made Timothy suddenly aware of the increasing anxiety she must have been facing; he’d thought that each time he went to sea, her trepidation was the same; now it was clear to him that each time had been more unbearable than the time before; it was a gamble she could no longer endure. But now he was home to stay. He gently squeezed her hand as they continued their stroll. “I realized this evening with sudden clarity that Adriana is nearly the age now as you were when we first met.”

“Has it been that long?” Anne laughed quietly.

Timothy drew a deep breath. “Anne... write to Jane. I think enough time has passed, don’t you?”

“I cannot endanger her chances in society.”

“But Anne,” he took her gently by the shoulders, “it’s been nearly seventeen years. Do you not think she’s established by now? Do you not think she’s an independent woman? I believe you still see her as you last saw her – as a sixteen-year-old under the authority of her father.”

At the mention of her father, Anne stiffened. It was he who had caused so much pain, who had separated the sisters, who had rejected her. The mere thought of him had kept Anne from seeking reconciliation all these years. It was the mention of him that usually ended such discussions. Timothy knew he couldn’t press his wife on the subject; the parting had been heart-rending. He’d never even met Anne’s father, who’d seen fit to drive his daughter away rather than come face to face with her betrothed. Over the years, they had been able to forgive him, though the separation was a daily burden: Anne watched her daughters grow into beautiful young women, knowing that her family had never even met them; knowing that her younger brother had grown into a man, and she’d been forced to forgo the pleasure of watching him do so.

The subject was left in the silence of the night, as they returned home. But Timothy wouldn’t give up. He knew how important family was, not only to have but to include in one’s life. He knew his own pain in that respect. Thus, he must soon find another opportunity to encourage his wife beyond the fear of her father and to reunite with her family at last.
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Timothy’s new position suited him well, giving him contact with shipping vessels and crews as well as merchants, with whom he negotiated the prices of imported goods. Mr Westford watched over his apprentice with a careful eye, giving him advice and teaching him where he lacked the knowledge – for though Mr Stacklesprat was a good warehouse manager, he was a poor teacher. Mr Westford had also taken Timothy’s advice to employ Robert, who had proven to be a hard worker and worthy addition.

Timothy would come home each evening tired but satisfied with a good day’s work. It was by far less straining on him physically than fishing had been, though his mind was all the more required. At first, it wasn’t conducive to lively conversation and even dampened his desire to do any wood carving, but he gradually adapted to the new demands.

Soon after Timothy began his new position, Mr Westford himself called upon the family one evening, which was no small surprise. He was a short, pleasant man with a bushy powdered wig and piercing blue eyes. His slightly unkempt wig gave his round face a jolly appearance, and it proved a suitable match to his general disposition.

After a brief moment of polite conversation, he came to the point of his visit: “Missus Northing, I’ve come to ask a great favour of you: The private rooms above my warehouse will soon become available as the current tenants will be leaving, and it’s long been considered the most suitable residence for the warehouse manager and his family. What say you all to moving?” A stunned silence followed. Unsure how to interpret that silence, he explained, “I offer it to you because I— well, I knew of the condition of your home, and perhaps you’ll grant me the liberty of saying that it’s neither large enough for your needs nor too sound, though you’ve kept it admirably.” He was pleased with the general air of comfort and cleanliness in so modest a home and had high hopes of a vast improvement over Mrs Stacklesprat’s indifferent hand at the warehouse. Indeed, his visit to their home was to satisfy himself on the character of the wife and children before simply proposing the arrangement willy-nilly.

Anne was delighted with the prospect and grateful for his gracious offer. “This house is in great need of repair, and it’s too small now, as you’ve surmised.”

“The residence I offer was built in the expectation of my own family being in residence there, six rooms in all. But by the time it was finished, my beloved wife had left this earth.” He cleared his throat. “It has a good deal too many rooms I dare say, but one had rather plan for the future generously.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t know what to do with so many rooms,” whispered Adriana to Mary, who elbowed her into silence.

Anne smiled, “We’d be delighted to accept your kind offer, Mister Westford. It is generous, indeed!”

Mr Westford’s eyes twinkled. “It’s settled, then. I shall find out the particulars of the Stacklesprats’ leaving and give word as to when you may move in.”

––––––––
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They soon received word that they’d be able to move by the end of November; Mr and Mrs Stacklesprat would be leaving for Newfoundland with the first ship in the spring after spending the winter in Bath. Such extravagance surprised Anne, for she knew that the expense of such society was generally beyond the means of a warehouse manager, but it was none of her concern as to how the Stacklesprats spent their money, nor did she know anything of their pecuniary situation.

Mrs Stacklesprat bid Anne to call on her to discuss matters, as the Stacklesprats wouldn’t be able to take all of their furniture; Anne was pleased to oblige, as their own well-worn furniture wouldn’t have been fit to move to a better home, anyway. The only piece she’d not be parted with was her rocking chair, which Timothy had made for her when they were newly married: It was solidly built, finely carved and smooth to the touch, comforting her with each rock and sway.

Anne walked to the warehouse, which sat just north of the docks at the head of the main road, and she was pleased to find the private entrance on a small side street, sheltering it from the shoreward winds and the bustle of the docks. She knocked on the door and, at great length, a fretful maid answered. She hastened Anne to her mistress, a thin woman with dreary hair and a sour demeanour. Mrs Stacklesprat greeted her curtly and, with little regard, whisked her through the various rooms stating which furniture was in question.

“Master Westford lived here briefly, years ago. He now has a fine house on the eastern outskirts of Keyfleet. I’m surprised he’s had so much time to spare in training your husband; perhaps he doesn’t trust him,” she sniffed.

Anne’s cheeks burned at such an unwarranted affront, but Mrs Stacklesprat continued: “I find it odd that he’s taken such an interest in your husband; after all, he’s nothing but an ignorant fisherman. But I dare say your husband’s taken advantage of our adversity – being packed off to Newfoundland, and I, with no say in the matter.”

Anne was on the verge of giving the odious woman a sharp set down but thought better of it; she knew that they’d soon be leaving and didn’t know what kind of connections they might have which might make Timothy’s work more difficult, should Mrs Stacklesprat spread bad reports. Consequently, from her own conduct, she’d give no offence – even if this woman had done nothing but offend thus far. Instead, she feigned polite enquiry as to the position Mr Stacklesprat would be taking on.

“How should I know such things from a man who barely speaks? All I know is that I’ve got no choice but to follow him to that barbaric place where nought but rough fishermen and other vagrants frequent.” She sneered, “But don’t you go thinking that this furniture is yours to do with as you please; the best pieces belong to Master Westford, make no mistake! If you have any sense, you’ll keep your unruly children out of the better rooms altogether, as they can be so destructive.”

At that, Anne abruptly thanked her for her time and information and wished them all speed in their journey. She left as quickly as possible, polite or not, before she retorted with something she’d regret. Briskly walking along the rocky beach toward home, cheeks burning still, she muttered to herself, “That vicious woman has obviously forgotten where she came from herself – she’s certainly no lady of the polite society she fancies herself a member of. I’m grateful not to have made her acquaintance a moment earlier!”

She slowed her pace, however, fretting that perhaps her abrupt departure would bear ill tidings. But then she smiled as she remembered her good friend, Mrs Huddlepoke: She’d certainly set to right any false accusations against the Northings as soon as they came within her hearing.

That evening, when Timothy enquired about her visit with Mrs Stacklesprat, Anne glared at him quickly, surprising them both; she only answered that the furniture would have to be sorted through when they moved in. Her tone told him not to enquire any further until they were alone.
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4: Moving
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As Adriana scrambled up over the rocks early the following morning, knowing her favourite path so well that she could’ve done it in the dark, she saw James skimming rocks into the surf. As she neared the bottom, he ran to catch her the last jump down to the sand.

“Oh Muddy! You’ll never guess what’s happened,” she exclaimed, whisking her thick plait behind her shoulder again, blowing a rebellious curl out of her eyes with a sideways puff.

“My father hired your father?” he asked with an expectant grin.

“No fair,” she said.

“What, that he hired him?” he teased. “I shall express your chagrin to my father at once.”

“That you already knew my surprise, silly. But please, thank your father for his generosity.”

“That, I can never do, though I’d gladly do so.”

“Why ever not? Do you not think we should inform our parents of our friendship now that they’re acquainted with each other?”

“Now less than ever!” he burst out. “My father would ship me out on the first crossing to the Continent, bow outward! And no telling how it might endanger your father’s new position!”

They fell silent, each in their own thoughts, as they walked along the wet sand until reaching the farthest end of the beach, where they sat down on a boulder at the foot of the cliff.

James finally spoke: “It will most likely get more difficult for us, Sparrow. I must meet your father as heir to the holdings and future master. If I’m introduced to you, we can neither of us betray a mutual history; I must treat you as any high-bred stranger would.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” he challenged. “There can never be any freedom of speech between us in the presence of others. And high-bred strangers can be quite pompous; I must treat you with civil disdain. And I must avoid as much public contact with you as courtesy will allow. If I can,” he added doubtfully.

“I hadn’t thought of it in that way,” she replied honestly, then confessed, “I’m so full of shortcomings... I know nothing of proper behaviour. Well, not nothing – I’ve learned many fine words and thoughts from you, and Mother has tried desperately to teach me, though I’ve never been a willing student, I must admit, though quite a bit more seeped in than I intended.”

“Perhaps now’s the time to learn in earnest,” he suggested, suppressing a laugh at her candour.

“There’ll be a dance at the Swan and Bow next Friday,” she said suddenly. “Though my mother’s never been keen on such events, she’s decided to take us once again. But I know so little about dancing: My father cannot dance and so my mother takes no pleasure in dancing herself; when we’ve practised at home, I’ve only danced with my sister, or Robert – who towers above me. What kind of experience does that qualify me for?” she groaned. “I usually avoid the dance hall when a new dance is beginning so that I won’t be chosen, though I’ve little chance of being chosen when we so rarely go; the young men prefer to dance with experienced partners, no doubt.”

“Those are dismal qualifications, if you ask me,” he gently teased. He stood up and held out his hand to her. “Up. Follow me.”

He led her up the beach to the soft, dry sand and stood beside her. “Now, first to the Minuet: We’ll start off with the changes and then the figures. Imagine there are two other couples in this set... and I’ll imagine you have shoes on.”
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The end of November arrived at last, and the Northings packed their meagre belongings for the move. Calling on Mrs Huddlepoke would be nothing in comparison to living along the high street themselves, and Mary and Adriana could hardly sleep the last night in their old bed. Adriana became aware of how much the cold and wind whipped through the walls of their old home and was grateful to be moving before winter set in firmly. On the morning of the move, Timothy brought an old cart from the warehouse to move the few possessions that were worth moving, and Robert came along to do any heavy lifting that wanted doing. The only larger items they took with them were the rocking chair, and the wooden chest that contained some of Anne’s clothes and into which they had packed their books, Adriana’s and Mary’s second gowns, Timothy’s finer wooden carvings, and the tablecloth. They had packed the dishes, pots, pans and foodstuffs into the bedding, and that was that. Adriana had never before realised how little they had, but it didn’t much signify: They had all they needed and they had each other – that was a treasure that couldn’t be measured or packed away.

The ride from their home to the warehouse was a short one, and the rocky top of the beach jerked the cart in all directions, jolting and rattling loudly as the scattered stones slowly gave way to the cobblestone road near the docks. Walking would’ve been much more comfortable and a good deal faster – but not half as adventuresome; at least Adriana thought so, as she chose to ride, while Mary and Anne chose to walk along behind.

––––––––
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Shivering with a chilled wind and anticipation, Adriana pushed open the heavy entrance door to their new home and a new life beginning. The waft of the fishing docks gave way to the musty smell of old books and freshly scrubbed floorboards, and the trill whistle of the winter wind gave way to the stillness of thick stone walls and a solid roof overhead.

The long and narrow entrance hall, ending at a flight of stairs, led to two rooms besides the kitchen: One, a spacious sitting room with a sideboard along one wall and two dark blue couches and a matching armchair arranged in front of the fireplace, which was glowing with a fire her father had kindled that morning. The pleasant, musty aroma of books hung heavily in the other room on this floor, though she found nothing on the empty shelves, which covered two entire walls. A small round table and two matching armchairs were arranged in the centre of this room, along with a large oak desk standing to one side of the fireplace. Most lovely of all, this room had a bow window, only wanting pillows thrown about on it and a good book to be read. If these two rooms had been their entire home, she’d have been quite content, yet so much more was still to be explored. The kitchen was grand in her eyes, and held a sizeable table with more than enough chairs for them all; what anyone would want with more than six chairs around a table was beyond her.
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