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Chapter One


Abigail reached the door of her father’s study and stopped to dab her swollen eyes yet again with her handkerchief, edged in black lace. Then she took a deep breath and knocked.


‘Come,’ the deep voice from within commanded.


She pushed open the door. The study was a room she rarely entered. It was her father’s domain, a man’s room, but comfortably furnished in walnut with a Turkey-red carpet and long crimson curtains tied back from the window. A leather armchair and small smoking cabinet stood near the fireplace, where the embers of a coal fire smouldered. Over the mantelpiece a portrait of a woman hung, draped now with black crepe, and on the opposite wall a large nautical chart in a maplewood frame showed the estuary and creeks of the River Colne. Bookshelves lined the rest of the walls and under the window a terrestrial globe rested on its stand. In the middle of the room, behind a large leather-topped desk on which an inkstand and blotter were placed with mathematical precision, sat her father, Henry Chiswell, of Chiswell and Son, Oyster Merchants of Colchester in the County of Essex.


He was a small, spare man for all his booming voice, but he had an air about him, a presence, which commanded if not respect then certainly attention. He was dressed no differently today, the thirtieth day of March in the year 1839, the day after his wife’s funeral, than any other day. Henry Chiswell always wore black.


‘Yes, Papa?’ Abigail waited obediently. She knew perfectly well why he had sent for her.


Henry cleared his throat. ‘I suppose you realize that now your mother is d … no longer with us I shall expect you, as my eldest child, to run the house, Abigail?’ he said brusquely.


She gave a barely perceptible sigh. ‘Yes, Papa.’


‘Good. Then it comes as no surprise to you.’ Henry sighed in obvious relief that she had taken the responsibility so readily. He stared for a moment at the portrait over the mantelpiece. Then he shook his head a little theatrically. ‘We shall miss her. I shall miss her. Twenty-five years we would have been married this year.’ He turned his attention back to Abigail and said in a more businesslike voice, ‘You will have charge of the household keys, of course.’ He looked down at the blotter in front of him and straightened it fractionally. ‘Er – where are they, by the way? Have you any idea where your mother kept them?’


‘In the drawer of the cabinet beside her bed, Papa.’


He nodded several times. ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ He got up briskly from his chair and left the room.


Abigail wiped away another tear and took the opportunity to blow her nose while he was out of the room. Poor Papa, the business took up much of his time but had he really no idea that she had already been running the household for the past two years? Ever since her mother took to her bed, in fact? She went over to the window and watched a coal cart rumbling up the hill pulled by an enormous shire horse. That reminded her, she must remember to order more coal from Mr Brigg’s coal yard at the Hythe.


Her father returned, chinking the keys as he walked. He handed them to her as if he thought it should have been an act of some ceremony but he wasn’t quite sure how to do it. So he contented himself with clearing his throat again and saying, ‘Look after them. You know which lock each one fits?’


Abigail allowed herself a little mirthless smile. Probably better than you do, dear Papa, she thought, but aloud she said, ‘I think so, Papa,’ and fastened them back on to her belt. It said something that her father had never noticed them there in all the two years she had worn them, collecting them from her mother each morning and returning them last thing at night.


‘I’m sure you’ll manage very well, Abigail,’ he said briskly. ‘I think it will be a perfectly satisfactory arrangement.’ He resumed his seat and leaning back steepled his fingers. ‘Of course, I shall still need your help in the business, sometimes. You have a useful aptitude for figures’ – he permitted himself a brief self-satisfied smile – ‘no doubt inherited from me. It would be a pity to waste such a talent simply on household accounts, important though they are.’


Abigail raised her eyebrows. This was the nearest thing to a compliment she had ever heard pass her father’s lips. ‘But what about Edwin?’ she asked. ‘And Pearl?’


Henry sat forward and leaned his elbows on the desk, frowning. ‘Pearl is a fine-looking girl,’ he said after a moment. ‘She’s – what? – eighteen, now?’ Abigail nodded so he went on, ‘I’ve no doubt she’ll soon find herself a husband.’


Whilst I am twenty-three and so plain that no man is ever going to look twice at me, Abigail thought with some irritation. She sighed. But you’re probably right. Not even Matthew … She pulled her thoughts back to what her father was saying.


‘Edwin, as you well know, is being groomed to take over the business, just as I was groomed to take over from my father,’

Henry was saying, with more than a hint of pride in his voice. ‘His course is set. Nevertheless, there is much to do, and even with Ezra Carver there as clerk there is still a place for you.’


Abigail’s spirits lifted. She had been afraid that her father would dismiss her from Chiswell and Son now that the burden of running the house was completely on her shoulders. She hadn’t wanted that. She was far more interested in the oyster business than in running the house. A film of dust on the mantelpiece gave her far less concern than a badly packed barrel of oysters. Not that there was ever a film of dust anywhere; Ellen, the housemaid, was far too diligent to allow such a thing.


‘That’s all I have to say.’ Henry got up from his chair and went over to the window, dismissing her. ‘Except,’ he added, with his back to her, ‘I shan’t be in to supper tonight.’


Abigail stared for a moment at his silhouette, framed in the window. ‘Oh, Papa, you’re not going to begin working again? Not so soon … ’ An irritable shift of his shoulders warned her not to say more. ‘You work much too hard,’ she couldn’t resist adding before she turned and left the room.


She shivered a little as she crossed the hall on her way to the morning room. It was a large draughty hall and the broad mirror hanging over a gilt consul table only served to emphasize the cold spaciousness by making the hall look twice as wide as it actually was. Even the thick runners placed on the black and white tiled floor did nothing to reduce the chill.


She paused at the mirror and looked at herself critically. Black didn’t suit her. She was too pale, sallow even, and her features were plain; her mouth too wide, her nose too big and her face too long. She adjusted the new black lace cap and smoothed her hair. Of that at least she could be proud; it was long and thick and of a rich chestnut colour. She brushed it with a hundred strokes every night and wore it parted in the middle and smoothed into two thick loops over her ears. She peered closer into the mirror. Her brown eyes were still bloodshot from all the tears she had shed over her mother. Her lip quivered again and she bit it and straightened her shoulders. The time for crying was over now. Life had to go on. She turned and headed for the morning room, then changing her mind, took her cloak from the hall stand just inside the door and hurried out. She couldn’t help it if people were surprised to see her so soon after her mother’s funeral. She needed air.


Henry, still standing at the window, watched her go. He stroked his mutton-chop whiskers thoughtfully. It was a pity she was so plain. Whey-faced, too. He sighed. Her only redeeming feature was the hair she had inherited from her mother. His glance went to the portrait of his wife. My, Edith had had a head of hair! It had been so long she could sit on it. And that glorious chestnut colour … Mind, she’d had a temper to match it. Abigail had inherited that, too.


He knew where she was going now. She would be making for the quay. Abigail loved the river and always went there if she was troubled or upset, whereas his only interest in it was in what profit could be made from harvesting its fruits. He gave a self-satisfied nod. Things would work out very well. Abigail would run the house efficiently, he had no doubt of that, and she would continue to be useful in the business. It was no bad thing that no man would ever look twice at her. He stood for a moment longer and then turned and walked over to the tapestry bell pull hanging by the door and gave it an impatient tug. A bell jangled somewhere in the depths of the house and a minute later a slightly breathless maid appeared.


‘Tell Wilfred to have Busker and the trap ready in half an hour. And tell Daisy I shall not be in to supper,’ he said curtly.


Hetty gave a quick bob and hurried back along the hall and down the back stairs to the warmth of the kitchen where Daisy, the cook, was pouring the coachman another mug of porter.


‘You’ve to ’ave the trap ready in half an hour, Wilfred,’ Hetty said, resuming her seat at the kitchen table where she had been cleaning the knives. ‘An’ master says to tell you ’e won’t be ’ome to supper, Daisy.’


Daisy and Wilfred exchanged knowing glances. ‘An’ we both know what that means, don’t we!’ Wilfred said, wiping the froth off his whiskers.


Ellen, drinking tea at the other end of the table, pursed her lips. ‘Indeed we do. Thass shameful. An’ ’im with ’is wife not cold in ’er grave.’


Wilfred leaned forward. ‘I reckon Busker could find ’is way to that woman’s ’ouse blindfolded.’ He began to chuckle. ‘Did I ever tell you ’bout the time I took ’im to the blacksmith’s at Wivenhoe to be shod an’ ’e carried on right past the blacksmith’s and never stopped till ’e was outside Effie Markham’s ’ouse?’


‘Yes, you did. Often times,’ Daisy said sharply, suddenly remembering Hetty’s presence. ‘An’ thass enough o’ that talk, Wilfred Jackson. You better be quick an’ finish your drink an’ go an’ get the trap ready. You know what ’is lordship’s like if ’e’s kep’ waiting.’


It had been a hard winter. For weeks the snow had lain thick, compacted into ice on the ground. The pump at the Hythe, from which the poor took their water, had frozen, forcing them to gather the snow from the rooftops to melt for drinking and when this was gone to gather it in buckets from the fields. Even the river had frozen.


But now only a vestige of the snow remained, in a corner of St Leonard’s churchyard that received no sun. Elsewhere, daffodils were beginning to bud with the promise of spring and primroses peeped bravely through the grass among the gravestones, enjoying the first real sunshine of the year.


If people were surprised to see the little black-clad figure making her way down the hill so soon after her mother’s funeral they gave no sign. Those that knew her, and that was most, bobbed a brief curtsey or doffed a ragged cap as she went by, silently acknowledging a sympathy they could share and understand, for death was no stranger to the crowded, poverty-stricken yards and courts that clustered round Colchester Hythe. When she reached St Leonard’s Church Abigail paused and looked through the church railings, past the grey stone building bathed in the late afternoon sun, past the primroses and daffodils, to the new grave, covered in wreaths of spring flowers. She bowed her head, and as she stood there, over the clop of the horses on the cobbles, the grind of the cartwheels, the cries of optimistic street sellers, and the shouts and squabbles of passers-by, came the strains of music from inside the church. That would be Edwin pouring out his grief at the organ. She was tempted to go in and listen, she loved to hear her brother play, but she understood that today he wouldn’t welcome an audience. He needed to be alone with his music just as she needed the solace of the river. Pulling her cloak round her more closely she hurried on to the bottom of the hill where the river slugged its way between muddy banks past the quay and on towards East Mill.


The tide was out. A line of boats, fishing smacks bearing the letters CK to signify that they were registered in Colchester, were tied up at the quayside, whilst across the river lighters and colliers crowded against the wharves of Hayfield’s timber yard and Brigg’s coal yard. Along either side of the quay were the makings, the bonding yards and vaults, warehouses for things like tea, coffee, sugar, butter, cheese, a shipyard, a dry dock, a lime kiln, granaries, seed and corn merchants, all in states of decay or repair that accurately reflected the state of business. Among it all, a smart, freshly painted two-storey building bore the legend HENRY CHISWELL AND SON, OYSTER MERCHANTS. It had been started by her grandfather, Old Mr Henry as he had become known, and under his son, her father, it was going from strength to strength.


Abigail didn’t stop but made her way slowly along to the end of the quay, savouring the late afternoon sunshine. It was all noise and bustle. Horses stamped patiently as carts were loaded; men shouted to each other as they worked or idled their time away; ragged children, looking to earn a farthing where they could, squabbled in the filth of the gutter, and two flashily dressed women hanging round the door of the Anchor waiting to be taken in laughed raucously as three sailors, who hadn’t seen a woman for weeks, fought over who should receive their favours first.


But at the far end of the quay, where there was nothing but an old derelict warehouse, unused for years, it was quiet, and pleasant just to stand and look out towards the bend in the river beyond which were hidden the little fishing villages of Wivenhoe and Rowhedge and further down river the cinque port of Brightlingsea and the estuary rich with the oyster layings from which her father and a good many others made their living. She sat down on the last bollard of the quay. She always thought of it as ‘her’ bollard because the boats rarely tied to it, it was too far from the busy end of the quay. Here she would come and sit when she wanted to be alone, when she was very happy or very sad, or when she simply wanted to think.


The riverside had its own smell. It was difficult to define. It was a smell of tarred rope, of sawn timber, of coffee, overlaid with the distinctive stink of the makings, of fish left to rot, and of the black mud, popping quietly as pockets of gas escaped. But all the smells, good and bad, were part of the atmosphere of the river and part of Abigail. She never stopped to think whether they were good or bad; they were simply there, as part of her life, a part that she loved and valued.


She folded her arms under her cloak and her fingers touched the keys at her waist. She wasn’t particularly sad any longer. Now that the funeral was behind them life would return to normal and wouldn’t be so very different. Nevertheless Abigail would miss her mother. She would miss going to her room to settle her for the night and talking over the day with her. There would be nobody to talk the day over with now; Edwin was rarely at home, and Pearl … she sighed again. She didn’t have a lot in common with her flighty younger sister but maybe she and Pearl would draw a little closer together now.


As for her father … His business was his life. Started as an oyster stall on the quayside by his father it had grown and flourished until now Henry was the biggest oyster merchant on the Colne. And as he had told her, Edwin was being groomed to take over when Henry could no longer work. She shook her head. Sometimes – as with the household keys – her father could be very unobservant. Couldn’t he see that Edwin hated the business and wanted nothing to do with it? That his heart was in his music and – something she herself had only recently discovered – journalism? When Edwin could make enough to live on by his pen he would be off, of that she was in no doubt, and she was torn between wanting her brother to be happy and successful and dreading her father’s anguish in discovering that his only son didn’t care about Chiswell and Son. If only she could inherit the business herself! She would like nothing better. But she was only a woman so it was quite out of the question.


She walked back slowly along the quay, scanning the boats for a glimpse of Conquest, the oyster boat Matthew Bateman sailed for his grandfather at Brightlingsea. Her heart gave a little skip when she saw it, moored next to the Edith, her father’s boat, which Josh Miller, Matthew’s uncle, sailed. Matthew was on the foredeck of Conquest and when he saw her he raised his hand.


‘Afternoon, Miss Abbie,’ he called.


‘Good afternoon, Matthew.’ Abigail felt her colour rise. Matthew was a tall, broad man, about three years her senior, with a face weatherbeaten to the colour of mahogany and unruly dark curls and whiskers. He lived with his widowed mother in a small cottage in Dolphin Yard off Hythe Street. Abigail had known him almost ever since she could remember and she would have stopped and spoken longer, but with a friendly smile and a lift of his cheese-cutter cap he turned away and continued with his work.


With a stab of disappointment she went on her way. Nobody knew how she felt about Matthew, there was no one she could confide in, not even her sister. Her mouth twisted wryly. She could just imagine Pearl’s reaction.


‘But Abbie, he’s only a common fisherman! You can’t be in love with a common fisherman!’ But her look of amazement would not have been because Matthew was a common fisherman but because it would never have occurred to her that poor, plain old Abbie could ever begin to harbour feelings of love for anybody in her breast.


Abigail sighed. How little Pearl knew. How little anyone knew.


She continued on her way along the quay and reached the door of her father’s warehouse just as it opened. About half a dozen women and two men came out. She noticed that one of the women was heavily pregnant and all of them had hands that resembled nothing so much as lumps of raw meat. The women bobbed shyly towards her and then went on their way together with one of the men. The other came across, his cap deferentially tucked under his arm. It was Isaac Honeyball, one of her father’s dredgermen.


‘May I offer my condolences over the mistress, Miss Abbie?’ he said quietly.


‘Thank you, Isaac’ She smiled at him and made to continue on her way.


‘Bad winter it’s bin, this year, Miss Abbie, and no mistake,’ he went on, shaking his grey, balding head.


‘It has indeed, Isaac. I’m sure it has caused great hardship to many.’


‘I doubt there’ll be more as’ll suffer, too, Miss Abbie, as a result of it. There’ll be precious few oysters next season after a winter sech as this one’s bin. There’s always a bad spat after a bad winter.’ Spat was the name given to the spawn of oysters.


Abigail smiled at him. Isaac Honeyball could never be accused of optimism. He would never see any good in anything if there was a chance things might go wrong. ‘I expect we shall survive, Isaac,’ she said cheerfully. ‘The beds are well stocked.’


‘That’s as may be, Miss Abbie,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘That’s as may be.’ He retrieved his cap from under his arm, doffed it and replaced it on his head as he walked away.


Abigail watched him go. He was probably right. A bad spat always followed a bad winter. But her father didn’t depend entirely on oysters for a living. Henry Chiswell was prepared to buy and sell almost anything as long as it had a profit in it. Chiswell and Son would survive.




Chapter Two


The year of mourning was past. It had been a difficult year for everyone, particularly Abigail, who had borne the brunt of the family’s discontent.


‘I’ve hated wearing black, it simply doesn’t suit me,’ Pearl complained for the hundredth time. She peered at her reflection in the overmantel in the morning room, a pleasantly over-furnished room, bathed in late spring sunshine. ‘It makes me look – wan.’ She pinched her cheeks in an effort to bring more colour into them.


‘Nonsense. Of course you don’t look wan, as you call it.’ Abigail was sitting at the table checking the silver. She looked up at Pearl with her head on one side. ‘A little pale, perhaps, but that’s because you spend so much time sitting indoors with your head in a book.’ She smiled at her sister. ‘Anyway, it makes you look interesting.’


‘Interesting! Pah! I don’t want to look interesting. I want to look pretty!’ Pearl snapped, sitting down with a flounce. She leaned back in her chair. ‘Not that we’ve been allowed to go anywhere for the past year to look pretty, or interesting, or wan. And I’m bored silly staying at home.’ She yawned and stretched her arms above her head. ‘Bored quite silly.’


‘You could always check the linen cupboard,’ Abigail suggested. ‘I believe some of the table linen needs renewing. It’s a task I never seem to find time for.’


Pearl stopped in mid-yawn, her arms still outstretched. ‘Me? Check the linen cupboard? Don’t be ridiculous, Abbie. I wouldn’t know a sheet from a table napkin.’


‘Then it’s high time you learned, my girl,’ Abigail said sternly. ‘If you can do nothing else you can count everything.’


‘Oh, why can’t you ask Hetty to do it?’ Pearl pouted.


‘How can Hetty do it? She can neither read nor write, as you very well know. And I doubt she can even count beyond the fingers of one hand. But we need to know for Papa’s dinner party at the end of next week. The mayor will be coming and Mr Hayfield and, oh, I don’t know who else.’


‘Oh, yes.’ Pearl sat up, immediately interested. ‘My new dress is nearly finished. It’s pearl grey, to match my name, and it’s to have a pink rose at the bosom. It will be all right to have a pink rose, won’t it, Abbie? We are out of mourning now.’


Abigail looked doubtful. ‘We should still be in half-mourning, strictly speaking, Pearl. But, no, I shouldn’t think a pink rose would be out of place.’ She finished checking the silver and put it back into its baize-lined drawer. ‘I must go to the warehouse now,’ she said, going over to the mirror and patting her thick chestnut hair. ‘I told Papa I would be there at ten and I promised Edwin I would help him make up the end of the month accounts today.’


Pearl regarded her sister with her head on one side. ‘You’ve got such beautiful hair, Abbie. It’s really not fair, when mine is so, well, ordinary.’


‘Don’t be a little goose, your hair is a very pretty golden colour,’ Abbie laughed. She turned and looked at her sister. Pearl was nineteen now, a sweetly pretty girl with wide blue eyes, regular features and slightly pouting lips. Her hair, though not as thick and richly coloured as Abigail’s, clouded round her face in an attractive froth of golden ringlets. Her complexion was flawless. ‘I really don’t know what you’re complaining about, Pearl.’ Abbie fetched her bonnet and put it on. ‘You’re an extremely pretty girl.’


‘I still wish I had hair like yours.’ Without another glance at her sister Pearl picked up a magazine and began reading the latest instalment of The Old Curiosity Shop by Mr Charles Dickens. ‘What time will you be back?’ she asked without looking up as Abigail turned to go. ‘And does Daisy know what’s for luncheon?’


‘Yes, she does. And I shall be back in plenty of time to eat my share.’ Abigail reached the door. ‘Don’t forget to check the linen while I’m gone’ were her parting words.


But Pearl didn’t answer. She was too engrossed in Little Nell’s troubles.


Henry pulled out his gold hunter watch, looked at it and then replaced it impatiently in his pocket. He drummed his fingers on the top of his desk indecisively for a few seconds and then picked up a sheaf of papers and left his office – it was marked PRIVATE in gold letters on the etched glass panel – and went across the landing to an identical door opposite – marked OFFICE – and threw it open.


‘Is she here yet?’ he asked, frowning at the young man bending low over the desk. Henry wasn’t sure that he liked the present fashion of wearing the hair oiled so close to the head and then curling at the neck although he had to admit it suited the boy. In fact, he was a handsome young devil. Dressed well, too.


Edwin looked up. ‘No, Father,’ he replied, ‘not yet.’


‘Bah!’ Henry made a sound of irritation. ‘I want these letters done today. She’ll never get through them all if she doesn’t look sharp. She said she’d be here by ten.’


‘It’s only five past, now, Guv’nor,’ Edwin protested. ‘I’m sure she’ll be here in a minute.’


‘In a minute!’ Henry jabbed a finger at his son. ‘Time is money, my boy, and don’t you forget it.’ He looked at his watch again. ‘I must go. I’ve a Commissioners’ meeting shortly. Hayfield, across the river, agrees with me that it’s time something was done about the river silting up. It’s expensive to unload cargo at Wivenhoe and then have to bring it the rest of the way by lighter because the river’s become so shallow. And our boats could use more of the tide if the channel was deepened. There’s even talk about a canal between Wivenhoe and Hythe … ’


‘But something ought to be done about the town’s drinking water supply, Guv’nor,’ Edwin said. ‘Surely the money would be better spent on that. The river can wait.’


The river can’t wait. First things first. Now, where are those papers about the proposed canal, Carver? I gave them to you yesterday, didn’t I?’


Ezra Carver looked up from his desk at the far end of the office, away from the light of the window. He was a thin, rather weedy-looking man of about thirty, with receding sandy-coloured hair, and pale eyes, which he now blinked myopically.


‘Yes, Mr Chiswell, but I haven’t got them now,’ he said anxiously. ‘You said to let Miss Abigail see them, so I gave them to her.’ Ezra gave the dry, consumptive cough that punctuated practically everything he said.


‘Bah!’ Henry said again and strode over to the third desk in the room, where piles of papers were laid out in a neat orderly fashion. He riffled through them impatiently, littering them over the desk and on to the floor. ‘They’re not here,’ he muttered. He turned to Edwin. ‘Did you take them, boy?’


Edwin frowned at the mess his father had made. ‘I looked at them, yes. But I’m sure Abbie brought them back to your office when she’d seen them, Guv’nor.’


‘Did she? Oh, I’d better go and look there, then.’ Henry put the letters he had brought conspicuously on top of the heap without making any attempt to repair the mess he had made, and left the room. A few minutes later his office door slammed and there was the sound of his feet clattering down the stairs.


Without a word, both Edwin and Ezra hurried over to Abigail’s desk and began to tidy up.


‘Better not let my sister see her desk in this state, Carver,’ Edwin said, shuffling the papers together into some sort of order. ‘She’ll go through the roof. She’s got a temper like a mud-engine. Although perhaps you didn’t know that, Carver? Perhaps you’ve never come up against it.’


Ezra Carver straightened the blotter and inkstand. ‘No, Mr Edwin,’ he said with a cough, ‘I can’t say I have.’


Abigail adjusted her bonnet in the hall mirror, put on her pelisse and left the house. As she walked down Hythe Hill, she stopped at St Leonard’s churchyard for a quiet moment to put fresh flowers on her mother’s grave. They wouldn’t be there for long, she knew that. If the little ragged urchins who swarmed the streets didn’t steal them, their elders would. Pearl was probably right in saying it was a waste of time to put them there. But Abigail persisted. It was the only thing left that she could do for her mother.


The hill was busy, with horses and carts rumbling up with merchandise unloaded from the boats, and with people who suddenly appeared from the numerous yards and alleys, hoping to pick up anything that might by accident or with a little help fall from the laden waggons.


She hurried on. The quay, too, was crowded. The tide was full, the water sparkling and glistening in the sunlight, giving no hint of the unspeakable things that found their way into it from the open sewers and drains of the town. Boats that had come in on the tide were unloading their cargoes and others, taking to fishing now that the oyster season was over, were preparing to leave on the ebb. There was no sign of Matthew, although his boat, Conquest, was there.


The warehouse was empty. The last of the oysters had been gone for some weeks. There would be no more until the season opened again in September; oysters were only eaten when there was an ‘R’ in the month. From now on the beds would be cleaned ready for the spatting season, when the new young oysters would attach themselves to the old oyster and cockle shells and the bits of old tile and stone, known as cultch, and where they would remain and grow, never moving, until they were three years old and ready to be transferred to the fattening beds.


Abigail gathered her skirts and went up the wooden stairs to the office.


Edwin had heard her coming and looked up with a smile when she pushed open the door. He was very fond of his elder sister. He only wished that he was half as competent in business matters as she was. She seemed to have a grasp of what was going on and a way of handling people that he could only admire. He wished too, and not for the first time, that she had been a brother instead of a sister, then she could have followed their father into the business, leaving him to pursue his interests in music and writing instead of having to wrestle with the problems of finding the cheapest cooper to make the oyster barrels and beating Mr Harvey down over the price of repairing the dredgers. He was simply not cut out for this kind of life.


Abigail took off her bonnet and pelisse and went over to her desk.


‘Who’s been meddling with my papers?’ she asked sharply. ‘I didn’t leave them in a muddle like this.’


The guv’nor. He wanted the specifications for the proposed canal and he couldn’t find them.’


‘But he had them, Edwin. I took them back to his office.’


‘I know. But we didn’t realize that until after he’d ransacked your desk.’ Edwin smiled sheepishly at his sister. ‘I’m sorry, Abbie. We tried to put things straight, didn’t we, Carver?’


Ezra Carver looked up, flushing as his glance met Abigail’s. ‘That’s right, Mr Edwin, we did,’ he said, with his customary cough.


‘Well you didn’t do it very well. I never saw such a hotchpotch.’ Abigail banged her fist on the desk in temper. ‘And what are these?’ she waved the letters her father had left.


‘Letters the guv’nor left for you to write for him. He wants them by tonight.’


She flicked through them. ‘Six!’ she said, aghast. ‘And long ones, too. It really is the limit. He told me there were only one or two.’ She threw them back on to the desk. ‘I’m afraid I shan’t have much time to spend helping you, Edwin. Not with this mess to clear up and all these letters to do.’


Edwin came over and put his arm round her shoulders. ‘How about helping me first, Abbie?’ he said persuasively. ‘I’ve got myself into the most frightful muddle with the bill for those new London people. If you could just spare the time to put me right over that … ’ He smiled at her disarmingly.


She frowned and picked up the letters again. ‘Well, perhaps they won’t take me that long … ’ She sighed heavily. ‘All right, Edwin, I’ll help you first.’


She went over to his desk. Abigail was fond of her brother and could never be cross with him for long. She thought he was quite the handsomest man she had ever seen, although she felt that the waistcoat and cravat he was wearing today were a little brighter than was seemly for half-mourning. But the cravat was stuck with a large jet pin, so perhaps it was all right.


She began to check through his work. To say he had got into a muddle with the account of Salisbury’s, the London fish merchants, was an understatement. His arithmetic was appalling. She shook her head. ‘Oh, Edwin,’ she said sadly, ‘how shall we ever make an oyster merchant out of you?’


Edwin bit his pen and looked up at Abigail miserably. He regarded her as ‘a good sort’ and he felt sorry for her in that she was so plain compared with Pearl. ‘I hate it, Abbie,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You know how much I hate it, don’t you? I hate being cooped up in this stuffy office. I hate dealing with figures, I never was any good at them.’


‘What would you like to do, then, Eddie?’ Abigail stole a glance at Ezra to make sure he was absorbed in his work and not listening to their conversation. ‘Apart from your music, that is. You know you’ll never make a living at that, don’t you?’


‘Yes, of course. I wouldn’t want to make a living at it, anyway. It would take away the pleasure if I knew I’d got to do it in order to eat. Do you know what I mean?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, I can understand that. It’s a bit like your writing, I suppose. I know you enjoy that, but … ’


‘You’ll never believe this, Abbie’ – Edwin looked at her, his eyes shining – ‘but I’ve met this man … he works in the office of the Essex Standard … he says my writing shows promise … ’


Abigail shook her head. ‘You know Father would never agree to you working for a newspaper,Eddie.’


‘But it wouldn’t just be working for a newspaper. I could do so much. I could bring the conditions of those poor creatures living in the yards and back alleys to the attention … ’


Abigail laid a hand on his arm. ‘Oh, Eddie, it’s no use. Don’t you see? Father would never allow it. You know “your course is set”, to use his own words. He’s relying on you to carry on the business when he’s gone.’


Eddie covered her hand with his own. ‘He’d much better look to you for that, Abbie. You’re much more interested in it all than I am.’


‘But I’m only a woman,’ Abigail said, with a slightly bitter twist to her mouth.


‘And that’s another thing … ’ Edwin began.


‘No, Eddie, not now.’ Abigail held up her hand. ‘Let’s get these figures sorted out or I’ll never get to Father’s letters today.’


As it was, it was time for luncheon before she finished helping Edwin so she had to return in the afternoon to write the letters for her father. It was nearly five o’clock by the time they were all done.


She put the letters on her father’s desk. He hadn’t yet returned to his office after his meeting with the Commissioners but she was sure he would look in on his way home.


She left the office and went down the stairs and out into the sunshine. It was a beautiful May day, promising a good summer. She picked her way slowly along the quay among the usual litter of boxes and nets, ropes and waiting carts, to her bollard. Ten minutes to herself wasn’t going to hurt anybody at this hour of the day, and there was always a chance that she might see Matthew.


The quay was less busy now. The tide was nearly out, the river little more than a stream between banks of mud where filthy children mudlarked and scrabbled for the odd coin or clay pipe that had fallen in the water. The boats that were moored, fishing smacks, lighters, small cargo boats, were high and dry in their mud berths, waiting for the water to return and lift them to their natural element again.


Matthew was nowhere to be seen, but Josh Miller, his uncle, was on the Edith. He waved when he saw her and beckoned to her. ‘Hullo, there, Missy! Are ye comin’ aboard?’


Abigail looked down at her full, organ-pleated skirts and cashmere boots. ‘Not today, Josh. I’m not dressed for it,’ she said, shaking her head and smiling.


He left what he was doing and came nimbly from the deck of the boat, up the iron steps let into the quay, to where she stood. He was a big, bluff sailor in his late forties, with a face lined and weatherbeaten to the colour of tanned leather and a thick mop of curly grey hair that extended to cover the lower half of his face in a bushy beard. A clay pipe was clamped between his teeth.


‘My Alice was a-sayin’ only this mornin’ we hadn’t seen you lately, Missy,’ he said, his pleasure at seeing her now quite obvious.


‘I’ve been busy, Josh,’ she said, still smiling. ‘But’ – she became serious – ‘it wouldn’t have been right for me to come on the boat with you, would it, not till the year of mourning was up.’


‘No, Missy, it wouldn’t, you’re quite right.’ He nodded. His face lit up. ‘But it’s all right now, ain’t it? The year’s up. An’ the tides’ll be right by the end of next week. If the weather holds … ?’ He looked at her eagerly.


‘If the weather holds, Josh, yes, I’ll come.’ She sighed. ‘Oh, Josh, you don’t know how I’ve missed being out on the river with you.’


‘An’ I’ve missed takin’ ye, Missy.’ He rubbed his hands together in evident pleasure. ‘Friday week then, Missy? That’s the day I’ve got to go down and check the new layings. It’ll be a six o’clock tide that morning so we can leave just ’afore seven and go down on the ebb and be back on the flood soon after five.’


‘That sounds just perfect, Josh.’ Abigail gave a sigh of pleasure. ‘Oh, I shall look forward to it.’


She had completely forgotten that it was the day of her father’s dinner party.


Abigail left Josh and continued along the quay on her way home. As she rounded the corner, past her father’s warehouse, and into Hythe Street, a bunch of ragged children were busily picking up bits of coal, little more than dust, that had fallen off a cart as it passed. They worked nearly under the hooves of the other traffic, darting to the edge of the road at the last minute and back again as soon as the road was clear. But one child, smaller and slower than the rest, was just too late and when a galloping horse and rider came thundering down the hill he was caught by the flailing crop by which the man ensured a clear path. If the rider saw what he had done he paid no heed, but in a cloud of dust continued on his way over the bridge.


The child lay where he had fallen, blood streaming from a gash where the crop had lashed the side of his face, across his shoulders and down his back. The other children took no notice, but continued picking up the last bits of coal.


Abigail hurried across to him. He was a tiny lad, not more than about five years old, and nothing but skin and bone. She picked him up without any trouble and he immediately set up a howl.


‘Where does he live?’ she called to the others. ‘Does he belong to any of you?’


A girl of about eight hurried over. ‘Yes, Miss, beggin’ your pardon, he’s my brother. But he dropped his coal so I was jest pickin’ it up for him. Is he hurt bad?’


‘Badly enough. Where do you live?’


‘Perseverance Yard, Miss. At the back of the Perseverance. I’ll take him, Miss, shall I?’ She held out her arms.


Abigail shook her head. ‘No, I’ll bring him. Show me the way.’


The girl hesitated for a moment and then led the way through an alley by the side of the beer house to a squalid yard where two cottages propped each other up. No sunlight penetrated Perseverance Yard and when she stepped inside the room Abigail had to blink to adjust her eyes to the gloom.


A woman was sitting on a stool by the empty grate suckling a baby. Apart from a table and a chair there was nothing else in the room. The woman hurriedly got to her feet and bobbed a curtsey when she saw Abigail, a frightened look in her eyes.


‘Mum, little Joe’s been caught by a whip. He’s hurt bad,’ said the girl, eager to impart the news.


‘Not too badly, I think,’ Abigail said quickly, seeing the alarm on his mother’s face. She turned to the girl. ‘Fetch some water, child, and I’ll bathe his wounds.’


‘There ain’t no need, M’lady. I can see to him,’ the woman said.


‘No, I wish to see how badly he’s hurt. Fetch water, girl’,’ Abigail commanded.


‘You’ll have to go to the river, Sal, the water in the bucket’s all gone, an’ the pump won’t be unlocked again till tonight.’ Her mother gave the girl a cuff. ‘And mind your manners. Curtsey to the lady when she speaks to yer.’


The woman laid the baby down on a heap of rags under the table and took little Joe, smoothing the hair back from his grimy and blood-streaked face. His cries, which had dropped to a whimper, immediately started up again. She looked up at Abigail. ‘Thank you for bringin’ him, M’lady. I’m much obliged, I’m sure.’


‘It won’t look so bad when we’ve washed the blood off,’ Abigail said reassuringly. ‘Have you any clean … ?’ She looked round. Asking for clean rag was useless, she could see that, so she lifted up her skirt and tore a strip from the hem of her petticoat. When Sal returned with the muddy water she dipped it in the bucket – itself none too clean –soaking it well. Then she washed little Joe, gently cleaning the blood from the long, blue weal.


‘Hush, little boy,’ she soothed as he set up a roar at the unaccustomed contact with water, and miraculously his cries subsided. ‘There. As I thought,’ she said to his mother. ‘The skin is not broken in many places. But it’s bad enough, goodness knows.’ She turned to Sal. ‘Did you notice who the rider was, Sal?’ she asked.


‘A gentleman, Miss.’ After her mother’s reminder Sal bobbed a curtsey every time she spoke to Abigail.


Abigail sighed. Doubtless in their fine clothes they all looked alike to these children. ‘Where is your husband?’ she said to the woman. ‘At work?’


The woman gave a mirthless laugh. ‘At work tippin’ his elbow in The Perseverance,’ she replied.


‘Does he work?’ Abigail persisted.


‘Sometimes he get work on the boats, or unloadin’ an’ that,’ the woman shrugged. ‘An’ I do a bit o’ fish guttin’ and scrubbin’ oysters in the season … M’lady,’ she added as an afterthought.


‘I see.’ Abigail turned to go. ‘Have you any food in the house?’


‘Oh, yes, m’lady. We’ve got half a loaf and a bit o’ drippin’.’ The woman spoke with pride.


Abigail left and went on home to the big house that her father had built, with its lofty rooms, its thick carpets and curtains; its new, modern furniture which blended so well with the solid oak and mahogany inherited from Henry’s father. Everything at Hilltop House spoke of comfort and luxury. For some reason, as Abigail let herself into the house, she felt uneasy.


And she didn’t feel much better after she had been to the kitchen and instructed Daisy to send Wilfred, the coachman, down to Perseverance Yard with a can of soup.




Chapter Three


When Abigail realized that the day she had agreed to go down river with Josh was the very day of her father’s dinner party, she was dismayed but determined not to let anything get in the way of the day out that she was so looking forward to.


‘It simply means I must plan ahead and you’ll have to make sure nothing is forgotten, Pearl,’ she said cheerfully as she sat at the morning room table checking the guest list. ‘There will only be twenty people, so it’s perfectly manageable.’


Pearl was putting on her bonnet ready to go out. ‘Is that nice Captain Griffiths coming?’ she asked, a shade too nonchalantly.


Abigail cast her eye down the list. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact he is. And also Lieutenant Barraclough, and Alderman and Mrs Stacey, and Mr and Mrs Hayfield … ’


Pearl turned and sat down opposite Abigail. ‘Are you really sure you should go with Josh next Friday, Abbie?’ she said anxiously. ‘You know Papa doesn’t like you going out on the boats with the men at the best of times – myself, I can’t for the life of me see why you are so keen to go, heaving about on the water on a smelly old boat doesn’t appeal to me in the least. But if Papa knew you were going on the day of his dinner party he’d be extremely displeased.’


‘Extremely displeased!’ Abigail laughed. That’s putting it mildly. He’d forbid me to go. So don’t you tell him, Pearl. And I don’t “go out on the boats with the men”, as you put it. Put that way it sounds as if I’m some kind of nautical camp follower. You know very well that I would never go with anyone but Josh. And the Edith is father’s boat, so what possible harm can there be?’


‘All the same … ’


‘All the same, nothing. Josh looks after me. He’s old enough to be my father.’ She put her head on one side. ‘In a way, you know, I believe Josh and Alice regard me as a sort of daughter. Did you know, Pearl, they once had a little girl, Emily? She died of scarlet fever when she was only four. I don’t think they’ve ever really got over her death, although it was twenty years ago. She would have been my age now.’


‘I didn’t know that. How very sad.’ Pearl sighed. ‘I expect Alice has got all Emily’s things locked away in a box in the attic and she gets them out every year on her birthday and looks at them.’ Her eyes filled with tears at the thought.


‘I’m sure she does nothing of the kind,’ Abigail said briskly. ‘Alice isn’t at all like that. It’s far more likely that Emily’s things were given to some needy family. But never mind that now. I simply want to be sure that if I leave instructions with Daisy you’ll make sure that everything is in order. That’s not too much to ask, is it, Pearl? After all, I shall be back soon after five o’clock and the guests won’t start to arrive until half past seven. If it comes to that’ – she gave a little grin – ‘Papa needn’t even know I’ve been out.’


Pearl got up and picked up her pelisse. ‘All right, Abbie. Just this once. But mind and make sure you tell Daisy exactly what to do, and don’t you dare be late back.’ She kissed Abigail briefly on the cheek. ‘I’m off to see Miss Marchant now, to collect my dress. It really is the most perfect shade of grey. I’m so excited about Friday night. What will you be wearing, Abbie?’


‘Me?’ Abigail looked blank. ‘I don’t know …


Pearl threw back her head and laughed. ‘Oh, you are a funny girl, Abbie. I do believe you’re more excited about going out on that old boat with Josh than you are about Papa’s dinner party.’ She fairly bounced to the door in a rustle of taffeta. With her hand on the door knob she paused and turned. ‘You can wear your lilac silk, it’s what you wore when we first began to entertain again after mourning poor dear Aunt Eliza, so it’s quite suitable.’


‘Yes, that’ll do.’ Abbie picked up her pencil and went back to making lists.


Abigail hardly slept on the Thursday night before the dinner party. She hovered between excitement at her impending river trip and anxiety in case she had overlooked some vital item that would result in a ruined dinner party and her father’s wrath and possibly – worst disaster of all – the end to river trips with Josh. Again and again she went over everything. The table was already laid, the napkins folded into bishops’ mitres, the epergne placed in the centre only waiting to be laden with the fruit and sweetmeats already laid out in the larder. Elaborate desserts were made and stored in the cool pantry, as were the cold meat dishes. Daisy had her instructions for everything else and she was perfectly capable. Perfectly capable, Abigail repeated over and over to herself until at last she fell asleep.


She woke early and stole downstairs to the kitchen. Daisy was standing at the big iron range, which Hetty had already raked out and black-leaded before re-lighting, making porridge for herself and the other servants while Ellen prepared breakfast trays for the rest of the family. Hetty was now outside in the coal house busily filling scuttles.


‘I shall be back soon after five,’ Abigail told Daisy, ‘so if I’ve forgotten anything … ’


‘Get away with you, Miss Abbie. You be off and enjoy yourself,’ Daisy said, ladling the thick creamy porridge into bowls. ‘Anyone ’ud think I’d never cooked for twenty ’afore. We shall manage, never you fret. Thass time you had an hour or two to yerself.’


‘Looks like being a beautiful day, too, Miss Abbie,’ Ellen said. ‘There was a lovely red sky last night an’ there’s a haze over the garden this mornin.’


‘Orf you go, then, and don’t you worry about us back here. Everything’ll be orl right, don’t you never fear.’


‘Thank you, Daisy.’ Abigail hesitated. ‘It’s just a pity that it all had to happen today.’ She smiled at Daisy. ‘But I know you’ll manage. You always do. If there are any problems, Pearl … ’


Daisy made a face. ‘There won’t be no problems, Miss Abbie.’


‘No, Daisy, I’m sure there won’t.’


Abigail slipped out of the back gate and down the hill to the cottage in Spurgeon Street where Josh and his wife lived. Their little kitchen was warm and smelled of freshly baked bread.


‘Come you in, little maid.’ Alice was a tiny, birdlike woman with grey-streaked-black hair scraped high on her head and secured by a snowy cap that matched the apron covering her voluminous skirts. She fussed round Abigail. ‘I’ve laid out your moleskins on the bed upstairs. Will you hev a bite to eat ’afore you go off?’


‘Oh yes, please, Alice. Can I have a slice of your delicious bread and dripping?’


‘’Course you can, my dear. I’ll make it ready while you go and get yerself changed. Josh has gone down to make the boat ready. He says he’ll be about twenty minutes, so you’ve got time.’


Abigail went up the narrow stairs to the bedroom under the eaves where the big double bed was covered by a counterpane as white as Alice’s apron. For all Josh was a fisherman there was no hint of fish smells in the spotless little cottage. She stepped out of her full skirts and undid the tight laced stays. Then she put on the white frilled shirt, the woollen guernsey Alice had knitted her and the moleskin trousers she had skilfully cut down to fit from a pair of Josh’s that he had scarcely worn, swearing to Abigail that they had never been big enough for him anyway. Abbie pushed her hair up into the cheese cutter cap that completed her outfit and went downstairs.


‘Mercy me, Missy, you don’t look a day older than the little ’prentice cabin boys they get from the poor house,’ Alice remarked with a smile as she handed Abigail a slice of bread and dripping.


‘Well, I am older, Alice,’ Abigail laughed. ‘A good deal older. Mm, this dripping’s delicious. Some of those little lads are barely twelve years old when they’re taken to sea.’


‘An’ they ain’t all treated as well as my Josh treats young Charlie, neither.’ Alice became serious. ‘Thass cruel the things that happen to some of ’em. Ony last week my Josh was tellin’ me about a young lad got washed overboard off one of the smacks.’


‘Did they manage to pick him up all right?’ Abigail asked anxiously.


‘Pick ’im up? I doubt they even bothered to turn the boat round to look for ’im. Plenty more boys where ’e come from is what they’d say.’ Alice sniffed disapprovingly. ‘I don’t hold with sech goins on, meself. Them little boys have got as much right to live as anyone else and they oughta be looked after better than that.’ She glanced at the clock ticking on the wall. ‘But I mustn’t keep you, Missy. Josh’ll be waiting to get away. An’ thass a lovely day for a trip on the river an’ no mistake. Here’s your boots, now. Do they still fit?’


Abigail eased her feet into the heavy leather sea boots Josh had acquired for her and that were not much too big. She clumped round the kitchen a few times. ‘Yes, they fit as well as they ever did, Alice,’ she said with a laugh. ‘They just feel a bit strange after all this time, that’s all.’


Alice watched as Abigail went off down the road to Josh. She was a lovely natured girl and no mistake. And to think that their Emily might have been just such a one by now … and the same age, too. She stood for a moment, lost in her thoughts, then, visibly pulling herself together, with another sniff and a lift of her head she hurried indoors.


It was a perfect day. A faint haze over the water promised heat, yet there was enough breeze to fill the sails and drive the Edith smoothly down river. There was no sound but the creak of the boards and the straining ropes and the constant chuckle of the water as they ploughed along, the bow gently lifting and dipping on the waves.


Abigail perched herself on a coil of rope in the bow and gave herself up to enjoyment of the day. There was nothing for her to do but drink in the beauty of the scene and the glory of her beloved river whilst Josh and his mate Dibby Harris, helped by little Charlie, did all that was necessary. This was a day to herself. She turned her face to the sun, determined to savour every moment of it.


The trees and fields were fresh and green as they rose away from the river bank and as the boat rounded a bend in the river the tiny cluster of houses dominated by the pepper-pot church, so named from its shape, heralded the village of Rowhedge. A little further on, on the other bank was the busy quayside of Wivenhoe, with its row of elegant little Georgian houses, and behind them the square tower of the church. After that flat saltings with fields and hedges behind them stretched out like a gently sloping carpet as the river widened, busy with smacks, barges from London, colliers from Newcastle, and the packet that sailed twice a week to the continent. The river was always the same, yet always changing, always interesting.


When lunchtime came they went below and Dibby served up a thick stew with chunks of bread and black tea nearly as thick as the stew. They sat round in the cabin, stuffy from the heat of the stove and the mingled smell of fish, stew, tobacco and bodies, and ate their fill. To Abigail it tasted as good as anything she had ever eaten and she held out her tin dish for more.


‘What would my sister Pearl say if she could see me now!’ she laughed.


‘I don’t think you need to worry, Miss Abigail,’ Dibby said, handing her another chunk of bread. ‘I doubt she’d even know it was you.’
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