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About the Book


It’s 1904, and close sisters Bessie and May live a happy but frugal life in the busy maritime village of Tideway in Essex. But trouble divides the family when May falls pregnant, and she is sent away to London. 


 


When war is declared in 1914, Bessie’s life is shattered when her husband is killed in battle in France. Yet, when photographer Digby Parsons dies suddenly and leaves Bessie a camera, she is able to use it to set up her own photography business and support herself and her son. But Digby’s jealous daughter, Joan, is enraged by her late father’s generosity and will do everything she can to destroy Bessie and her business . . .
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Chapter One

‘Ta-ta, Mum, see you tonight,’ chorused the Bow sisters as they stepped lightly out of the cottage door, lifted their skirts, put on their hats and tore down the hill to catch the ferry to work.

‘You’re late this morning, gels,’ observed a local woman who was a regular in the gathering at the landing stage waiting for the boat to take them across the river to the larger village. ‘That isn’t like you. A few more minutes and you’d have missed the ferry.’

‘May’s fault,’ joshed Bessie, her blue eyes sparkling with fun as she grinned towards her sister, a lock of golden hair escaping from the knot it was woven into at the back of her head.‘It was her turn to go and get the milk from the farm for our breakfast, and she was so busy flirting with the dairy lad she lost track of the time and put us all behind. I had to go and fetch her in the end.You should have seen her there; giggling and making eyes at him as though she had all the time in the world.’

‘Ooh, May, you naughty gel,’ teased the woman  in the strong Essex accent that was still prevalent among the older residents here in the village of Tideway. ‘I bet your ma gave you a bit of a ticking-off about that.’

‘She was none too happy about it,’ confirmed dark-eyed May, omitting to add that she was used to being out of favour with her mother at the moment. ‘I wasn’t all that long really. Anyway, it’s rude not to pass the time of day with the person who’s serving you with the milk.’

‘You were doing more than just passing the time of day with him, and you shouldn’t hang about when people are waiting for you,’ chided Bessie, who was eighteen and generally considered to be the more sensible of the two sisters. A year younger, vivacious, fun-loving May tended to be rather too impulsive at times.

‘All right, sis, I’m sorry,’ May sighed ruefully. ‘I wouldn’t want you to lose your job for bad timekeeping because of me.’

‘I’m not likely to do that because my boss is very tolerant, but I’m not so sure about yours.’

‘Old Mother Misery Guts wouldn’t get rid of me, don’t worry,’ her sister responded jovially. She was referring to Mrs March, the owner of the haberdashery shop where she worked. ‘I’m popular with the customers so she wouldn’t want to lose all that goodwill, since she creates precious little of it herself.’

‘Modest little thing, isn’t she?’ said Bessie with irony, and everyone smiled, enjoying the youthful  banter. The Bow family went back generations in the Essex village of Tideway and was very much respected. Everyone knew Bessie and May and their two brothers. Children of a fisherman, they weren’t well off, but their mother was strait-laced and strict so they knew how to behave.

It was a cold November morning in 1912 with a raw mist hanging moistly over everything, occasional shafts of hazy sunlight breaking through and catching the gently undulating waters of the river Colne, edged on the banks by fishing boats. There were also yachts - mostly owned by rich non-locals - laid up here for the winter. They often needed work, which provided gainful employment for the boatyard, from which the sound of hammering and sawing could be heard from a very early hour.

Local fishermen, back from the sea, worked on their boats or stood about in groups on the quay smoking and talking. Heaps of silver sprats and small whiting had been discharged on to one of the designated quays, to be sold for a pittance as manure to farmers by those fishermen whose luck was against them and who were too late getting their catch into Brightlingsea in time for the fresh fish market or the railway quay for transportation.A few local people were sorting through the slippery piles with buckets, helping themselves for the family supper. Traditionally no charge would be made to them, so it was most unprofitable for a fisherman to miss the market.

The ferry crowd were stamping their feet and  hugging themselves to keep warm, their voices echoing into the damp morning air as they chatted among themselves, the subject having moved on to the forthcoming Guy Fawkes celebrations, which were made much of in Tideway.

Looking towards the river, Bessie could see the ferry boat approaching through the mist.The service was as reliable as the seasons and operated no matter how extreme the elements, being the essential link between the maritime village of Tideway and the slightly larger settlement of Haverley on the oppos - ite bank. At Haverley there was a small amount of industry, a few more shops and a train station with a direct link to London. The nearest other place to cross the river was at Colchester three miles away, so the social classes sat side by side to cross the water. Boatbuilders, businessmen, shop workers and skivvies, housewives, the doctor, vicar and undertaker all travelled to and fro on the ferry at one time or another.

Tideway was a tight-knit, clean-living, God-fearing community, the majority of its male residents earning an uncertain living from fishing, situated as it was just a few miles from where the tidal Colne - saltwater at Tideway - flowed into the open sea.

A good-humoured cheer went up when the ferry arrived and the ferryman shipped the oars for landing.

‘Ooh come on, mate,’ whispered May under her breath as the courteous ferryman - dignified in dark clothes and a bowler hat - carefully helped his  alighting passengers on to dry land. ‘He’ll have to scrape us off the ground if he doesn’t hurry up, ’cause we’ll have turned to ice in this weather.’

‘He’s being as quick as he can,’ her sister pointed out. ‘He does a good job.’

‘I know; it’s just me being impatient as usual,’ said May, her velvety brown eyes shining against her olive skin, her dark hair swept up and piled on top of her head under her wide-brimmed hat. ‘Bless him.’

At last he was ready for customers to board, and the sisters waited their turn. Lifting their ankle-length skirts, they stepped in and sat down on the wooden bench, shawls drawn tight around them and hats pulled down against the weather, as the flat-bottomed boat moved smoothly across the narrow stretch of water. Bessie would then head for the photographic shop and studio where she was an all-round assistant and general dogsbody, and May to Mrs March’s haberdashery emporium, where she worked as a shop girl.

 



The mist had cleared and Bessie was out on the cobbles cleaning the bowed shop window in the row of whitewashed shops in Haverley’s main street when she saw the first customers approaching: a couple well into middle age whom she recognised from when they had booked their appointment. Swiftly lifting her skirt and nipping down the stepladder, she went inside, smoothed her high-necked white blouse into place over her long black skirt and took her place behind the reception desk.

Greeting them with a mixture of warmth and efficiency, she checked their appointment and settled them in the waiting area - a comfortably furnished room with a few high-backed chairs and a table with a selection of magazines for clients to browse. As well as displaying his work in the shop window, her employer also had examples placed around the shop in a variety of sizes and frames. Not too many; he was particular about that. He liked things kept tasteful.

‘I’ll go and tell Mr Parsons that you’re here,’ Bessie told the couple with a polite smile. ‘He won’t keep you waiting long.’

‘I thought you’d be busier than this,’ remarked the man, who was plump and bearded. ‘Photographs are so popular these days.’

‘We are careful not to overbook,’ Bessie explained. ‘But I expect it will be a bit hectic later on.’

Bessie had worked here since leaving school at thirteen, originally employed as a cleaner and errand girl. But the role had quickly developed into studio assistant, receptionist, occasional darkroom helper, cleaner, tea-maker, bookkeeper and any other task that needed doing. She enjoyed the job enormously, especially helping in the studio, something that she was often asked to do when the sitting involved a female. Her employer had noticed that women were more accepting of any tactful suggestion as regarded adjustment to hair or clothes if it came from a member of their own sex rather than from a man.  Bessie knew she was lucky to have the job, since nearly all employment for women in the area was domestic. She and May were both fortunate in that respect, though the wages in each case were meagre.

‘Your first appointment is here, Mr Parsons,’ she announced, going into the studio, a room flooded with light from the huge window and the partly glazed ceiling. Unlike Tideway, which still didn’t have piped gas, the service had recently come to Haverley, and there were gas lamps in here. However, Digby Parsons - being a traditionalist - preferred to work with natural light whenever possible. ‘It’s Mr and Mrs Brown for a silver wedding portrait.’

A widower of middle years, Digby Parsons was a kind-hearted dome of a man; short and plump, bald on top, with curly ginger hair at the sides peppered with grey and creeping towards his straggly beard. His round, somewhat protuberant blue eyes often had a preoccupied look about them, usually because he was thinking about some aspect of his work. He had a slight stoop and walked in an odd shuffling manner. Passionate about his work, he was inclined to take far more interest in achieving the best possible results from an artistic point of view rather than the commercial aspect.

‘Bring them in then, please, Bessie, and I’d like you to stay in the studio for a while if you wouldn’t mind; just until we get them relaxed and settled.’

‘Certainly.’ Most unusually for an employer, Mr Parsons was so considerate of her, she sometimes  wondered if he needed reminding that she was actually paid by him to do whatever task he asked of her.

A few minutes later, having titivated in the mirror in the dressing room, the couple were seated on an ornate bench with mock potted plants at the side and a plain canvas behind, Mrs Brown looking as though she was in the advanced stages of paralysis. Rigidly corseted and dressed in a high-necked brown dress and an elaborate matching hat, she was upright and stiff, staring at the camera wide eyed and worried. Mr Brown was looking ahead of him, his mouth fixed in a false, unconvincing smile. The two were at such a distance from one another, one might have thought they were in the middle of a row rather than celebrating an important anniversary.

It was Bessie’s job to help put them at their ease. She wondered how she was going to do that with this pair, since they didn’t administer laudanum here.

‘Maybe if you could try to loosen up a little, Mrs Brown,’ suggested Digby gingerly with a cautious chuckle.‘You are only having your photograph taken, not going to the gallows.’

The woman didn’t appreciate his attempt at humour.‘I am perfectly relaxed,Mr Parsons,thank you,’ she said tartly. ‘And I’ll thank you not to be personal.’

‘Sorry,’ he said, colouring up.

‘Mr Parsons was only trying to help, Mrs Brown,’ put in Bessie, hoping to gloss things over, ever mindful of the fact that the customer must be  pandered to at all times. ‘But I can see that you are a little more at ease now that you are getting used to us. A silver wedding anniversary is a very special celebration. You must both be feeling very happy.’

‘Humph,’ muttered her husband through his forced grin.

Mrs Brown just stared ahead, looking about as much at ease as someone about to have major surgery. ‘We’re not of an age to think much about feelings,’ she said at last. ‘That sort of indulgence is for the youngsters.’

‘Do you have a family?’ Bessie enquired, seizing the opportunity to move the conversation forward.

‘I should hope so after twenty-five years,’ snorted Mrs Brown.‘It would be a funny to-do if we hadn’t.’

‘We have five children, all grown up and married,’ put in Mr Brown helpfully.‘It’s for them we’re having this portrait done.’

‘How lovely!’ enthused the indomitable Bessie. ‘I’m sure they’ll be delighted to have such a thing on show in their homes.’

‘They’d better be,’ said Mr Brown. Bessie guessed he was in trade in some way, though if he was really wealthy he would have gone to one of the larger, more expensive Colchester studios. ‘Seeing as it will be costing me enough.’

‘Get on with you. You can afford it,’ declared his wife, keen to make their financial position clear and seeming a little less tense as her attention was distracted from the camera.

‘I wonder,’ began Bessie, deciding it was time to get this job under way, ‘if you could get just a tiny bit closer together to make a warmer image . . . That’s better, move up a little and lean towards each other . . . just a tad more. Thank you very much. Would you mind, Mrs Brown, if we were to show a little more of your hair for the picture? Just to soften it up.’

Mrs Brown nodded.

Bessie made a small adjustment to the position of the woman’s hat. ‘That’s lovely. Now, could you look up please?’ She raised her hand. ‘Look towards my hand . . . er, without moving your head if you can. Just your eyes, please. That’s perfect. You both look very handsome.’

‘Indeed you do,’ added Digby, who had his head down in position by the camera, which was on a stand. The black body of the apparatus consisted of symmetrical bellows that served as a dark chamber. Being a perfectionist, Digby threw an opaque black cloth over his head as extra security against light, even though the apparatus was guaranteed by the manufacturer to be light-tight. ‘All we need now is a nice natural smile. That’s the stuff. Hold it there.’

Bessie slipped quietly from the room, satisfied that the session would run more smoothly now that the ice was broken between sitters and photographer. Some people were so anxious to look their best for the camera that they actually looked their worst unless they had a little professional guidance.

Oh well, she’d just about have time to finish cleaning the windows before the shop got busy, she thought, getting her cloth from under the counter and heading for the door, where she almost collided with a young woman on the way in.

‘Morning, Joan,’ greeted Bessie.

‘I’ve come to see my father,’ announced Joan Parsons, ignoring Bessie’s welcome. Joan was the only child of Digby and a similar age to Bessie, though the two had never hit it off.

‘He’s busy in the studio doing a sitting at the moment,’ replied Bessie, bracing herself for some sort of altercation because, unlike her father, Joan was habitually hateful. ‘Would you like to take a seat while you’re waiting?’

‘Waiting! I’m not waiting!’ Joan stated categorically, her bluish-grey eyes resting on Bessie coldly. ‘I need to see him now; this instant. And that’s what I intend to do.’

Bessie bit her lip. ‘He won’t want to be disturbed,’ she made clear. ‘I’m sure you must realise that. If the shots are ruined by an interruption that upsets the mood, the customers won’t be satisfied when they see the proofs so won’t bother to have the finished photographs done. Even if your father can talk them round, the sitting will have to be done again free of charge.’

‘They pay in advance, don’t they?’ Joan said casually, illustrating how little interest she took in her father’s work.

‘Only a deposit to cover the cost of the sitting and the proofs,’ Bessie explained. ‘If they aren’t satisfied and don’t give us an order, we don’t make any profit.’

‘Oh.’ A thin, sharp-featured redhead, Joan was a striking figure in a smart blue coat with a fur trim and a matching hat; she was attractive in a contrived and harsh sort of way. ‘Well, I’m sure he won’t mind being disturbed by me.’

As it was part of her duties to protect her employer from any such interruptions, Bessie took a step back so that she was standing between Joan and the door of the studio.

‘Get out of my way this minute,’ Joan demanded. ‘Don’t you dare try to stop me going in to see my own father.’

‘Not so loud; they’ll hear you in there and it’ll upset things,’ hissed Bessie. ‘Why don’t you just sit down and read a magazine until your dad is free to see you. He’ll be engrossed in what he’s doing.You know what a stickler he is as regards his work and how hard it is to get people to relax during a sitting. If he has to do the sitting and proofs all over again free of charge, that’s an expensive business, the cost of materials being as it is. Not to mention his time and reputation. The customers pay for his wholehearted attention and are entitled to complain if they don’t have it.’

‘I think you must have forgotten your place,’ Joan warned coldly. ‘You’re just the hired help around here.’

Bessie met her stare. ‘Yes, I realise that. But part of my duties is to organise your father’s time and make sure he is allowed to get on with the job uninterrupted.’

‘I’m his daughter, which makes me immune to rules that apply to other people, you stupid girl.’

‘It’s a pity you didn’t inherit some of his good nature,’ Bessie blurted out.

Joan stared at her father’s assistant, her eyes smouldering with pure malice, cheeks flaming. Bessie knew that this need to assert her authority wasn’t only Joan establishing her superior status in the pecking order, though that was part of it. Her easily aroused temper was inflamed because she hated the fact that her father seemed to like Bessie, even though Joan herself had no time for him. ‘Don’t get above yourself just because Dad seems to have some sort of misplaced regard for you. You’re of no importance whatsoever. So do as I say this very instant and get out of the way.’

‘I work for your father, not for you,’ Bessie reminded her.‘I take my orders from him. He isn’t to be disturbed when he’s doing a sitting; that’s the rule.’

‘We’ll soon see about that,’ Joan said, stepping forward. ‘Now move aside and let me get by.’

Bessie stayed where she was.

‘I shall see to it that you are dismissed,’ threatened Joan through tight lips. ‘We don’t want the likes of you working in the family business. A business that will be all mine one day.’

‘This photographic practice would cease to exist without your father,’ Bessie pointed out. ‘It’s his expertise that people come here for. Without that there is nothing.’

Taking Bessie unawares, Joan lunged towards her and gave her a forceful shove that sent her staggering across the room. Then, without a word, she marched into her father’s studio without even knocking and slammed the door behind her, leaving a stunned Bessie recovering her balance.

Whatever it was she wanted from her father, Bessie knew he would give it to her, as he never denied her anything. Joan’s mother had died giving birth to her and her father had brought her up alone. Perhaps to compensate for the lack of a maternal influence, he indulged her excessively, and in return she treated him with such contempt Bessie could hardly bear to see it. She belittled him in public, her manner towards him scathingly humiliating.

Digby visibly smarted from it but never retaliated. Bessie longed for him to show some spirit and stand up to his daughter, but he was no match for her bullying personality. As far as Bessie could see, Joan grabbed the good life he bestowed upon her without so much as a smidgen of appreciation. She never helped in the shop and they had a full-time housekeeper at home, so she was free for a life of idleness and enjoyment. Bessie assumed that her employer must have money beyond the income from his business, because that was unlikely to be  enough to support Joan’s expensive tastes on its own.

Now Joan emerged from the studio, smiling victoriously.

‘My father was delighted to see me, as I knew he would be, so keep your nose out of our family business in future,’ she ordered. ‘Know your place and stay in it.’

‘How dare you speak to me like that,’ Bessie ground out. ‘You’ve no right and I won’t put up with it.’

‘You don’t have a choice because you need this job,’ Joan retorted haughtily.‘I’m sure your fisherman daddy doesn’t earn enough to support you.’

‘You leave my father out of this. He’s a hard-working and decent man.’

‘Now, now, Bessie Bow, mind your temper,’ Joan taunted with a brittle laugh. ‘Jobs like this one are few and far between for girls like you. I’m sure you’d rather work here than go into domestic service, cleaning the grates and the privies of the better-off and waiting hand and foot on people who are your superiors, which is all that will be on offer if you were to be forced to leave here. One word from me to my father about your attitude towards me, and you’ll be joining the queue for a job as a skivvy.’

‘You won’t utter that word, though, will you, Joan?’ This was actually more bravado than conviction on Bessie’s part so as to stand her ground in front of this bully. ‘Because with me out of the way, your  father will be looking for a replacement, and he might look in your direction.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. He wouldn’t put his daughter to work,’ Joan stated confidently.

Unfortunately, that was probably true, but Bessie wasn’t about to admit it. ‘It isn’t a good idea to underestimate anyone. One of these days he’s going to put his foot down and you will really notice the difference.’

‘I’ll enjoy myself while I’m waiting for that time to come then,’ Joan returned lightly.‘Meanwhile you can get on with the work you are well paid to do while I go to the dressmaker for a fitting for my new winter outfit.’

Bessie said nothing. What could she say to someone whose values were so different to her own? Although Joan appeared to have everything, she had very little compared to Bessie in terms of real blessings. Her childhood must have been lonely with just her father for company, whereas Bessie had grown up with three siblings and both parents, who meant the world to her.

After Joan had headed for her dressmaker, Bessie went outside into the cold air and finished cleaning the shop window, her breath turning to steam as she exerted herself polishing the glass. She felt a sense of pride when she’d finished and it was gleaming and showing off the examples of Digby’s work inside.

Thinking back on Joan’s visit, she felt a pang of  empathy for her employer. Just an occasional kind word from his daughter would mean the world to Digby. Sadly, she doubted if he would ever hear such a thing. She finished the job and went back into the shop.

 



Although she was still only seventeen, May Bow already had definite opinions and a strong sense of justice, which meant that deference didn’t come easily to her. She knew her place, of course; that had been drummed into her for as long as she could remember.The premise was, according to her mother, that as the daughter of a poor fishing family she must be humble towards her betters, who, in her mother’s opinion, included all and sundry. But May didn’t have that sort of subservience in her.

Willingly she would defer to the doctor, the vicar, the local policeman, and anyone else of that ilk who deserved reverence. She even held the ferryman in high esteem for his courtesy and diligence. But Mrs March was another matter altogether. Her only qualification for respect was the fact that she paid May’s wages, an important factor admittedly. But the woman was entirely without heart or manners, and at the current moment it was as much as May could do not to throttle her, or at least throw the drawer of embroidery silks at her. In full view of a customer, the harridan with the physique of a small oak tree had just made a showy performance of falsely accusing May of putting the drawer back in the  wrong place, when in fact it had been Mrs March herself who was the culprit.

‘Staff aren’t what they used to be,’ complained Mrs March to the customer as though May, her only employee, wasn’t standing right next to her. ‘The quality just isn’t there these days. Time was when you could rely on your shop girl completely.’ She shrugged her shoulders in a gesture of despair, her mouth turned down at the corners. ‘Nowadays you’re lucky to get half a day’s work out of them when they’ve been paid for a full day. They can’t be bothered to do the job properly, and that’s how things get put in the wrong places so that the customer has to wait while we find them.’

‘I speak as I find and I must say that May has always seemed very conscientious to me, Mrs March,’ ventured the customer, obviously feeling awkward.

‘That’s because you don’t know what goes on this side of the counter and how hard it is for me to get any work out of her. I searched high and low for the embroidery silks this morning and couldn’t find them anywhere,’went on the unstoppable witch, a formidable figure dressed entirely in black, her greying brown hair dragged severely back into a bun. She was a widow and had inherited the shop from her late husband.‘It turned out she’d put them where the elastic goes on the other side of the shop. Honestly, that’s the sort of carelessness I have to put up with.’

May’s temper was hanging together by a thread.  There was no excuse for lies, blatant rudeness and injustice. She opened her mouth to deny the allegations, then remembered how difficult it was for her father to earn a decent living in the winter and managed to hold her tongue. She couldn’t afford to be unemployed for so much as one day at this time of the year. In the summer her father and elder brother hung up their fishing nets and crewed for the wealthy yacht owners during the racing and regatta season. The money they earned then helped the family through the winter, but cash was tight even so, and each family member had to make a contribution to the household budget. Even her younger brother Sam, who was still at school, ran errands for the butcher in Tideway in the evenings and on a Saturday to earn a few extra coppers.

With this in mind, she managed to stay silent. When the shop closed for dinner, as soon as she’d eaten her sandwiches in the bitterly cold room at the back of the shop - Mrs Marsh considered heating unnecessary in there, she herself eating upstairs in her private accommodation - she put on her shawl and hat and left the shop to walk off some of her temper.

Incandescent with rage, she set off to the other end of the main street to see Bessie at the photographer’s and tell her all about it. Her sister would be equally outraged on her behalf and it would be a welcome release for May to have a good grumble.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Bow,’ said a male voice,  startling May, who was so immersed in her own fury as to be barely aware of her surroundings.

Looking up, she found herself staring at William Marriot, the son of the owner of the yacht her father and brother usually worked on in the summer. She judged William to be about twenty; he was wonderfully good looking, with shandy-coloured eyes, a charming smile and a clear complexion. He was wearing a fashionable tweed coat of the type the well heeled favoured for casual occasions and a cap worn at a jaunty angle, which he had raised politely on meeting her.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Marriot,’ she responded absently, her lovely eyes somewhat distant.

‘How are you?’

‘Er, fine, thank you.’

‘You don’t sound too sure.’

‘Sorry. I was miles away.’ She gave a wry grin and her face lit up prettily. ‘But don’t ask me to tell you what I was thinking about, because my thoughts at the moment are not fit for the ears of decent people. I am so angry it’s a wonder I haven’t exploded.’

‘Someone has upset you, then?’

‘Good and proper. I don’t mind being talked down to now and again, but when people unfairly make a laughing stock of you just because they’re employing you, it isn’t right.’ She heaved an eloquent sigh. ‘Still, it’s all in a day’s work, I suppose.’

‘Where do you work?’

She told him. ‘Of course someone like you wouldn’t have to worry about such things.’

‘On the contrary,’ he corrected. ‘I work for a living. And yes, I do get talked down to at times. I have my superiors too.’

‘Really! I thought your sort spent all your days in a round of pleasure. Drinks at the club, afternoon tea, parties and all that sort of thing.’

‘Not at all,’ he told her. ‘I don’t work with my hands, building boats or fishing for a living, but I do have to show up in my father’s bank on a regular basis and make a decent contribution to the company. I have to justify my existence. My father is a stickler for that sort of thing. He worked hard to get where he is and he doesn’t see why I shouldn’t do the same.’

‘Good for him.’ She looked at him. ‘But what are you doing around here at this time of the year? We don’t usually see you yachting types much outside of the season.’

‘I’m on my way to Tideway to see the boatbuilder to discuss what needs doing to the yacht during the winter; she needs a spot of refitting,’ he explained. ‘I took the day off and got the train down from London.’

‘I have an aunt and uncle who live in London,’ May mentioned.‘I’ve been there to visit a few times.’

‘What did you think of it?’

‘Grey, dusty and crowded, it seemed to a country girl like me,’ she said. ‘But I loved the buzz of so  much going on. It was thrilling and so different to Tideway.’

‘Indeed.’ Smiling at her and seeming to want to prolong the conversation, he added, ‘So, how are your family?’

‘They are all very well, thank you for asking,’ she replied politely.

‘Where are you off to now?’ he enquired.

‘I’m going to see my sister to let off some steam,’ she told him. ‘She works in the photographer’s and will be on her dinner hour, so I can bend her ear and calm down before going back to work. It might just stop me from murdering my employer.’ She paused. ‘In fact, I’d better be on my way or I’ll be late back and be in more trouble over that.’

‘I’ll let you get on then,’ he responded. ‘It was very nice to see you again. Give my regards to your family.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and tell your father and brother we shall need them again next season, so I hope they’ll be available.’

‘I’ll tell them. They’ll be pleased, I’m sure.’

‘Goodbye, then.’

‘Ta-ta,’ she said, hurrying away down the cobbled street.

Unbeknown to her, William stood looking after her admiringly until she disappeared into the photographer’s.

 



As it happened, Bessie was also looking for a sympathetic ear when May arrived, as she was still seething  from the incident with Joan Parsons. The two girls sat in the back room of the shop, which was closed for the dinner hour, and exchanged grumbles and support in equal measure. They always shared their troubles.

‘These stuck-up folk want to learn some manners from people who really do have money and breeding,’ remarked May.

‘Some of those are even worse.’

‘Not the one I’ve just been talking to.’

‘Oh yeah, and who is that?’ asked Bessie.

‘William Marriot, son of the yacht owner Dad and Henry crew for in the summer.’

‘Ooh, I say. You are mixing with the toffs now.’

‘Give over. I met him in the street on my way here and we talked for about two minutes,’ May explained.‘What a gentleman he is! He made a point of stopping to pass the time of day with me and ask about the family. He’s got lovely manners, not to mention being absolutely gorgeous!’

‘Don’t get any ideas about him,’ warned Bessie lightly. ‘He’s way out of our league.’

‘I’m not daft. I know that,’ May came back at her. ‘But a girl can dream, can’t she?’ She didn’t add anything about hope.

‘Course she can,’ confirmed her sister. ‘As long as that’s all she does.’

‘William is the most courteous chap you could ever wish to meet. Honestly, Bessie, he’s charming.’

‘Mmm.’ Bessie looked at the clock. ‘Be that as it  may, it’s time I opened up for the afternoon session,’ she said, rising.

‘Oh Lor, Mrs March will give me a right trouncing if I’m late back,’ May said, looking worried. ‘See you later.’

And she hurried from the shop and ran down the street.




Chapter Two

The Bow family lived in a small whitewashed dwelling called Berry Cottage in Albert Street, a short walk from the waterfront. The cottage was in a row of similar properties and had a large parlour downstairs that was used for eating as well as rest and recreation. There was also a small sitting room at the front, which was only used on special occasions. Fresh water was drawn from a well in the back garden, where there was also a privy.The father of the family, George Bow, owned a fishing smack in which he and his elder son Henry earned their living, in the North Sea and all around the British coast.

That same evening the family was gathered around the table in the parlour, enjoying mutton stew with dumplings. There was a fire glowing in the hearth and candles emitting a soft glow over the room, and a black spaniel called Whistler sat quietly by the table hoping for some scraps.

‘Can I have some more stew, please, Mum?’ asked  Henry, who was nineteen and the eldest child, a strapping young man with a hearty appetite.

‘Course you can, son. I’ll go and get you some,’ said his mother Edie, putting down her knife and fork.

‘I’ll get it, Mum,’ offered sweet-natured Henry, rising and heading towards the range in the kitchen that led off the parlour. ‘You stay where you are and finish your meal.’

‘That’s kind of you, son. Ta very much.’

‘Does anyone else want more?’ called Henry from the kitchen.‘There’s only one dumpling left, though, and that’ll be Dad’s. Dad, are you ready for some more?’

‘Yeah, please, son,’ replied his father George, ‘but your mother will get it.You come and sit back down. You don’t want to be doing woman’s work.’

‘He doesn’t mind doing it, so why not let him get on with it to save Mum’s legs?’ put in the outspoken May, who disliked the assumption of male superiority over women as a matter of course, especially as the latter seemed to her to be equally intelligent and hard working.As well as the daily cooking and the family wash, which took her all day on a Monday and most of Tuesday for the ironing and starching, Edie Bow spent her life cleaning, polishing, mending, and waiting hand and foot on the men. The white lace curtains at the windows were always beautifully laundered; a vital symbol of respectability here. But neither she nor any other woman in the  village had a say in anything outside of the domestic routine; they weren’t even allowed to vote in public elections.

May personally knew of no one else who shared her views, since every woman around here accepted the status quo without question. But she was aware that there were women further afield who did more than just question it, because she’d read about them in her father’s newspaper. Known as the suffragettes, they were always in trouble because of their controversial beliefs.

‘Don’t be silly, May.Your father is quite right. It’s my job,’ Edie said now, getting up obediently. She was a tall, thin-faced woman with fair greying hair drawn back severely into a knot. ‘You go and sit down, Henry. Is anyone else ready for some more? What about you, Sam?’ She paused. ‘Bessie and May, obviously you can get yourselves some if there’s any left when the others have had theirs.’

There was an unspoken law in the Bow household that father George came first; next in line were the sons of the house, then the mother, with the daughters - who were expected to do their share of the chores when they were at home - in last place.

It was generally accepted in the family that Edie’s firstborn son was her favourite. Her adoration for him exuded from every pore, Bessie observed, as Edie walked to the kitchen, a pinafore over her clothes, the skirts sweeping the floor. Henry could do no wrong in her eyes, but his siblings didn’t  resent it because they all loved him that little bit extra too. At least that was the way Bessie perceived it to be.

Naturally there was a certain amount of banter about it but never any acrimony, probably because Henry did nothing to court special attention from his mother. The firstborn child was often closer to the mother’s heart than the rest, so they said, and it was certainly true in the case of Henry.

He must surely be the most handsome young man in the whole of Essex, Bessie thought, looking at him proudly across the table, and the best natured: kind, funny and genuinely interested in other people. The house was a warmer place when he was at home. Tall and fair haired, he was muscular and strong and had a tanned complexion from being at sea. But there wasn’t an ounce of conceit in him and he was a very caring person.

‘How’s school going lately, Sam?’ Henry asked now of his twelve-year-old brother, a slim, blond-haired boy similar in colouring to Henry and Bessie.

‘All right, I s’pose,’ replied Sam. ‘Except for arithmetic. I really ’ate that.’

‘Sounds familiar,’ remarked Henry. ‘I seem to remember feeling that way about it too.’

‘School is wasted on our sort,’ opined their father, a big, burly man with a mop of curly grey hair and a ruddy complexion from years of exposure to weather on the ocean.‘They should never have made it compulsory.’

‘Surely everyone has the right to be educated, Dad,’ Bessie pointed out.

‘Having the right is one thing, being forced into it is quite another,’ he preached. ‘They don’t teach you about the wind and the tides in the classroom. That’s what you need to know when you’re earning your living on the sea.’

‘I don’t want to be a fisherman, Dad,’ announced Sam bravely, causing a hushed silence.

‘Don’t want to be a fisherman!’ exploded George.‘Of course you’ll be a fisherman, the same as your brother and me and practically every other man in this village.’

‘I ’ate being on the water,’ admitted Sam.‘It makes me feel sick; and as for gutting the fish . . .’ He gave an expressive shudder.‘That really turns my stomach.’

‘In that case we’ll have to take you out with us more often, to get you used to it and toughen you up,’ stated his father. ‘Yes, that’s what we need to do.’

‘If he doesn’t want to be a fisherman, surely he should be allowed to explore other possibilities,’ suggested Bessie. ‘Not everyone can take to being a seafarer.’

‘Hear, hear,’ agreed May.

‘They can in this family,’ roared George. ‘Why do you think I sweated and slaved to get our own smack? So that my sons would have a future, that’s why.’

‘And very well you’ve done too,’ put in Henry with his usual gift for diplomacy. ‘I enjoy the life at sea and I wouldn’t want to do anything else. But it isn’t right for everyone.’

‘It’s right for any son of mine,’ stated the immovable George.

‘You’d have your daughters out there too if you could, wouldn’t you, Dad?’ said May cheekily.

‘No I would not,’ he denied, for it was unheard of for respectable Tideway women to go out to sea. ‘The only time women go on a boat is on the ferry and an occasional outing in the summer. Dry land is the place for the females of the village.’

‘Good job too,’ said Edie, now back at the table. ‘I wouldn’t want to go out there in the wind and the rain.’

‘There’s nothing like it, Mum,’ enthused Henry. ‘It gets right into your blood.’

‘Exactly,’ she came back at him.‘It makes my blood run cold at the thought of it.’

‘And mine,’ said Sam.

‘You’ll be at school until you’re thirteen, Sam, so you’ve no need to worry about it for another year,’ put in Bessie soothingly. She was very fond of her younger brother, and protective of him. If he could find employment other than seafaring when the time came, so much the better as far as she was concerned. She had lived too long with the dominance of the sea in their lives; the constant worry for her father’s life, and later for her brother’s. Friends of hers had lost fathers, brothers, uncles. Worst of all was the agony her mother went through when the two men in her life were out at sea in stormy weather. You could feel her fear despite her stoicism. Edie rarely  displayed emotion of any kind. She had never been demonstrably affectionate towards her children, but she’d raised them well, albeit with a very firm hand. Proper to the point of primness and a worshipper of respectability, she had taught them how to live as decent human beings. ‘In the meantime, you’ve got the Guy Fawkes celebrations to look forward to,’ Bessie added. ‘We all have. It’s a cracking bonfire you boys have built this year down by the waterfront.’

‘Yeah, I noticed that,’ said Edie, grateful for the change of subject. ‘Bessie, I’m putting you in charge of the baked potatoes, and you’ll do the sausage rolls, May. I shall do the parkin as always.’

‘Your parkin is the best part of Bonfire Night,’ declared Bessie, ‘and that’s a view shared by the whole village. No one makes it like you do. My mouth is watering just thinking about it.’

‘I’ve been asked to make more this year as it’s so popular,’ Edie said proudly.

All entertainment was local and English traditions were staunchly upheld in Tideway. The women of the village organised the events and most of the residents turned out, especially those involved with the church, around which the village revolved.

‘Meanwhile, as you’ve all finished, collect the plates up and take them to the kitchen, please, girls, while I get the pudding,’ commanded Edie. ‘Quickly now.’

‘What is for afters, Mum?’ asked Sam.

‘Stewed apples and custard,’ she replied.

No surprise there then, thought May. Cooked  apple was on the menu most days in the Bow household with a variety of accompaniments, such as custard, semolina, tapioca or rice. The apple tree in the back garden was fruitful in the autumn, and the women of the family wrapped each apple individually in newspaper and stored them so that they lasted for the best part of the winter.

The sisters got up and collected the empty plates and took them into the kitchen as they did every night. Routine was of the essence in this household. Sometimes Bessie found it slightly irritating and longed for variation and excitement; other times it soothed her. Tonight it was the latter. Maybe she was still smarting from the altercation with Joan Parsons and needed the security of home and family. Whatever the reason, she felt a warm feeling inside as she and May piled the plates into the sink.

 



‘How much longer are you going to be with the iron?’ asked May later that evening as Bessie pressed the creases out of the skirt she was ironing on the kitchen table.

‘As long as it takes.’

‘Get a move on then, will you, sis?’ urged May lightly. ‘I don’t want to be ironing my clothes for work tomorrow at midnight.’

‘You won’t be,’ Bessie assured her, holding the flat iron down on a stubborn crease. ‘But don’t nag me. I’m doing it as quickly as I can.’

As well as being raised to believe that cleanliness  was next to godliness, the Bow sisters had also been trained to be fastidious about their appearance, and neither went out with so much as a wrinkle in their clothes if at all possible. Edie had taught them at an early age how to iron as well as how to cook and clean, knit and sew; all essential skills for any young woman, who would need them especially when she found a husband.

‘Are only girls allowed in here?’ joked Henry, entering the room and heading for the larder. ‘Or can anyone join in?’

‘Anyone can’t, but we might let you stay, if you’re nice to us,’ said May jokingly.

‘When am I not nice to you?’ he asked.

‘That’s a point,’ she conceded.

Henry took a loaf of bread out of the pantry and cut himself a thick chunk, which he spread with dripping and munched into with enthusiasm.

‘You ought to be the size of a whale, the amount of food that goes into your mouth,’ commented May.

‘I’m a growing lad.’ He grinned. ‘Anyway, this is supper and an early breakfast rolled into one.’

‘Are you going to bed then?’ Depending on the weather and the tide, Henry and George often left very early in the morning so on working days weren’t late to bed.

‘Soon,’ he replied. ‘Roll on the weekend. Ooh, I love that Sunday-morning lie-in.’

‘Shall I make you a cup of cocoa?’ offered Bessie,  finishing her ironing and hanging the skirt over the back of a chair.

‘That’s all right. I’ll make one for myself when I’ve eaten this, thanks,’ he told her.

‘Ooh, don’t let Mum know that you can do it yourself,’ May said with a giggle as she picked up the iron. ‘It would break her heart if she thought she wasn’t essential to your well-being over every little thing.’

‘She means well, bless her,’ he said.

‘I know she does,’ May returned. ‘But she spoils you something rotten.’

‘It makes her happy, so why should I stop her?’

‘It’s a wonder she hasn’t made you into a lazy good-for-nothing,’ May told him.

‘With two sisters to keep me on my toes, there’s no chance of that.’ Henry smiled.

‘Oh, by the way, I’ve got a message for you from William Marriot,’ said May, remembering. ‘He said he hopes that you and Dad will sign up to crew for them next season.’

Henry looked pleased. ‘We’ll be there to register when the time comes. It’s good news that he mentioned it to you, though; must mean he’s pleased with us. There’s plenty of competition for the summer jobs on the yachts.’

‘She’s been gooey-eyed ever since she saw that William,’ remarked Bessie, teasing her sister. ‘She’s got a real crush on him.’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ responded May, blushing  furiously. ‘I’ve got no so such thing. I just happened to mention that he seemed rather nice, that’s all.’

‘I’ve always found him to be a really good bloke, but don’t you go getting designs on him or anyone from that side of the fence,’ warned Henry. ‘They live in a different world to us, so as nice as he is, he’s not for you.’

‘Honestly, I don’t know what you two take me for,’ objected May with good humour. ‘I do have a brain in my head. Of course he isn’t for me. I know how the system works. That doesn’t mean I can’t speak to him if he starts up a conversation, does it?’

‘Of course not,’ returned Henry. ‘Just don’t go fluttering those flirty eyes at him like you do at the village boys.’

‘I do not do that,’ she denied.

‘Ooh, May, don’t tell such porky pies,’ warned Bessie, smiling.

‘Well, maybe I do, just a little,’ admitted May. ‘But it’s only a bit of fun.’

Bessie decided on a change of subject, turning her attention to her brother.‘Luckily the Guy Fawkes celebrations start early tomorrow evening so you can have some fun before bedtime.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Roll on tomorrow night then,’ said Bessie.

‘Hear, hear,’ chorused the others.

 



The waterfront was lined with oil-lit lanterns emitting a yellowish glow that reflected on the dark river.  The crowds were out in force for the celebrations and gathered around the bonfire, which had been lit as soon as it was dusk so that the small children could enjoy the party before they got too tired. It was now in full flow, with the flames leaping and crackling, the guy almost a cinder.

The landlord of one of the waterfront pubs was in charge of the fireworks, and the villagers cheered and clapped to see the rockets shoot to the sky, leaving a shower of coloured sparks, the kiddies clinging to their mothers’ skirts when the bangers went off.

There had been a dramatic change in the weather since yesterday, when all was still with a hazy sunshine after the mist cleared. Now the air was crystal clear and a bitter wind howled through the village, pulling at the flames, blowing the fallen leaves and causing craft to creak at their moorings. But the elements didn’t spoil the enjoyment of the crowds. Except, that is, for the members of the Bow family. Every gust and passing moment plunged them deeper into worry and despair, because their men hadn’t yet returned from the fishing trip they had departed on in the early hours of this morning. Every second that ticked by made their absence more concerning.

Being the sort of people they were, they were determined not to spoil the party for others because of their own personal fears. After all, there could be a perfectly reasonable explanation: the men could have run aground down the coast and could be making their way back; or the boat could have been  damaged in a storm and the men were waiting for some passing ship to bring them back. So it wasn’t fair to put the mockers on the celebrations for everyone else.Word got round in a small village like this, though, and some of the men had gone to look for the Bows in their own boats, despite the weather.

Wearing two sets of warm underwear, two thick jumpers and her shawl around her head against the cutting wind, Bessie moved among the revellers, handing out potatoes baked in the fire, with a fixed smile on her face, her head turning almost of its own volition towards the river. While the women distributed the food and hot drink, the men looked after the fire and let off the fireworks, guzzling beer from the waterside pub as they worked.

Nerves sensitised to a punishing degree, every sound was magnified to Bessie, and the laughter, the crackle of the bonfire and the pop, fizz and bang of the fireworks pierced through her.

‘They’ll be back,’ she said, seeking out her mother, who was putting on a brave face, though she was pale with worry as she handed round her freshly made parkin. Sam, usually so robust and full of fun, wasn’t straying far from her side.

‘Course they will, Mum,’ added May, appearing at her sister’s side. Usually at an event like this May would be off with her friends at the first opportunity, playing up to the local boys. But as things were tonight she wanted to be with her family and she knew they needed her. ‘Any minute now they’ll turn  up as large as life and twice as ugly.They’ve been late back before and they’ve always got here in the end.’

Not this late, thought Bessie. But she said, ‘May’s right, Mum. They’ll come striding over at any moment.’ Her eyes were drawn towards the quays as they had been all evening and her breath caught in her throat as, in the far-reaching glow from the fire, she could just make out the dark figure of a man in a sou’wester and oilskins heading their way.

‘Dad, it’s Dad,’ she cried. ‘They’re back, Mum, they’re back here. It’s all right.’

‘Oh thank God,’ said her mother, and she and her children moved as one person towards him.

It was only as they drew nearer and saw that he was alone that they began to feel uneasy.That empty space spoke volumes.

‘We’ve been worried about you,’ Edie said thickly. ‘We heard there was a storm at sea.’

George nodded.

‘Where’s Henry?’ asked May.

‘Seeing to the nets?’ suggested her mother hopefully.

‘I’ll go and tell him to hurry up,’ offered May.

‘No, don’t do that,’ said George quickly, his voice trembling. ‘He isn’t there.’

In that split second Bessie knew that this was one of those moments that would change everything, like the first blood on the handkerchief of an undiagnosed consumptive, or the policeman at the door when a child had gone missing.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, looking at Edie, the words torn from him. ‘It was the storm. The gale was so violent he was swept overboard. I went in after him but he’d gone; swept away. There was nothing more I could do.’

Edie stood perfectly still, almost as though she had been turned to stone. Then, without a word, she turned and walked in the direction of the house, still carrying the plate of parkin.

 



Bessie’s hands were shaking as she drew water from the bucket with a jug and poured it into the kettle to make tea. She hung the kettle over the fire in the stove and went into the parlour, where May was sitting on a chair sobbing and ashen-faced Sam was standing fiddling nervously with his fingernails. She watched as their father tried to comfort his wife, who was sitting stiffly on the sofa.

‘Would a drop o’ brandy help?’ he coaxed, his voice deep and guttural with anguish. ‘I can pop down the pub and get some for you if you like.’

Edie didn’t reply; she just sat very still, staring into space, her face the colour of chalk.

‘She’s in shock, Dad,’ said Bessie shakily. ‘Sweet tea is supposed to be good for that.The kettle won’t be long.’

Suddenly Edie turned to her husband and laid into him. As he stood up and moved back, she went after him with fists clenched, striking blow after  blow, which he took without making any effort to defend himself.

‘I don’t want brandy or tea or anything else. I want my son back,’ she shrieked hysterically in an outburst the likes of which had never before been witnessed by her children, who had rarely seen their mother lose the slightest composure. ‘You shouldn’t have let him drown.You’ve taken my son from me.’

‘Edie, love . . .’

‘Don’t speak to me,’ she ground out, her voice unrecognisable, her face contorted with grief, eyes staring madly. ‘Just go and bring my son back.’

‘I can’t, Edie,’ he said thickly. ‘He’s gone.’

Then she started to scream, while her grief-stricken children watched in horror. Acting on impulse, Bessie did the only thing she could think of, the thing she had heard you should do in such cases: she stepped forward and slapped her mother’s face, shocked that she had done such a thing to a woman she held in such high esteem.

Edie stopped instantly, looked bewildered for a moment, and then fell to her knees with her head down, her body shaking as she cried, making raw, ugly noises.

‘Mum,’ said Bessie, kneeling down and putting her arm around her mother’s shoulder, unable to find words of comfort because there weren’t any. ‘There, there.’

‘All right, Bessie, you look after the others,’ commanded her father firmly. ‘Take them into the  kitchen and shut the door. I’ll take care of your mother.’

‘But . . .’

‘Do as you’re told,’ he ordered gruffly, and Bessie could feel his pain. She’d seen the way her mother had looked at him; she blamed him for Henry’s drowning.

Gently Bessie led the others into the kitchen. They would support each other and Dad would comfort Mum, but who did he have to turn to? He certainly wouldn’t allow his children to help him because he would see that as a sign of weakness. The pure hatred in her mother’s eyes when she’d looked at him would not be easily erased from Bessie’s memory. It was undoubtedly the result of shock, but it had been very real.

Standing by the range, the kettle beginning to sing, Bessie gathered her siblings in her arms and they wept together. How could they live with the knowledge that they would never see their lovely brother again? He’d never been just a mother’s boy. He’d been everyone’s favourite. A strong young man with his life ahead of him was as nothing against the cruel ocean. Bessie knew one thing for sure: when Sam’s turn came, if he still didn’t want to go to sea she would support him one hundred per cent in his decision, whatever the opposition from their father.

There was a knock on the back door: the first of the neighbours to arrive offering kindness and support. Bessie welcomed them in but explained  that their mother wasn’t quite up to seeing visitors just at the moment.

 



Edie lay in bed staring into the shadowy darkness, the trees outside swaying in the wind and making lacy patterns on the wall in the pale moonlight through the window. She was physically exhausted from the shock and extensive weeping but mentally alert and feeling as though she would never sleep again. It was late, but George was still downstairs. Good job too. She didn’t want him anywhere near her. She was too full of rage towards him. If one of them had to die it should have been him who drowned, not her dear Henry.

They were wicked thoughts, she knew, but she couldn’t stop them coming. She’d sooner be without George than her firstborn son. Her husband must have seen it in her eyes. Had she really attacked him downstairs? It was all a bit of a blur. All she could remember was the terrible pain of knowing she would never see her eldest child again. But yes, she had aimed blows at George and she wanted to again. She wanted to hurt him as she herself was hurting. For George’s pain she could feel nothing, overcome as she was with her own grief.

What of the other children? She had been too immersed in her own feelings to comfort them. Being a good Christian woman, guilt consumed her as she recalled her behaviour. That was no way for a wife and mother to behave. She got out of bed and felt  for her woollen dressing gown on the chair. She put it on over her long flannelette nightdress and made her way across the room and out on to the creaky landing, lit by a candle. Intending to offer some consolation to her children, she was on her way to the boys’ room when she heard a noise downstairs.

She crept down the stairs, through the parlour and into the kitchen, where her husband was sitting at the wooden table with his head in his hands, sobbing. It was something she had never seen before. To George and his sort, weeping was strictly for women, and any man who succumbed wasn’t fit to call himself a man. Obviously unaware that she had entered the room, he emitted deep moaning noises.

‘There, there, George,’ she said, forcing herself to put her hand on his shoulder. ‘It will do you good to let it out. There’s no shame in shedding tears at a time like this.’

‘I’m sorry, Edie,’ he wept. ‘I’m so very sorry for losing our boy. It should have been me; at least I’ve seen something of life. He wasn’t much more than a lad.’

‘The Lord saw fit to take Henry, so who are we to question it?’ The words were dragged from her. ‘It isn’t for us to say who stays and who goes.’

‘That doesn’t seem to help.’

‘I’ll make you a hot drink,’ she offered.

‘I’ll have some of that brandy that Frank from the pub brought over,’ he said. ‘A drop of that won’t do you any harm either.’

Edie wasn’t normally a drinker, but she needed something to get her through this moment. This man was her husband and it was her duty to care for him under all circumstances. But it was no longer easy, because she hated him for being alive when her son wasn’t. George should have died, not Henry, and despite all her Christian beliefs, that feeling persisted. Somehow she was going to have to live with and care for a man she now despised.

Pouring two glasses of brandy and handing one to George, she took a sip from the other and forced her mind to the practicalities in an effort to ease her pain. There were things to be done after a death; arrangements to be made and relatives to be told. Most of them were local to Tideway, but a telegram would have to be sent to her sister in London. Edie took another mouthful of the bitter liquid and prayed for the strength to do what was required of her.

 



Winnie Trent and her husband Albert lived in Hammersmith in west London and ran a stall in a local street market selling serviceable underwear for men and women, plain knitwear and a few other cheap clothes. Albert ran the stall, bought the stock and worked a full day, while Winnie helped out part time. It was an arrangement that suited them both and they enjoyed market life, both being gregarious, outgoing types. Albert was in his forties; older than his wife, who was still only in her early thirties. Never having had any children, they were closer  than many married couples and totally devoted to each other.

‘It’s on days like today I wish we had an indoor job,’ remarked Winnie to her husband at breakfast as the wind whistled around the house, rattling the windows and sending icy draughts through every nook and cranny.

‘Me too. It’s a vicious wind all right,’ he said, finishing his porridge and tucking into a doorstep of bread and jam. ‘Make sure you wrap up well before you go out.’

‘Don’t worry, I shall have two pairs of me warmest drawers on when I come down to the market,’ she said, her warm brown eyes full of fun. ‘And as many vests as will fit under my clothes.’

A big man with a face like a bruiser, though he was the gentlest of souls, Albert looked across the table at his wife. ‘Look, why don’t you give it a miss today, love?’ he suggested. ‘I can manage on my own for one day. You stay home and keep warm.’

‘And leave you to freeze to death all by yourself ? No fear.’ Albert’s welfare was more important to Winnie than her own. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s too much for one person all day on that stall. You need me by your side for part of the time at least.’

He shook his head, his pale blue eyes full of concern. ‘I don’t like the idea of you standing about in the cold. It’s no weather for a woman to be out, and one of the other stallholders will cover for me while I go to get a cup o’ tea to keep me going.’

Winnie leaned her head back and gave a hearty laugh, her dark hair falling away from her face. ‘Oh, what rubbish you talk sometimes, Albert Trent, about women being the weaker sex. It won’t be any colder for me than it is for you just because I’m a woman. The temperature is the same for everyone.’

‘Men are stronger.’

‘Oh, get away with you,’ she disagreed laughingly. ‘That’s a myth and must have been thought up by a man. Anyway, you know me: I’m a tough old bird.’

Not quite as tough as she pretended, he thought. She was always the life and soul of the party, the person everyone turned to with their troubles, but there was a vulnerable side to her that only he knew about. Her life hadn’t always been easy; she’d had her share of trauma. She was a wonderful woman and he felt privileged to be married to her. Even after all these years he could still hardly believe that a handsome woman like her had chosen to marry a dull bloke like himself.

‘Well, don’t stay as long as usual then,’ he suggested.

‘I’ll see how it goes,’ she told him casually.

The conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door.

‘Someone’s early,’ Winnie said, getting up and going to answer it. ‘One of the neighbours on the borrow, I expect.’

When she opened the door to see the telegram boy standing there, her legs buckled and her breath  was short. ‘Oh my giddy aunt, what terrible thing has happened?’ she said, taking the envelope from him with a trembling hand. ‘Thank you, son.’

She walked slowly back to the kitchen, clutching the telegram unopened.

‘Who was it?’ Albert looked at what she was holding. ‘Oh my good Gawd! Not one of those.’

‘Yeah, one of those.’

‘It might not be bad news,’ he said without much conviction.They both knew that nothing good ever came out of a telegram; not for people like them. ‘Do you want me to open it?’

She took a deep breath. ‘No, I’ll do it. It’s just that these things give me the creeps.’

‘Me an’ all.’

He waited, watching her as she tore open the envelope, her hands shaking so much she could hardly keep hold of the paper.

‘Oh no,’ she gasped at last, a scarlet flush suffusing her face and neck before she turned ashen. ‘It’s my sister Edie’s eldest.’ She looked at Albert, her face crumpling. ‘He’s dead; drowned at sea.’ Her voice broke as she added, ‘That’s so tragic. He was just a boy. Oh Albert! What a terrible thing!’

He was on his feet in an instant with his arms around her as her body was racked with sobs.

‘I must go to Essex to be with Edie at once,’ she said thickly through her tears.‘She’ll be heartbroken. She doted on that boy. They all did. Oh Albert, I will have to leave you to do the stall on your own  today after all. I must go at once. I’ll have to stay overnight as well. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Of course you must go, love. Don’t you worry about me or the stall,’ he assured her. ‘I’ll manage.’

‘Thank you ever so much, dear,’ she said tearfully. ‘Oh what a terrible thing.’

 



The kindness of the people of Tideway towards the Bow family knew no bounds. Streams of people came to the cottage to offer their condolences. Many came bearing prepared food just in case the family didn’t feel like cooking; some of them had lost loved ones at sea themselves. The person Bessie and her siblings were most glad to see was Aunt Winnie from London, who stayed with them for a week immediately after the tragedy, then returned to London before coming back as soon as she could. Her cheery manner and warm heart were just what they needed, though their mother didn’t seem to approve of her younger sister’s outgoing personality. In fact, she seemed to disagree with every single word Winnie uttered.

Because of the circumstances of Henry’s death there could be no funeral, but they had a memorial service at the village church a few weeks later. The lovely old church was packed to the doors and banks of people stood outside. Neither Edie nor George felt able to speak to the congregation, but each of the children took part. Bessie spoke about her cherished memories of her brother and read a poem; even Sam did one of the readings, and May - who had a very  good singing voice - sang one of the hymns as a solo. It was a beautiful service and Bessie was very moved by it. At least the occasion had enabled them to say a proper farewell to dear Henry.

When the family came out, there was a mass of people all dressed in black filling the churchyard and beyond, everyone keen to pay their respects but not wishing to intrude on the family’s grief.

‘May I offer you my most sincere condolences, George and Mrs Bow. I was shocked when I heard about your loss through the people at the boatyard,’ said William Marriot, who appeared unexpectedly out of the crowd. He shook George’s hand and lifted his hat to Edie respectfully. ‘Henry was a fine young man and a great yachtsman; he will be sorely missed by a great many people, I am sure. The yachting season won’t ever be the same again for us.’

‘Thank you for coming today,’ responded Edie, pale and dignified in black with a veil over her face, which she lifted while speaking to him. She was managing to hang on to her composure by a thread. ‘Especially as you had to travel to be here.’

‘The very least I could do, Mrs Bow. When I heard from my contacts in the village about the service I wanted to pay my respects so I hopped on the train.’

‘It’s very good of you.’

William turned to May. ‘Your singing was beautiful. Your brother would be proud.’

‘Thank you,’ said May, moist eyed but calm, her skin smooth and pale against her black hat and shawl.  Their eyes met for a few special seconds. It wasn’t just a look but a gesture of support, almost an embrace.This wasn’t the time, a sad family occasion, but she knew at that moment that William Marriot would seek her out at some time in the future. His eyes said it all. Despite the solemnity of the occasion and her own grief, she felt a thrill and was immediately ashamed.

William Marriot spoke to the other members of the family in turn, then moved away, and the group, including Aunt Winnie and Uncle Albert, walked out of the churchyard and began the trek back to the cottage.

‘Nice of him to come, wasn’t it?’ said George. ‘Especially him being a toff and all.’

‘Says something for young Henry,’ put in Aunt Winnie. ‘To bring the gentry out.’

‘Aye, that’s a fact,’ agreed Albert.

‘A lovely service,’ said Winnie.

‘Beautiful,’ added Albert.

‘Well, I reckon we all deserve a good strong drink to steady our nerves,’ suggested Aunt Winnie. ‘Let’s stop off and have a quick one at the pub, shall we?’

Edie was outraged at the suggestion.‘There’s plenty of food and drink back at the house, Winnie,’ she said cuttingly.

‘I know, it’s just that—’

‘Decent women don’t go into public houses,’ declared Edie scathingly. ‘Public houses are for men.’

‘Mostly they are, of course, but women can go in on special occasions as long as they are accompanied by a man,’ Winnie pointed out. ‘In our local, women usually go in the snug bar at the back and leave the men to talk among themselves.’

‘Decent women never go in, and I don’t know how you can even suggest it on such a serious occasion, ’ Edie cut in. ‘It’s nothing short of disgusting and an insult to Henry’s memory.’

‘I thought we all needed cheering up,’ explained Winnie lamely, ‘and a pub can do that somehow . . . temporarily anyway.’

‘Trust you to get the wrong end of the stick,’ reproved Edie sternly. ‘Cheering ourselves up isn’t what today is all about. Today is all about quiet contemplation. A day when we remember Henry.’
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