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CHAPTER ONE


1815


‘Evelyn.’ The Reverend Edmund Jade’s voice filled the church. As it died away, he shouted, ‘You will obey me, now! I have given my word to Lord Boxley.’


In the darkest corner, Evelyn crouched in a pew hidden behind one of the stone pillars. She had been there an hour and shivered as the coldness of the stone floor crept through her. Her legs were numb with cramp, but if she moved her father would hear and she was determined not to be found. She was going to leave Fellingdon, that night, and go to London. Life in a workhouse surely couldn’t be worse than marriage to the elderly Horace Boxley.


In the silence she heard her father’s heels scraping on the flagstones, and he was coming towards her. Then he stopped. His voice softened to a whisper, ‘I know you are here. I cannot be dishonoured, Evelyn, and the whole parish to know I cannot pay my IOUs. The final banns have been read, and Lord Boxley demands your duty.’


He stood so near to her Evelyn closed her eyes fearing he would look to where she crouched and see her. Instead he gave a sigh and called out, ‘I am going to my study and I expect you there immediately.’ His footsteps retreated and the door opened and closed with a thud.


Her rapid heartbeat slowed, but she waited, fearing her father was playing a trick and would return. Even in his anger he had not dowsed the two candles burning below the window of the nativity, showing his love to her by not leaving the church in darkness. But it was not enough to stay and do his bidding. Be the instrument to pay his debt. Around her the scratching claws of mice running along the pews and on the stone aisle was familiar, a comfort even, but there were no returning footsteps. She stood, holding her breath to stop crying out while she rubbed her legs to ease the pain as they came back to life. The church had been her sanctuary; now it was her prison. From under the pew she pulled her cloth travelling bag and hurried to the great oak door and opened it a few inches. She could hear no human sounds and slipped out into the shadowed porch. Her only chance of escape was now.


She ran along the path that separated the new gravestones on one side from the sinking weathered tombs of the ancient souls buried on the other. She pulled her cloak closer as the yew trees made a dark avenue to the lych-gate. Her father had lit the lantern that hung beside the vicarage door making a welcome beacon, but its safety asked a price she was not willing to pay. She hurried past the baker’s cottage, the general store and the homes of her friends. Only the tavern was awake. Candlelight glowed through the windows and men singing to a fiddler’s tune flowed out of the open door.


When the blacksmith’s shed came into view she stopped, turned, and looked back. She had lived all her life in the village and this was not what she wanted. But her letter to Aunt Edith pleading she intervene had not been answered. Tears welled and she wiped them away, kissed her finger and blew it back, ‘Goodbye, father.’


Evelyn had rarely been out after dark beyond the familiar village lane unaccompanied. Now, walking alone, she was frightened of every dark hedge, of whom or what could be hiding there to pounce on her: a masked highwayman, or a night prowling animal with sharp teeth and claws. Any sound made her stop and hold her breath, waiting for a growl, a flap of wings. And each step she trod was taking her away from the comfort and safety of her home.


When she reached the road that would take her to the coaching inn, the moonlight made the landscape and larger trees cast shadowy giant monsters on the dirt road. For the ninth time she scolded herself for being scared; she was a country girl, a vicar’s daughter who believed God looked after the faithful. Suddenly, out of the night a bat swiftly appeared and darted up and away before her. These night flying creatures she feared even more than her imaginary beasts and pulled her cloak hood over her bonnet. The thought of the tiny winged mouse-shaped body tangling in the dark curls falling across her shoulders, so horrendous her heart would stop beating and she would die.


She had no idea of the hour or how far she had walked. The weather had been a mixture of sun and cloud all day, but now the night clouds were thickening and hiding the moon. The countryside turned into an impenetrable darkness. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but this could be the night they came to haunt any travellers on the roads. Were they behind her, stalking her every step? She thought of the tattered clothes of the old man who died by the river, the seamstress in her white nightgown who had gone to sleep and never woken up. Worst, was the woman they called a witch and her dogs with big yellow teeth. Evelyn quickened her step then stopped and turned; the empty road a ribbon that might rise, curl and swirl around her until she was breathless and dead. Her heart raced and she screamed, ‘Go away, I don’t believe in you.’


Instantly, a streak of lightning split the dark sky. She slowly counted: one, two, three, four, five -thunder rumbled, the storm was a mile away. If the Lord was sending thunder and lightning to punish her, it would have to strike her dead to stop her reaching The Bear Inn and the stagecoach. Evelyn hugged her cloak tight and walked on, each step taking her away from the clutches of Lord Boxley. It was this overpowering thought that kept driving her on.


The storm rolled away and the cloud broke letting the moon shine through. She stopped and put her bag down. It was not heavy for she had brought only one change of undergarments, her grey dress and the tortoiseshell comb that was her father’s Christmas present. Yet the bag made her arm ache. As the sky began to lose its stars, the pale orange line of dawn grew stronger along the horizon turning the darkness into a blue sky. On both sides of the road, mist was rising from the fields and the daylight was bringing the trees back to their glorious colour. Half-hidden by weeds, a milestone told her she was only three miles from Maidenhead and the stagecoach halt.


Within minutes the rays of the sun caught the windows of a farmhouse. Grey smoke from its chimney was a sign the farmer’s wife was already about her daily chores. As Evelyn absorbed this familiar tranquillity uncertainty washed over her. Boxley offered a comfortable home. She could see her friends that she had known all her life, continue her duties for the church, help the old and the sick. The city of London was an unknown place with large houses, big wide roads, and probably constant noise;it was Boxley versus a city teeming with hundreds of people.


She hadn’t stopped walking since she left Fellingdon. Could she spare a few minutes to rest? She sat on the grass verge. In her pocket was the sewing money she had earned during the winter and had been saving it for the material to make a new summer dress. Was it enough for her fare to London? For truly, there was no going back. She closed her eyes and fell asleep.


Evelyn woke with the sun bathing her in its warmth. She couldn’t believe how stupid she had been. After all her grand ideas, she could miss the stagecoach. In a flurry of tangled cloak, she tucked her bag under her arm and giving no thought to propriety, pulled a handful of skirt above her ankles and raced along the road. By the time she reached The Bear Inn she was gasping for breath.


Pandemonium was erupting in the courtyard as travellers shouted for refreshments, and serving men were dodging every obstacle to oblige. A burly stableman roared for fresh horses and everyone scattered as two pairs of greys were brought into the confined space. Evelyn stepped over clods of dried mud, horse dung and straw; and the smell wafting upwards was so much worse than out in the fields. She daren’t put her bag down as she fumbled to get a handkerchief from her dress pocket to hold over her nose. There were two coaches and she stepped carefully over the soiled cobbles as she made her way to the one being harnessed with the greys.


A heavily coated coachman leaned against the door and she asked, ‘I am looking for the coach that is going to London? And could you please tell me, how much is the fare for an outside seat?’


‘For you, little miss, ‘alf a crown.’ He bent and winked a bloodshot eye. ‘If yer would like a free ride yer could cuddle up between me and Boozy. A drop o’ gin to warm the cockles of yer heart fer a few smackers?’


Evelyn stepped back, repelled by his bad breath. ‘No, thank you. A top ride will do.’ She had enough money in her pocket for the fare, but even if she didn’t, she would walk to London rather than sink so low as to accept such an offer.


Still bent, he growled, ‘Then pay the keeper and say naught a word of me offer.’ He turned his back to her and called to a stable boy. ‘Hurry up, lad. We’re going to be late. Quick to it or the keeper will dock yer pay.’


Evelyn hurried over to the inn. She stopped at the doorway. Seeping past her was the unwashed smell of farm and stable workers sitting at rough-hewn tables, and mugs of ale held by their dirty fingers, pipe tobacco melding with the log fire smoke as it swirled out and was trapped under the low ceiling. Sitting to one side were the well-dressed gentlemen travellers who must have an inside coach seat. She only had the courage to go in when she saw two lady travellers sitting on stools, at a table covered with a cloth, drinking from small earthenware cups.


Behind the counter the innkeeper was like a giant in a dirty stained apron. Evelyn walked towards him and his eyes seemed to be appraising her every step. She knew how conspicuous she was in her black red-trimmed cloak and matching bonnet - a complete contrast to the matronly ladies dressed in grey, who were now going out of the door and leaving her alone among the contrasting clientele of the town. Added to her discomfort was the growing smell of strong ale.


‘May I buy a ticket to London, please?’


‘Well now, why is a young lady like you travelling alone? Running away?’ He called to the coachman coming through the door. ‘Hey Bullneck, you’ve got yourself a pretty one on board today.’


‘I would appreciate it, sir, if you would kindly refrain from speaking so. I wish only to buy an outside ticket to London.’


‘Oh, all airs and graces are we? The fare’s three shillings outside, no seats left inside. Hope you got plenty of warm...’ he paused, ‘you know what I mean. It can be very cold riding up top.’ He leant forward over the counter and said, ‘The wind whips up and.’ he left the sentence unfinished. ‘If yer got the money, pay up quick, the coach leaves in five minutes.’


‘But the coachman said it was-’


‘My fare is three shillings.’ He pointed to the coachman. ‘Has Bullneck been trying to under-price me again?’


Evelyn put her cloth bag on the counter. It would take all her money except sixpence. She hadn’t thought about what would happen when she got to London, or where she would find shelter or work?


‘Mr Bullneck has not, sir.’ She gave the innkeeper her fare. This was not the place to cause trouble with the coachman. ‘May I have a drink of tea?’


‘Tea? There ain’t no time for tea.’ He took a mug from under the counter and splashed a small amount from a barrel. ‘Free of charge.’


Evelyn’s cheeks burned at the thought of how appalled her father would be to see her drinking in a tavern. But she said, ‘Thank you. God bless you.’


He thumped the mug on the table. ‘Yer got a bible woman on board, Bullneck. So mind yer ways.’


The pewter tankard was battered and tarnished and she hesitated to put such a thing to her lips, but her need overran her prejudice. The ale was strong, but it quenched her thirst.


Over the babble of the tavern men’s voices, a roaring call came from the courtyard. ‘The London coach is leaving. Those with tickets get aboard.’ Passengers who were dressed for travelling left their stools and rushed to the door. Evelyn returned her tankard to the counter, picked up her bag and followed.


Only the London coach now waited in the yard. The inside passengers were being seated and Evelyn climbed a ladder to the top seats. A young lady was already seated and she sat next to her. A moment later, a foreign man - a Chinaman - took the empty space beside her. There was no room for her bag, so she rested it on her lap. She glanced past the lady and closed her eyes. Oh dear! It was a long way down to the ground. The crack of a whip set the greys moving and the coach turned out of the yard onto the road.


Evelyn didn’t look back; whatever lay ahead she would deal with when it happened.




CHAPTER TWO


Once the coach left the confines of the town the open countryside spread out as far as Evelyn could see. The seat was only a wooden plank supported by an iron rail and with the added discomfort of holding her bag and the jolting coach she found the constant movement most disagreeable. And sitting so far above the ground with no protection against the cool morning breeze she wished she had a warmer cloak.


As the horses gained speed the countryside slid by in a blur, trees lost their individuality, fields were a green canvas with dotted white sheep or brown cows and wheat was still a muted green. The coachman sped his horses through the villages, and everyone scattered out of their way.


With each mile the coach covered, the distance between Evelyn and her father lengthened. She had done what was necessary. An unknown future lay before her, but good or bad, it would be her choice.


The motion of the coach changed. Evelyn saw the driver pull hard on the reins, turn his head and shout to the man, Boozy. As the horses began to check their gallop, she heard the creak of wood and felt the coach tilt sideways as the wheel hubs dug into the road. She slid against the Chinaman, the woman next to her gripping her shoulder. Everyone was yelling and screaming as the coach slithered along the road before crashing onto its side.


She cried out, but her words of terror were smothered by the noise. The passengers who had been napping were shaken awake, their hands searching for a hold but finding nothing. The coach carried on sliding and the horses were dragged down trapped within their harnesses. Evelyn could do nothing to stop herself from falling, followed by the other travellers, like rag dolls.


Bodies were spread out over the ground and lost hats and baggage were thrown at random.


Evelyn opened her eyes. Pain was raging down her left side. Her cheek was touching the ground with dust blooming upwards, then caught by the wind and blown away. From all around she could hear the screaming women trapped inside the coach and men’s voices loudly calling for help. Over all this noise, the horses’ terrified high-pitched neighing and ear-piercing rattle of harnesses and creaking shafts, as they tried to break free from their shackles, emphasised the gravity of the accident. Evelyn could move her arms and legs and she tried to sit up, but her cloak was twisted - the back had become the front, trapping any movement of her body. The Chinaman knelt down beside her. ‘Please, can you help me to stand up? I don’t think I’ve broken any bones.’


‘Missy, can you please roll over. Then I may help you.’


Evelyn obeyed and with a few tugs her cloak was pulled back into place. ‘Thank you, sir, would you mind taking my arm to help me rise?’


The Chinaman hesitated, it being obvious that he was reluctant to overstep the propriety of such an action. ‘I will fetch one of the ladies, missy. Please wait a moment.’


‘No, no. Please take my arm and pull, I am quite able to stand now, nothing is broken.’ Carefully, and with great respect, the Chinaman helped Evelyn from the ground.


Miraculously her clothing had not been torn and she brushed away the road dirt. Her bonnet ribbons were still tied around her neck although the brim was crushed.


The Chinaman knelt by the passenger who had sat beside Evelyn. She joined him and looked down into the face of a girl about her own age, although her hair was a little lighter and she looked plumper. The girl’s eyes were brown, a similar colour to her own. Then shock ran through her as she realised they were eyes dulled by death. How could it be, the girl had been sitting beside her, fallen the same short distance to the ground. She had no serious injuries; her side was still painful and her shoulder hurt. Her cheek might show a bruise. But death, and to the person who had been sitting next to her? This should not be; it was impossible. Her skin began to tingle, a sweat beaded her forehead and blackness faded in and out of her vision. Evelyn touched the Chinaman’s shoulder for support. ‘Please, I do not feel well.’


‘Missy, do not faint.’ His tone, full of panic, forced Evelyn to take control of her malaise. ‘It is so much unhappiness for you.’ Standing up and taking Evelyn’s arm he waited until she stepped away.


‘I am much better now. It was the shock, of course, for I have seen death many times.’


She looked round the scene of the accident: the coach lying on its side empty, the horse shafts shattered on the ground, and most of the passengers were standing in twos and threes, some silent, others talking in whispers, all waiting for the coachman to take charge.


The Chinaman asked, ‘Please, you are feeling well now, missy?’


‘Yes. Thank you, Mr...’ Evelyn paused; her head still a fuzzy mess of images and sounds.


He bowed his head, ‘Chang Su. I am a seaman on a great sailing ship.’


‘Miss Evelyn Jade.’


‘We are waiting for another coach to arrive.’


‘May I ask for your help again, Mr Chang Su. What happened?’


‘The accident was caused by a broken back axle. With great pity one of the horses has been shot, because he was tangled in the harness and broke one of his legs. The man, Boozy, has been sent back to the inn at Slough.’


‘The lady who has di...’ Evelyn could not bring herself to complete the word.


‘The coachman will take care of that. Do not fret, Miss Jade.’


Evelyn stepped away; it was all such a tragedy. She should join the other ladies but her unaccompanied status may cause unwanted questions that could only be answered with lies. She was surprised how far the coach had travelled after she had been thrown off. Those passengers inside had not fared well for the coach lay broken like a discarded toy. Two horses stood tethered to a wheel, calm now. She wondered if they sensed the death of their own kind.
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