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Part One

As is the mother, so is her daughter ...

Ezekiel, Chapter 16 verse 44




Chapter One

Northumberland, April 1864

‘Please let me stay — just a day or two longer!’

Effie Walton rose from her seat at the kitchen table and crossed to where her mother sat in the fireside chair. She kneeled down and grasped Hannah’s work-roughened hands in her own. ‘Don’t make me go back — not yet.’

Hannah looked at her daughter and she knew she’d find it hard to refuse her. Effie was so bonny, with shining golden hair and huge blue eyes. And the way she could look at you, just like a bairn did, made her appear vulnerable. Dressed in a simple grey skirt and plain white blouse with no adornments, she looked like a schoolgirl. You would never think that she was nineteen years old, and the mother of that great lump of a child sitting on the hearthrug, crooning wordlessly to her rag doll and holding it as tenderly as if it were a real baby.

Where on earth did Josie come from? She was not a bit like her graceful mother. The child was solid and clumsy; not exactly ugly, but only her soft baby features and her large brown eyes saved her from being downright plain. She was dark-skinned and long-limbed like her father. As well as his eyes she had his dark wavy hair. Hannah could only hope that, as she grew, she would also prove to have Samuel Walton’s keen intelligence. She already had his forbearing nature.

‘Ma, say something,’ Effie said. ‘Don’t you want me to stay with you?’

Hannah looked down into her daughter’s face. The warmth of the fire had brought a slight flush to her cheeks and the light  of the dancing flames gleamed in her hair. ‘Of course I’d like you to stay with me a while longer. You and the bairn,’ she added pointedly, ‘but Samuel will be home soon from the sea and he has every right to expect his wife to be waiting for him.’

Effie snatched her hands away and, dropping her head, she covered her face with them. ‘Samuel!’ she muttered through spread fingers.

Hannah caught the barely suppressed anguish and frowned uneasily. ‘Whisht, lass.’ She lowered her voice although there was no one apart from two-year-old Josie to hear them. ‘Tell me ... he doesn’t ... he’s not ... I mean he treats you right, doesn’t he?’

Effie lowered her hands and looked up. Hannah was dismayed to see tears glistening in her daughter’s eyes. Instinctively she moved forward but Effie rocked back on her heels and raised her chin.

‘And if I said that Samuel Walton is a wife beater? What would you do?’

Hannah stared at her, taking in the defiant stare. Then, ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said quietly. ‘And diwen’t talk like that in front of Josie.’

Effie shrugged impatiently. ‘For goodness’ sake, she can’t understand a word of this; she’s just a baby.’

‘She’s not a baby; she’s two years old, and just because she never says nowt you’d be mistaken to think she doesn’t understand what folk are talking about. She’s got a very knowing look.’

Unwillingly, it seemed, Effie turned her head to look at her daughter. The child had fallen back amongst the cushions Hannah had placed on the floor and, still clutching her doll, she had fallen asleep.

‘I know she has.’ Effie seemed to shudder. ‘Sometimes just looking at her unnerves me. She ... she seems so wise.’

‘Don’t you ...?’ Hannah hesitated. ‘Don’t you love your daughter?’

‘Of course I do!’ Effie sounded genuinely indignant. ‘It’s just ... it’s just that she’s so like her father,’ she finished bleakly.

The two women looked at each other. The only sounds in the family kitchen of the old village inn were the crackling of  the coals in the hearth and the wind keening down from the hills and buffeting against the windows.

‘You don’t love your husband,’ Hannah said at last. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’

Effie didn’t answer her.

‘Why?’ her mother asked. ‘I don’t understand. I can’t believe that Samuel would treat a woman badly. He would never do anything to hurt you. He worships the very ground you walk on. Why, he even shaved off his fine black beard just to please you.’

‘I know, I know!’ Effie’s cry was anguished. ‘But, Ma, I just don’t love him. He’s so ... old.’

‘He’s thirty-two!’

‘That’s old!’

‘And he’s a good, hard-working and kindly man.’

‘And so boring!’

Hannah was surprised. ‘How can you say he’s boring? His letters to you are full of the places he’s been and the wonders he’s seen. And when he comes home he brings you such bonny fine presents.’

‘And all he can talk about are his plans for the future.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘Don’t you understand? When he’s away at sea I’m left alone with a small child for months on end. When he comes home I want to go out, have some fun. We can afford it. But Samuel says we’ve got to save for the future, and, anyway, he’s had enough travelling for the moment and all he wants to do is stay at home with his wife.’

‘That’s natural. Any man would be the same.’

‘And just like any man there’s only one thing he wants to do.’ She paused and slanted a look up at Hannah as if making sure that the older woman had caught her meaning. Then she declared, ‘Oh, Ma, I can’t bear it!’

Hannah stared at her daughter in consternation. ‘I can’t help you, Effie,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘if it’s that side of things that’s upsetting you. I can only remind you that it’s your duty to - to please him.’

‘Duty!’ Effie glared at her mother with outraged eyes.

‘Aye, duty, and it’s a small price you have to pay for a good husband.’

Effie suddenly dropped her head on to her mother’s lap and broke into a storm of weeping. Helplessly Hannah began to stroke her daughter’s bright hair. ‘Whisht, me bairn,’ she said. ‘It can’t be as bad as that. Samuel Walton strikes me as a man that would be gentle with a woman.’

Effie’s shoulders convulsed and she said, ‘He is.’

‘Then what’s the matter?’ Hannah was beginning to lose patience.

‘I told you. He’s boring.’

Hannah sensed what her daughter was hinting at and shied away from it. ‘But you were so keen to marry him,’ she said. ‘You seemed to find him ... attractive.’

‘Oh, he’s handsome enough - in a sober sort of way. And, yes, I did want to marry him - very much. But that was because I was flattered that such a man was paying me attention when ... well, you know ... Oh, Ma, I had my head turned. Who wouldn’t have? But I was so young — only sixteen. Why didn’t you try and stop me?’

‘I did try.’

‘Not very hard.’

‘Have I ever been able to stop you doing anything you wanted to do, Effie?’

Suddenly Effie dropped her head. She couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. ‘Well, why didn’t my father stop me? He could have done if he’d wanted to.’

Hannah sighed. ‘Yes, you always took more notice of your da. But why should he have refused to let you marry the man? He thought Captain Walton would be a grand match for you.’

‘I was just a child.’

‘So you keep saying, but you were old enough to marry and now the deed’s done. There’s no going back, Effie. You must pack your belongings tonight and return to your own house tomorrow. You’ve already delayed too long.’

Hannah expected another outburst, but instead her daughter rose swiftly to her feet and, snatching her shawl from the back of a chair, she wrapped it round her shoulders and made for the door that led into the inn yard.

‘Where are you going?’ Hannah asked.

‘Out!’

The door opened briefly and a swirl of dust and chaff from the inn’s stables blew in across the stone-flagged floor before it slammed shut again. Josie stirred amongst the nest of cushions and opened her eyes. She saw her grandmother looking at her and she rubbed her eyes and then smiled. Impulsively Hannah rose from her chair and stooped to gather the bairn up in her arms.

Effie had gone without a glance at her own child. Oh, she would know that Josie would be safe enough, that her grandmother would mind her until she got back. But it disturbed Hannah how casual her daughter’s attitude towards motherhood was. And yet the bairn seemed to be no worse for it. Josie was not neglected in any material way. She was well fed, clean and well dressed - but then Effie had always been particular about her own appearance. Hannah couldn’t imagine that, however dissatisfied with her life she might be, she would let her house or her child go dirty.

And she would never be deliberately cruel. But after everything had been done properly there was never anything extra given: no special smile, no cuddles, no time stolen to sit and rock by the fire before she was put to bed at night. Strange, then, that already Josie seemed to be such a loving and motherly little creature. She didn’t torment the kittens as some bairns do; she let them climb up on her knee in their own time and stroked them gently. And she’d just about loved her rag doll to pieces, singing to it, cradling it in her chubby arms and talking to it endlessly with half-formed words.

‘Hawway, pet,’ Hannah said to her granddaughter, ‘it’s a bit soon after dinner but you and me’s going to hev a dish of tea and a slice of bread and jam. I made the jam meself afore Christmas with the last of the plums and the apples.’

She smiled to herself when she realized she was talking to Effie’s daughter as if she were a grown-up, but the way the child looked at her with big brown eyes, and listened so intently, it was hard not to believe that she understood every single thing that was said to her.

Hannah sat Josie at the kitchen table, the biggest cushion squashed into her husband’s wooden armchair, and now the bairn watched her with solemn dark eyes as she spooned tea  into the old brown pot and carried it to where the kettle steamed gently on the hearth.

‘Babba,’ Josie said, and Hannah turned to find her pointing towards the cushions on the hearth rug.

‘What’s that? Oh, you want your doll. What do you call her? Susan, isn’t it?’

Hannah carried the doll back to the table and Josie clutched it contentedly as she watched her grandmother slice the bread and spread it thick with butter and jam.

The room was quiet with just the two of them. Hannah’s husband, Jack Dixon, was through in the main room of the inn looking after his customers and that’s where she should have been if Effie hadn’t run off the way she had. Hannah glanced at the window and wondered where her daughter had gone. She could guess.

She would be off to the ruined cottage where she’d played as a child. Where she and Ralph Lowther had played for hours when they were bairns. What bonny bairns they’d been — more like brother and sister than distant cousins — both so fair and lithe and full of devilment.

Hannah couldn’t help smiling when she remembered the pair of them. Ralph had loved coming here to the inn to sit at this very table and share Effie’s meal. Hannah had suspected that the attraction was the wholesome food as much as wanting to be with Effie. When he’d been a little lad Ralph had almost lived at the old inn and many a time Jack had had to carry him home, over the hilltop to that draughty mansion, Four Winds Hall, only to find that his parents had barely missed him; hadn’t even known that he’d been gone.

But when he’d got a little older he dbeen sent off to boarding school. Effie had gone to the village school. She’d proved a good scholar and she’d worked hard, but she lived for the holidays when Ralph would come home and they could run wild across the hills again.

Hannah hadn’t known until it was almost too late that the childhood friendship had changed into something deeper. At least on Effie’s part. She had failed as a mother. If she’d been more observant perhaps she could have saved Effie the heartache of that summer ... the summer she had turned sixteen.

Effie hadn’t told her much, of course — too much pride. But Hannah had soon guessed that her daughter’s stormy moods and bouts of angry weeping had something to do with the guests at Four Winds Hall. The prosperous London merchant Nicholas Richardson and his wife with their daughter, Caroline.

And then Samuel Walton had come to stay at the inn in the village of Moorburn. A seafaring man from Newcastle, he had taken a fancy to walking the highways and byways of his own countryside when he was home from his travels. He had arrived at the Bluebell Inn with his haversack and his boots and maps, and announced his intention of making it his headquarters while he explored the surrounding hills.

Captain Walton had been a considerate guest. No trouble at all, in fact. He’d enjoyed Hannah’s generous country fare and encouraged Jack to tell him the local tales and legends. He’d taken it in good part when the village menfolk had mocked him gently about his expensive walking clothes and his compass.

‘Now diwen’t you get lost, Captain, hinny,’ they would tease when they saw him setting out. ‘We shouldn’t like to think of a man who’s sailed all around the world and back going astray in the Cheviots where there’s nowt but sheep to tell you the way!’

At first Effie hadn’t even noticed him. Or so she’d pretended. And as for the way the captain looked at her - well, he was like a man who has seen an angel. That’s the only way Hannah could think to describe it. After a while he began to try to talk to her, with little success.

Then one morning after breakfast he had spread his maps out on the table in the inn parlour and seemed to take longer than usual to mark out his route for the day. Every now and then he would look up and frown and then pore over the map again, tracing a way with his fingers. If it was an act it had worked. Effie went up to the table curiously and asked if he needed help.

Hannah said afterwards that she could almost hear the poor man’s heart beating when he looked up at Effie and smiled. They sat together for a while and Hannah watched as Effie bent over the map and seemed to be showing him the way. He kept shaking his head and pretending he didn’t understand. By  now Hannah was sure that it was pretence and she wasn’t at all surprised when Effie announced a little while later that she was going to show Captain Walton the way to the waterfall.

‘Shall I pack up some bait for you?’ her mother had asked.

‘No, I’m only going as far as the old cottage, then I can point out the way and come back.’

Effie had kept her word. But when she returned to the inn the lines of misery had eased from her face and she was even smiling. Then, gradually, Effie’s mood had changed. Instead of moping about or sulking in her room she had offered to help her mother, especially when looking after their guest, who started taking shorter and shorter walks and spending more time with his feet under the table. Eventually, even Jack had noticed that the handsome stranger was paying court to their daughter.

Hannah sighed when she remembered how pleased she and Jack had been when Effie and Captain Walton had come to them one evening after the pots were washed and asked their permission to marry. Jack had done the right thing — he’d said that Effie needed time to think and that the captain should come back after his next voyage and see if the lass felt the same way. Effie had sulked but Samuel, bless him, had taken her aside and told her that her father was quite right.

The next few months were spent in a fever of preparation. It seemed as though Effie didn’t want to allow herself time to think. They married the next time Samuel came home from sea.

Now, the coals shifted and settled in the hearth as a gust of wind rattled the window and blew soot down the chimney. Hannah shook her head as she thought of her headstrong daughter running wild on the hillside as she’d done when she was a child. When would Effie accept that now she was a grown woman with a bairn of her own? Hannah saw that the little one was watching her and she summoned a smile. Poor Josie, how on earth did she manage to be so happy and good-natured when the father who doted on her was away at sea for months on end and her mother barely acknowledged her existence?

[image: 001]

Halfway up the hill Effie stopped and turned to look down. The pale spring sunshine cast a watery glow on the grey slate roofs of the village below. Smoke rose from every chimney, to be caught by the wind and tossed up to join the clouds racing across the sky. But at least the smoke was dispersed. She couldn’t smell it - it didn’t fill her nostrils as it did at home in Wallsend.

Home? Was that really her home now? Her tidily comfortable house was in a fine square at the top of the hill. But below the square row upon row of cobbled streets lurched down towards the River Tyne. Narrow terraced dwellings housed large families of tired-looking people, many of them dirty and ragged.

The working day began before daylight. The air rang with the hammering and clanging from the many shipyards. The evil odours from the rope works and the tannery pressed down upon the huddled dwellings and even the rain was black with greasy soot.

Effie raised her face towards the sky and closed her eyes as she breathed in the sweet country air. The only sounds were the rustling of the wind through the grass and the bleating of the sheep on the hillsides. She felt faint drops of moisture on her face. It was trying to rain. Good! She hoped the heavens would open and she would get soaked and catch a chill. Then, surely her mother wouldn’t send her back to Samuel Walton!

And then another sound made her open her eyes and look down. The whistle of a train. Far below she could see the white steam rising as the train made its way along the valley bottom next to the river. It was the same river that ran past the bottom of the street where she lived with Samuel but, here, the waters were clean and sweet and sparkling as they rushed and gurgled over the stony bed, whereas by the time it had reached Wallsend it was murky and putrid, filled with human and industrial waste before it spilled its turgid contents into the North Sea.

Effie watched for a moment as three small children and a dog raced along the road that led through the village and to the station half a mile beyond. The children were waving to the passengers on the train while the dog leaped up and down, its feathered tail circling with furious joy. Someone on the train  was waving back to them. Effie could see something white, a handkerchief perhaps, at one of the windows.

And then, remembering how, if her mother had her way, she and Josie would have to board a train tomorrow at that very same station, Effie turned and fled further up the steep path towards the ruined cottage.

The earth floor of the main room was fouled with sheep and rabbit droppings. Birds nesting in the decaying rafters had left their mark on the rough stone walls. It had been like this for years. No one could remember the last time the cottage had been habitable, although Effie’s mother had told her that, when she was a girl, the village children had believed a witch had taken shelter there; and they had tormented her.

Hannah told Effie how they would gather outside and scream abuse, yelling things like, ‘Old granny witch, couldn’t catch a stitch!’ And then, when the poor old thing emerged, shaking her broom at them, they would flee, helter-skelter down the hillside, laughing fit to bust.

Then, one wintry day, it turned nasty. The old woman managed to swing her broom and catch one of the smaller lads across his backside. He slipped and fell on the rough frosty grass, catching his shins on the sharp edge of a boulder. Bawling and furious, he scrambled up and yelled, ‘I hope the devil takes you and I hope you burn in hell! That’s what happens to witches!’

A few nights later the folk in the village looked up the hillside to see a fierce red glow against the cold black sky. Unwilling at first, eventually some of the men, urged by their wives, went to see if the old beggar-wife needed help. By the time they arrived it was too late. They buried the remains of the old woman in an unmarked grave at the expense of the parish, and the soot-blaclsened hulk of the cottage was left to rot even further.

In all probability the old woman had caused the fire herself, perhaps heaping too many logs on her hearth in an effort to keep warm. But there were those who believed that some lads from the village had set the fire in petty revenge. Whatever the truth of it, after that no one went near the place. Until Effie and Ralph made it their own secret den as children.

There was a smaller room at the back almost untouched by the fire. They had cleared some of the rubble and brought bits and pieces from their respective homes. It had been easier for Ralph. Many of the rooms at Four Winds Hall were unused for most of the year and the furniture lay covered in dust sheets. A footstool, a folding card table, an old tapestry, a Persian rug - none of them had been missed.

Ralph had smuggled them out at night, lugging them across the moor top and down the hillside by moonlight to surprise Effie the next morning. Sometimes Effie wondered about the strange life he led and wondered whether he, like the household goods he’d made off with, would ever be missed if he didn’t return.

Effie had brought more mundane offerings to their pretend house: bowls, plates, cups and an old blanket that she’d found at the bottom of the linen press. She also brought food. Once Hannah realized what was going on and was convinced that it was harmless enough, she had allowed Effie to take bread and cheese and homemade cakes and a container of milk. Ralph, always hungry, it seemed, in spite of his parents’ supposed wealth, could contribute nothing to their feasts.

All these years later Effie could still remember how happy they’d been doing not much at all - simply talking and eating like two healthy little animals in their own lair, and sometimes, when they were replete, falling asleep curled up together on the old blanket.

How innocent they’d been. They had imagined that it would go on like this for ever, that they would always be friends. Perhaps Effie, as she began to leave childhood behind, began to dream of something more. There might be another home that they would share one day...

But she was only just starting to consider that wonderful possibility when Ralph - or rather his parents - had spoiled it all.

So she’d married Samuel Walton.

The rain that had been threatening began to fall. Effie went into the cottage and entered the small back room. Some of the furniture she and Ralph had smuggled there as children had gone - taken, no doubt, by passing vagrants.

But the rug was still there, and Effie crouched down and removed the cloth she had placed over a small wooden chest. Inside the chest was a cake wrapped in a cloth, and a bottle of brandy-wine. She’d brought them here days ago, certain that, as Ralph knew she was staying at the inn, he would come here to see her.

Why hadn’t he come?

She knew he was at Four Winds Hall. He’d been there a week now. The gossip in the village was that he’d quarrelled with his parents and he was there alone, apart from the servants. His parents were at their house in London. They spent more and more time there and, considering the state of the Hall, who could blame them? So there was no one to restrict his movements - not that they ever had done. So why hadn’t he come to this old childhood haunt? He must have known that she’d be there waiting for him.

Effie crouched down by the hearth. Now that the sky had clouded over the day had grown cold. Did she dare light a fire? The smoke from the chimney would be seen from the village. But did that matter? Now and then a tinker or two would make their home here - strangers, people who didn’t know that the place was supposed to be haunted by the ghost of a poor old woman. Local people kept away.

She kneeled down and began to clean out the hearth with the battered old fire irons that had lain there since she and Ralph were children. They’d never bothered to hide them and, if any passing stranger had made good use of them, they’d been welcome.

She’d known she was going to do this, of course. Why else had she brought old paper, orange peel and bundles of sticks? Why else over the past few weeks had she brought in logs, one at a time, and hidden them under a pile of stones? She had lain awake at nights in her old childhood room at the inn, praying that Ralph would come home from London while she was here. They would meet at the cottage as they had when they were children and they would eat and talk by the fire and they would ...

What would they do?

Burning with shame at her imaginings Effie had suppressed  the sound of her weeping lest she awaken Josie ... Samuel Walton’s child.

Why hadn’t Ralph come? Perhaps he thought that now she was a married woman she wouldn’t want to see her old friend. No ... even that day when he had told her that his parents wanted him to make a grand marriage, he had said they would always be friends. That nothing would make him forget her.

She took a match from the box and set fire to the kindling. Ralph would see the smoke. He would realize she was waiting. Surely he would come to her.

As the fire sparked and slowly came to life Effie sat back and took an envelope from her pocket. Samuel’s letter had arrived the very day that Ralph Lowther had returned to Four Winds Hall. She’d waited all these months hoping that he would come home, and when he had, this hateful letter had arrived at the same time. Even without knowing its contents her mother had told her that she had lingered long enough; and that she must go back to her husband’s home. But how could she without seeing Ralph?

Perhaps it was a sense of guilt that made her torture herself by taking out the letter and reading it again.


My dearest wife,

I send this from Bristol to tell you that I will be home with you and little Josie very soon. I have been away so long this time that I fear the child will think me a stranger. I hope you have been talking to her about me, showing her the portrait, telling her that the solemn-looking man in uniform is the father who loves her and who thinks of her every day that God sends. As I do you.

As you know, our cargo of earthenware, bottles and fine Newcastle glass was destined for New York. We had a rough crossing with mountainous seas. Even the most seaworthy of my crew, the experienced old hands, were glad when we made safe harbour.

How sad I was to be away from you and my little daughter at Christmastide. The Johansen family of New York made me welcome, as always. I believe I’ve told  you about them. Mr Johansen is a ship’s chandler, an honest one. No weak barrels or poor wine that turns to vinegar to be had from his store. Over the years I have become a friend as well as a valued customer.

Well, there I was, warm and snug, an honoured guest in his fine dwelling. He and his wife looked after me well in spite of their worries about their eldest son, Ethan, who was wounded at the battle of Chickamauga. But at least they have him home now, a hero who fought for the Union. And let us pray to God that the war that is dividing this great country will soon be over.

In spite of the luxury to be had at the Johansens’ home, I found myself thinking constantly of my own modest house and how I would rather be there with my two angels.

After leaving New York we sailed north for Boston to take on our return cargo of wheat and best American cured bacon and cheese, which was to be discharged at Bristol.

Where I am now!

How I long to see the mouth of the Tyne again. God willing, that will be in just one week. And this time, my darling, I have some good news for you.

Give little Josie a hug and a kiss from her loving father, and much love to you, my dear wife, from,

Your own Samuel



Effie frowned as she raised her eyes to stare into the fire. What could the good news be? Command of a larger vessel, which would mean more money to put in the bank? That was what good news meant to Samuel.

She glanced back at the letter and chewed on her lip anxiously. She had read out the interesting parts to her mother and father but she had not read all of it. She had told her mother that Samuel would be home before long, that was all. But if he had set sail from Bristol soon after posting the letter, Effie knew he could already be waiting in the house in Wallsend and wondering why she had not returned there. She ought to have packed up and left as soon as receiving it, but how could  she have gone once she knew that Ralph Lowther had come home?

Effie began to put the letter back in the envelope and then stopped and gazed at it. Impulsively she screwed it up and threw it on the fire. She watched it burn.

 



Ralph Lowther stood in the shadows and watched as Effie crouched by the fire, reading something. A lock of hair had escaped from its pins and a smudge of soot marked her cheek where she must have pushed it back impatiently. She was a married woman now, she’d had a child, but her figure was as slender and graceful as it had always been.

He held his breath. She hadn’t changed - and neither had his feelings for her. He’d known she was visiting her parents and he’d tried to stay away. But just now, when he’d looked out and seen the thin curl of smoke rising from the chimney of the ruined cottage, a host of memories had overwhelmed him. He’d had to come.

Suddenly Effie screwed up the papers she was holding and threw them in the fire. The paper caught alight and flared and, as it did, he moved forward, half stumbling on a loose stone. Startled, she turned to look. Her eyes widened and she began to rise. Her hands went to her breast as if she was having difficulty breathing. She swayed, and, frightened that she would fall on to the fire, he closed the distance between them.

‘I knew you’d come,’ she breathed softly before he clasped her in his arms.

He held her close, closer than he’d ever held her before. In fact he couldn’t remember a time in the past when they had stood like this, like a man and a woman, straining towards each other, melting against each other with the heat of desire.

Neither spoke. Then, she was the first to move away.

‘You took your time!’ she said.

‘I shouldn’t have come.’

‘Don’t say that! What harm is there? Why shouldn’t we meet? We’re old friends, aren’t we?’

‘Friends? We were just bairns ... playmates.’

Bairns, Effie thought. We’re no longer bairns. She looked at Ralph. A bonny lad had grown into a handsome young man.  But he was not her man. She looked up into his eyes, as blue as her own, and tried to see what he was thinking, but she couldn’t.

‘We were so close,’ she sighed. ‘Why did you have to spoil it all?’

‘I didn’t ... I mean I didn’t mean to.’

‘Why did you have to tell me about her? About Caroline?’

‘I didn’t say I liked her. I just said that my parents were hoping that something would come of it, that in a few years’ time we would make a match of it. That’s all.’

‘That’s all! Didn’t you know that I was beginning to hope that ... I mean, that we ...? Oh, you know what I mean!’

She dropped her head and covered her face with her hands, and he stared at her helplessly. The fire crackled in the grate, sending shadows leaping up the walls into the burned rafters. Outside the wind rose and the rain began in earnest. Instinctively Ralph edged nearer the warmth of the fire. Effie sensed rather than saw his movement and a small sob escaped her. He reached forward to take her hands and pull them away from her face. Her cheeks were wet with tears.

‘Yes, I know what you mean,’ he said softly. ‘But I never thought of you that way.’

She jerked back and pulled her hands away.

‘No, listen, you were just a bairn.’

‘Only two years younger than you!’

‘I know. But remember what a tomboy you were? How we ran and swam and climbed together? You were more like a little sister.’

‘Stop. I won’t listen.’ Now Effie covered her ears with her hands.

‘You must.’ Ralph captured her hands again and pulled them down. This time he held on to them tightly. ‘But that day - that day I told you that my parents hoped to make a match for me with Caroline, I thought we would laugh about it together. Laugh at the very idea of my marrying some spoiled young society lady.’

‘You said it would be a good idea!’

‘I didn’t!’

‘Yes you did. You said that when your uncle died you would be a baronet — a baronet without two farthings to rub together  and that Caroline’s money and your title would go well together!’

‘But I was joking!’

‘Were you?’ She stared at him challengingly.

‘Yes ... well ... I mean I had no thought of marrying Caroline — or anyone. I was just repeating what my parents said. The idea of marrying anyone hadn’t crossed my mind.’

‘Hadn’t it?’

‘Not until it was too late. When I saw the look in your eyes - the hurt - I realized straight away that your feelings for me had changed from simple friendship. And then, when you ran off, and wouldn’t come back when I called, and wouldn’t come to the door when I went to the inn, I realized something else - that my feelings had changed too. But it was too late.

‘My parents woke up to the fact that I might have made my own choice and they carried me off to London. The next time we came to Four Winds Hall I discovered that you were married. So I agreed to become engaged to Caroline Richardson.’

‘But you’re not married yet?’

‘No. Caroline’s father wants to make sure I work hard in the job he’s given me. Safeguard his daughter’s inheritance.’

‘And you and I haven’t seen each other since that summer.’

‘No.’

‘Have you thought about me?’

‘All the time. And you? Have you thought about me when you’re tucked up in bed with the good captain?’

‘Don’t speak like that! You have no right!’

‘No, I don’t suppose I have.’ Ralph half turned away from her. His expression was bleak as she gazed into the fire. ‘Effie,’ he said, ‘why did you come to the cottage?’

‘Why did you come?’

They were still holding hands and he felt her gentle tug as she sat down on the blanket, pulling him down beside her. Then she let go of his hands and opened the old wooden chest that had been there since they were children.

‘Perhaps I wanted to go back in time,’ she said. ‘Go back to the days when this old cottage was all the world to us.’ She took out two plates and a knife, unwrapped the cake and cut two generous slices. Then she opened the bottle of brandy-wine  and poured it into two pewter mugs. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Let’s eat together like we used to.’

‘I don’t remember us having brandy to drink,’ Ralph said. He took one of the mugs and sniffed the contents before taking a sip. He grinned appreciatively. ‘Good stuff. Does your father know you’ve got it?’

‘Of course not,’ she admitted, and she laughed. ‘Remember when I brought us a bottle of Madeira? We drank it as if it was cordial. I felt wonderful for a while - and then I was sick!’

‘Disgusting child.’

As they sipped the brandy and ate the raisin cake together in companionable silence they began to relax. Ralph noticed that her features softened. How beautiful she was, he thought, and how young and innocent she looked. But then she glanced up at him and all semblance of innocence was vanquished by the seductive challenge in her eyes.

He watched transfixed as she caught a stray crumb from the corner of her mouth with the pointed tip of her tongue and he felt his loins quicken. ‘No ...’ he breathed. ‘We mustn’t ...’

‘Mustn’t what?’ she whispered, and she moved towards him so that he could smell the brandy on her breath.

She took the cup from his hand and placed it on the floor with her own and then, instead of moving even nearer to him as he was expecting, she lay back on the rug and closed her eyes.

She didn’t speak and he watched the firelight play on her golden hair. He had difficulty breathing when, still without opening her eyes, Effie raised a graceful hand and began to open the buttons of her simple white blouse, revealing the creamy flesh at the hollow of her neck and the gentle swell of her breasts.

Then she stopped and he raised his eyes to see that she had half opened hers. Looking at him aslant through long lashes, she raised both her arms towards him. It was more than he could bear. Wordlessly he moved forward and covered her body with his own.

 



Hannah set the plates and the dish of stew before the men at the table and went over to check Josie, who had fallen asleep on the cushions again. The child’s face was flushed with happiness  and her doll lay forgotten for once on the rug nearby. Hannah stooped to pick it up and tuck it beside her granddaughter, then she straightened and crossed over to the window.

Where was the girl for heaven’s sake? What could she be thinking of staying out so long?

She was about to turn and take her place at the kitchen table when a flicker of a movement on the darkening hillside caught her eye. Someone was running down towards the inn. Hannah leaned forward and screwed up her eyes. The figure came nearer. It was Effie. Thank goodness.

And then Hannah noticed, even at this distance, that there was something about her daughter, something not right, a certain disorder, her hair flying wildly behind her. Hannah mumbled an excuse in the direction of the table and went out into the yard as if going to the privy. She closed the door behind her.

The air was cold, and damp from the recent rain. Hannah pulled her shawl across her body and waited silently as Effie drew nearer. She was standing in the shadows of the overhanging roof and she realized that her daughter could not see her. She stepped forward and Effie stopped her headlong flight, gasping with shock.

They stared at each other, and even in the gathering dusk Hannah could see the heightened colour of her daughter’s face and the unnatural brightness of her eyes.

‘Where hev you been?’

Effie raised her chin. ‘Walking.’

‘All this time?’

‘It rained. I took shelter in the old cottage.’

‘Aye. I saw the smoke from the chimney. Just had some kindling and matches handy, did you?’

Effie didn’t reply. She dropped her head and, raising one hand, started to fiddle with a strand of hair. Hannah moved towards her and Effie looked up quickly.

‘Here, you can’t go in like that. Let me tidy your hair for you.’ Hannah reined in her emotion as she pulled her daughter’s hair back and tried to tame it with the remaining hairpins. She could guess where the others were - and why they had fallen out.

‘Let me see.’ She stepped back and looked at Effie; then, she couldn’t help it, she raised her hand and brought it down across the girl’s face.

‘Why did you do that?’ Effie stepped back; her eyes were wide with shock and pain.

‘You know why.’

‘No!’

‘Divven’t lie to me, lass. I know Ralph Lowther’s home and I can tell he’s been with you in the cottage. And I can guess fine what you’ve been up to!’

‘But how...?’

‘Just one look at you. That’s how. Now for God’s sake do up that button on your blouse and come inside. I’ve telt him already that you must have been caught by the rain and taken shelter. And a fine job I had to stop him from going to look for you. I telt him I’d be offended if he didn’t sit and talk to Josie and hev some of my good mutton stew after his train journey.’

‘Telt him? Train journey? Who are you talking about?’ Effie’s face had drained of colour.

‘Samuel Walton, of course. Your lawfully wedded husband.’




ChapterTwo

January 1865

When the screaming began Samuel thrust the order book across the wooden counter towards his nephew and ran through the door that led from the shop into the house. Philip watched him go. His eyes widened for a moment, but then he shrugged and reached for the book. He turned it round to face him, took the pencil from behind his ear and carried on working.

The chandler’s shop was on the ground floor of the tall, double-fronted, terraced building on the quayside; the family lived on the upper floors. Samuel bounded up two flights of stairs to the bedroom he shared with his wife. The bedroom that he’d been banished from hours ago when the women had gathered to help Effie through her confinement.

By the time he reached the door the dreadful sounds had stopped. He paused, gripped the door handle and prayed with all his might that Effie was all right. When the screams started again he was both grateful and terrified. Grateful that the wife he loved beyond reason was still alive, and terrified that something had gone dreadfully wrong.

Samuel realized that he had been holding his breath and, letting it out in a low groan, he wrenched open the door and charged in. He would have crossed to the bed and taken Effie in his arms, but he was met by the formidable black-clad figure of his elder sister.

‘For heaven’s sake, Samuel, what are you doing? You are out of place here!’ she exclaimed in shocked tones.

Tall and spare, with unforgiving features, Charlotte Bertram  gripped his arms and with an icy stare defied him to venture further. On the tumbled bed his young wife stopped screaming and turned her head to stare at him wildly. Her mouth remained open and he could see how her breast rose and fell as she laboured for breath. Samuel’s heart lurched as he took in her distress.

Effie’s face was pale, her eyes huge and haunted, and her glorious golden hair hung in greasy madwoman’s locks. He took a step towards her, almost breaking free from his sister’s restraining hands, but Effie shook her head and, taking a breath between each word, she groaned, ‘Go — away - Samuel — leave - me - be.’

He remained there, unwilling to leave but not wanting to distress her further. He watched as Annie, their housemaid, mopped his wife’s brow with a clean linen towel. Then the midwife filled a cup with something from a flask and gave it to Effie to drink. When he saw Effie’s grimace Samuel clenched his fists and strained forward.

His sister pushed him back towards the door, whispering, ‘It’s all right, Samuel, it’s something to dull her pain.’

His emotions in turmoil, Samuel allowed himself to be ushered out of the room and down the stairs. But only as far as the first floor, to the sitting room, which was directly above the shop. Charlotte went with him.

She guided him to the wing-backed armchair near the hearth. ‘Sit there until you’ve pulled yourself together,’ she said. ‘You can’t serve customers looking like a wild man.’

She crossed to the tall windows, which looked out over the river, and drew the curtains against the darkening sky. The wind rattled the windowpanes and the red brocade curtains, which fell from ceiling height to the polished wooden floor, seemed to shiver away from the cold glass.

Samuel did as he was told but he shuddered as he gripped the arms of the chair.

‘Are you cold?’ Charlotte asked, deliberately ignoring the cause of the anguish pulling at her brother’s features. ‘Shall I build up the fire?’

Samuel nodded, but his eyes glazed over as he stared into the flames. He was trying to ignore the pitiful moans echoing down the stairwell. Normally he would not have allowed his  sister to risk her creaking joints like this, but he was hardly aware of what Charlotte was doing as she kneeled stiffly by the hearth and busied herself with the fire irons.

He heard the crackle as the coals settled under their new load, and then, a moment later, a hiss as Charlotte thrust the hot poker into a pewter jug of spiced wine kept standing at the side of the hearth. He was aware of her gasp of complaint as she rose slowly and a moment later he looked up to find her standing over him.

‘Drink this,’ she said, and she offered him his tankard. ‘And stay here until I call you. Philip is quite capable of minding the shop. We’ll stay open until eleven as usual.’

‘But — ’

Charlotte tried to mask her irritation with a smile. ‘Who knows, some skipper who’s sailing on the morning tide might just remember something he’s forgotten to buy. He’d not be pleased to find the chandler’s closed.’

Even in the state he was in, the pride in her voice brought a faint smile to Samuel’s lips. His widowed sister was proud of her only son. And, indeed, she had cause to be. Philip Bertram was only fourteen years old and he did not take after the Walton side of the family. He was hardly a sturdy specimen of virile manhood, but his brain was sharp and his memory phenomenal. He could certainly be trusted to mind the chandlery business for an hour or two.

Samuel roused himself enough to take the cup of wine and smile at Charlotte as he thanked her. Then both of them turned, startled, as a small sigh whispered out from the shadows at the far side of the long room.

‘What was that?’ Samuel asked, half rising.

‘It’s only the bairn,’ Charlotte told him as she walked towards the settle.

‘The bairn?’ He frowned, his mind befuddled by worry.

‘I mean Josie. Look, she must have fallen asleep.’

‘Poor little lass,’ Samuel said. ‘We forgot all about her.’

Charlotte’s voice was sharp as she demanded, ‘Well, I’ve had enough to do, haven’t I?’

‘No, I’m not blaming you. You’ve been with Effie and I’m grateful.’ He placed his cup of wine on a table beside his chair  and stood up. ‘I’ll mind Josie until Annie can be spared to put her to bed. Now go back to Effie ... please. And tell me when ... I mean ...’

‘I know what you mean. Just stay out of the way. And try not to worry. Effie is young and strong, and Jane Brewer is an experienced midwife.’

‘But why — ’ he began.

‘Why what?’ His sister sighed and looked impatient.

‘Why is Effie having such a bad time? There were no problems when Josie was born.’

‘Not all births are the same,’ Charlotte explained. Samuel could tell she thought it improper of him to ask but she remained patient. ‘Perhaps it’s a boy, this time. And, like all men, he’s starting off by making life difficult for the womenfolk!’

Samuel saw that with this attempt at humour his sister meant to comfort him. Charlotte was not usually given to jokes and laughter.

‘Perhaps you’re right.’ He tried to smile. ‘Go on, then. You’d better get back to her.’ But his sister had only got as far as opening the door when he called, ‘Wait.’

She turned to face him. ‘What is it?’ The unspoken ‘now’ hung in the air between them.

He stared at her helplessly, her impatient air forbidding him to say anything.

She sighed again and shook her head. ‘Sometimes you fuss too much, Samuel,’ she said.

Charlotte closed the door briskly. He knew very well that his sister thought he made too much of Effie. Many a time Charlotte had hinted that she believed his young wife to be spoiled. And in his heart he knew his sister was right. But he loved Effie so much that he couldn’t help indulging her. Especially as for months now he had been riven with guilt.

Josie sighed and murmured in her sleep; Samuel stirred himself and walked quietly over to where she lay on the settle. He looked down at his daughter and smiled fondly. She was not a pretty child; Charlotte had assured him that the toddler looked just as he had when he’d been that age.

Poor little thing, he thought with humour. She had a mother  who looked like an angel and Josie had inherited the looks and physique of her father’s side of the family. But she was not unattractive — at least not to a father’s eye. Her face was round and rosy with sleep and her dark lashes, unusually long, lay like silken crescents on her smooth cheeks.

She was clutching her doll. What did she call it? Susan? The poppet went everywhere with her. As he watched, the child stirred and loosened her hold. The doll rolled to the edge of the seat and Samuel leaned over to catch it before it fell to the floor. Not that it would have broken; it was a rag doll with a round, flat face and embroidered features, but Josie loved it and she would be distressed if she awoke and found it missing.

When he straightened up and made to replace the doll next to the child, he saw that his daughter’s eyes were open. She stared at him solemnly for a moment as if she was still in the land of dreams and then she smiled.

‘Papa,’ she said softly, drawing a rueful smile from him.

Such a good little soul his daughter was. So placid and uncomplaining. She never seemed to mind that her mother hardly had time for her. It wasn’t that Effie didn’t love her little girl, he mused. It was just that she had never truly taken to motherhood. But she was not unkind.

He remembered one day walking into their bedroom to find Effie sitting before her looking-glass as she wound her hair in curling rags. Not that she needed them, but she must have been trying out some new fashion. Josie had been sitting in the middle of the bed behind her mother, watching solemnly. Samuel had remained standing in the doorway, enchanted by the scene.

Mother and daughter had been so intent that they did not notice him and he backed away silently rather than interrupt such a feminine activity. Effie would become more of a mother as the child grew and became more interesting, he was sure of that.

Josie’s eyes closed and, after a moment of watchfulness, Samuel returned to his seat by the fire and his cup of spiced wine. And what of this new child? How would Effie take to it? She had not carried it willingly, he knew that.

A gust of wind blew down the chimney and sent a puff of smoke out across the room. Samuel stirred uneasily as he  remembered the night of this new child’s conception. He had come home from the sea that morning, full of love and anticipation, to find their old house cold and quiet. Effie had not been there to greet him.

Wanting to see her and tell her of his plans, he had made the journey to her parents’ home in the village of Moorburn only to find that she was out, walking in the hills, her mother had said. He remembered how flustered Hannah Dixon had seemed when the rain started and still Effie did not return. Hannah sat Josie on his knee and bustled around, warming broth for him and insisting that Effie would not be long.

And eventually his wife had come home. Damp with the rain and flushed from running. How beautiful she had been - and how subdued. He could have wished that she had been more pleased to see him but he put her hesitation down to surprise.

That night when they’d lain in bed he had told her that he would never be leaving her again. That, at last, he had saved enough money to open his own chandlery. They would be leaving their neat but cramped little house in Wallsend and be moving to the quayside, to one of the fine new properties built after the great fire. A property that would provide both the business premises and a fine apartment over the shop.

He had expected Effie to be excited but she had hardly spoken. Perhaps it had been too much for her to take in.

‘Aren’t you pleased, sweetheart?’ he had asked. And, not waiting for her answer, he had gathered her in his arms and begun to kiss her.

‘No, Samuel, don’t ...’ she’d breathed when she’d realized what was happening. She’d turned away from him.

‘Why, Effie? What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing ... please wait ... not tonight ... not here ...’

And now he burned with shame when he remembered how he’d ignored her gentle protests. He’d thought he’d understood her meaning. They were sleeping in her old bedroom in the inn, the bedroom she’d had since she’d been a child. Josie was in a crib at the foot of the bed and Effie’s parents lay sleeping in the very next room.

The poor girl had been embarrassed but he’d disregarded  her natural modesty. ‘It’s all right, sweetheart,’ he’d whispered. ‘You are my own darling wife. And all these long months I have dreamed of our being together again.’

Overcome with longing, he had made love to her. In the heat of passion he had mistaken the sounds she made as soft moans of pleasure. It was only afterwards, when he had held her gently and kissed her face, that he’d realized her cheeks were wet with tears.

His pleasure was spoiled with the realization that he had taken her against her will. She’d turned away from him, holding herself stiffly, and he’d lain awake for most of the night, falling asleep only when he’d vowed to himself that he would make things right between them.

But when he awoke the next morning Effie had already risen and taken the child downstairs to the kitchen. It had not been possible to talk to her, to say what he wanted to say. His wife had not been able to meet his eyes. He’d thought he’d understood why. And, somehow, he had allowed the time to pass without ever telling her how sorry he was.

Once they had left her parents’ inn she had never refused him again. Samuel had allowed himself to believe that he was forgiven. But he had never forgiven himself. And now he believed the baby that seemed so reluctant to enter this world must have been conceived that night. It was Effie who was paying the price for his sins.

‘Captain Walton?’

Samuel looked up to find that their housemaid had come into the room. ‘What is it, Annie?’ he asked. ‘Has Mrs Walton ... ?’

‘No, sir. Sit down. There’s no news yet. I’ve come to put Josie to bed.’ Annie moved towards the sleeping child but Samuel raised a hand. She paused and looked at him questioningly. ‘What is it, sir?’

‘Do you think ... do you think it will be long now?’

Annie sighed. ‘Poor Mrs Walton is exhausted. Mrs Brewer is letting her rest for a while and then I heard her say she might send for the doctor.’

‘Of course she must get the doctor if that’s what’s needed. Tell them I said so.’

‘I will, sir. But if you don’t mind my saying, Captain Walton, you look worse than your poor wife.’ The maidservant was concerned. ‘Why don’t you try and get some sleep? I promise I’ll wake you as soon as the baby’s born.’

Samuel rose from his chair. ‘Don’t waste time talking like this. Tell my sister not to let Mrs Brewer wait any longer. They must send for Dr Harris straight away.’

Annie’s eyes widened with shock at his curt tone. ‘Yes, sir.’

He gestured for her to stay a moment and tried to make amends with a rueful smile. ‘And it’s no use, Annie, I can’t sleep. Nor can I settle. I’m going to walk by the river. I won’t be far. Send Philip for me when the time comes.’

Samuel watched while Annie gathered up his sleeping daughter and he held the door wide for her to pass through. Then he hurried downstairs, took his overcoat from the stand near the front door and went out into the night.

 



Effie watched the two women through half-closed eyes. They had propped her up amongst the pillows, covered her loosely with a clean sheet, and withdrawn to the foot of the bed to talk together. Effie pressed her head down a little so that her face was shadowed but she strained to hear what they were saying.

Her husband’s sister leaned closer to the midwife as Jane Brewer shook her head. ‘The bairn’s lying the wrong way,’ the woman said quietly.

‘Can you turn it?’ Charlotte asked.

‘I’ve tried. But I’m not having much success. I think you should send for the doctor, like I said.’

Yes, for pity’s sake send for the doctor, Effie thought. I don’t think I can bear another moment of that stupid old woman poking and prodding!

She felt tears come to her eyes and scald their way down her cheeks. She turned her face into the pillows, trying to find some coolness, but the linen was hot and damp with her sweat.

She was aware that Annie had come back into the room. Plump, smug little Annie with her fresh pretty face, her neat ways and her air of calm efficiency. Samuel thought her the perfect maidservant and, try as she might, Effie had never been  able to fault her. But she had seen the way the girl looked at Samuel from the corner of her eyes; the way she lingered just too long behind his chair at the dining table. Effie knew only too well what it was like to yearn for a man she couldn’t have not to recognize Annie’s pain.

‘Here, Mrs Walton, drink this.’ Effie opened her eyes to find the midwife standing over her. ‘It will give you some ease until Dr Harris arrives. Annie is going for him now.’

Effie heaved herself up and drank from the cup that Mrs Brewer held. Immediately, it seemed, a wonderful warmth coursed through her tired body. She fell back and gave herself up to a delicious feeling of floating and, when the next pain came, it seemed almost as though it was happening to someone else; to some other poor woman.

‘That’s right, bonny lass,’ the midwife said quietly. ‘You sleep if you can. You’re going to need the rest.’

Was she sleeping? Effie wasn’t sure if she was or not. It certainly didn’t feel as though she was properly awake, and yet the bed she was lying in seemed to have detached itself from its proper place and was hovering, not exactly above the floor, but certainly in a different dimension from where the two women had taken their place at either side of the fire.

Effie could hear the low murmur of their voices but they seemed to be so far away...

Her lids became heavy and she closed her eyes - and almost sat straight up again because she was so startled. She had closed her eyes, hadn’t she? And yet she still seemed able to see her bedroom quite clearly. The bedroom she shared with her husband, Samuel Walton, with its fine oak furniture, oriental rugs and rose-coloured damask curtains.

Suddenly, above the sounds of the fire and the voices, she heard the wind rattling at the windowpanes and she turned her head and noticed that at one of the windows the curtains hadn’t been completely closed. She could see the black winter sky and the clouds racing across the face of the moon.

She was caught up in the wild movement. The clouds are trying to drag the moon away, she thought, and she laughed. The two women stopped talking and she heard the rustle of stiff skirt fabric as her sister-in-law rose from her chair; then  the creak of floorboards as she tiptoed towards the bed. Effie pressed herself further down into the pillows.

She felt a shadow fall over her and then it moved away.

‘Is she all right?’ Jane Brewer asked softly.

‘Asleep, I think,’ Charlotte Bertram answered. ‘She must have been dreaming. Do you think she could be delirious?’

‘No, it takes them that way, the draught I’ve given her. It takes away the pain but it brings on dreams. Some say it’s wicked to let a woman dream when she’s having her birth pangs. They say it’s wicked to give her ease; they say the pain is necessary. But I don’t hold with that. Let the poor lass dream, I say, and I hope it brings some comfort to her.’

The voices droned on. Effie heard the doctor mentioned and the fact that he shouldn’t be long now. Then her attention was caught once more by the rattling windowpane and the view beyond.

The wind is from the sea, she thought. It is blowing in from the German Ocean, in towards the city and then to the hills beyond. It is taking the moon with it. And, if I could reach the window and open it, it would take me too ...

She smiled as she pictured the amazement on the two women’s faces as the wind gathered her up and carried her away. They would rush to the window and shake their heads and then they would call to Samuel to leap up and catch his errant wife by the hem of her nightgown and pull her earthwards.

But he would be too late. She would be gone, flying through the sky as effortlessly as the clouds, with the babe still in her womb, going back to where she had conceived it. For she knew in her heart that Samuel was not the father.

Ralph would be waiting for her in the ruined cottage. The wind would drop her gently on the hillside and she would run, light as thistledown, to the home that her true love would have prepared for them. For the three of them to live as man, wife and child.

She was there. She could feel the cool breeze on her face, lifting her hair and pressing the folds of her nightgown against her swollen body. The frozen grass felt like cool feathers against the bare skin of her feet, and the warmth of the fire in the cottage hearth was drawing her towards the open door.

Ralph was standing in the doorway. As soon as he saw her he ran towards her and took hold of her hands and drew her into the cottage ... their cottage.

Effie moaned in her sleep. ‘Ralph ...’ she whispered. ‘Ralph, I knew you would wait for me ...’

Charlotte had heard her. ‘What did she say?’

Jane Brewer glanced at the unsmiling woman uneasily. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear properly.’

‘I thought she called for someone.’ Charlotte placed her hands on the arms of her chair and prepared to push herself up.

‘No, I don’t think so. But diwen’t stir yourself, Mrs Bertram,’ Jane Brewer told her. ‘I’ll see to the lass.’

 



Outside the cottage the wind was blowing across the hill top. Inside Effie could hear occasional crackling from the burning logs in the hearth and Ralph’s soft breathing as she lay in his arms.

But where were those voices coming from? Surely they were alone in the cottage? Effie moved away from her lover slightly and turned her head. The walls of the cottage were indistinct. The firelight seemed to cast strange shadows. The shadows moved but took no shape. There was no one there. And yet the voices continued. She strained to listen. Then the voices faded.

 



The midwife looked down at her patient. She had lied to the captain’s sister, for she had heard only too well what the poor lass had said. And now Captain Walton’s young wife was moving her head from side to side as if in distress. But Jane had guessed that it wasn’t pain that was prompting the fevered movements. It was desire.

It happened sometimes. That’s why the doctors — all men, of course — were so against giving certain draughts to ease the pain of childbirth. They were frightened that the poor things would be sexually excited. And most men believed that women had no right to enjoy the pleasures of love. At least not good women.

And what about this poor young woman who was having such a hard time of it? Was she a good woman? It seemed as if she might not be. Who was she dreaming of now in her brief  respite from pain? Ralph, she had called. That was not her husband’s name. Captain Walton, good solid citizen that he was, was called Samuel. Could it be that his beautiful young wife was dreaming of another man?

Jane dipped a clean rag in the bowl of rose-scented water and mopped Effie’s brow gently.

‘Whisht,’ she whispered. She glanced over her shoulder furtively, then leaned closer to her patient. ‘Calm yourself, pet. If you can hear what I’m saying then take a warning. Dream on, little lass, but do it quietly. Life’s hard and I can’t bring myself to condemn you. Old Jane’ll keep your secret, never fear.’

 



‘What is it?’ Ralph murmured as he drew Effie back into his arms.

‘Did you hear something just now?’ she asked.

‘No ... we are alone ... come here ...’


And he silenced her with kisses.

 



Jane straightened up and put the cloth back on the bedside table. The young woman seemed to have heard and understood what she had said for, after a moment of stillness, she had smiled as if in agreement.

Seeing that she had settled, the midwife returned to her seat by the fire.

‘What were you saying to her?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Nowt of consequence, Mrs Bertram. Just telling the lass not to worry, the doctor’s on his way.’

And I hope he gets here soon, Jane thought. She had been at many a difficult birth and the way this one was going was more worrying than she liked to admit.

 



‘Captain Walton ... is that you?’

Samuel Walton peered through the mist in the direction of the voice. It was past midnight, and around each gaslamp on the quayside there was a pool of glistening light, but in between them stretched areas of darkness. In one of those areas a light was moving, coming his way.

The light was about three feet from the ground and it swayed  to and fro. The beams it sent out, although intense, were blurred and could barely penetrate the fog that had rolled in from the sea.

‘Aye, it’s me,’ he said when a figure emerged and was revealed to be old Ben, the night watchman from a nearby warehouse. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your eyesight, Ben.’

‘Nay, Captain, I guessed it was you. At least I hoped it was. I wouldn’t hev liked to take on a fellow your size if you’d proved to be a bad ’un.’

‘It’s a cold night for you to be out, Ben.’

‘For a man of my years, d’you mean?’

Samuel looked down into the old sailor’s face and saw the humour there. ‘Aye, I suppose I do.’

‘I should hev put a bit more by in me youth, shouldn’t I? Set meself up in a nice little business like you hev? In a smaller way, of course. I sometimes used to dream of owning a respectable lodging house. Not like one of those in the backstreets up there. I would’ve had good food and a clean bed always ready for a seafaring man. But I spent all me money on drink and bonny women and me dreams came to nowt.’

The old sailor gazed down at the wet cobblestones for a moment and then, in the ensuing silence, he suddenly raised his lantern and studied Samuel Walton’s face.

‘Do you regret it, Captain Walton?’

‘Regret? What should I regret?’

‘Listen,’ Ben said, and he swung the lantern towards the river and cocked his head as he stood very still.

‘What am I listening for?’

‘Whisht and you’ll hear it calling.’

The mist swirled around them and at first Samuel heard only the lapping of water against the quay wall. He knew the tide was coming in and he could visualize the swell and the rocking of the many vessels in their moorings. And then he heard voices echoing through the mist. Quiet commands and men calling to each other as they prepared to sail on the turn.

‘You know what I mean,’ Ben said.

Samuel shook his head.

‘Yes, you do. Just think what it would be like to sail on the morning tide with one of these vessels. The wind whistling  amongst sails, the spray dashing on the deck. And don’t tell me you don’t feel the pull of them faraway ports ... other lands, other climes. That’s what’s calling you.’

The old sailor held the lantern steady. His gaze was challenging. But Samuel, after a moment of surprised hesitation, began to smile. ‘You’re quite a poet, Ben,’ he said. ‘And, aye, I do miss the seafaring life. But there was something, someone, I missed even more.’

Ben nodded. ‘Your bonny young wife.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And how is Mrs Walton? She must be near her time?’

‘The bairn’s on its way.’

‘Then what are you doing out here, Captain?’

Samuel grinned. ‘I was getting underfoot. They told me it would be a while yet.’ The smile vanished and his voice sank almost to a whisper. ‘Poor Effie ...’

The old sailor studied the big man’s face for a moment and then he said, ‘Diwen’t worry, Captain, hinny. It’s not like it’s the first time. Mrs Walton’s given you one bonny bairn and this time it’ll be easier. Now, I’d best be on my rounds. And if you take my advice, you’ll gan back and sit like a good quiet man by the fire. Diwen’t let the women drive you from your own house! Good night to you, Captain Walton.’

‘Good night, Ben.’

Samuel watched the old man walk away. Ben had misunderstood. His sister hadn’t told him to leave the house, she had only told him to keep quiet and stop fussing. But he hadn’t been able to settle by the fire. How could he when Effie’s cries of distress had served to remind him of how cruelly he had treated her the night he’d come home from the sea?

If only Effie had wanted him to stay! He would have ignored Charlotte and taken his young wife in his arms, done anything he could to ease her pain, but he had been banished from her presence.

Suddenly he heard something behind him. Footsteps, running footsteps, muffled by the fog. ‘Is that you, Philip?’

Was it his nephew coming to get him? To tell him that his child had been born?

The footsteps stopped. There was silence. No, not quite  silence. Samuel heard the gasp of an indrawn breath. He swung round to peer into the shadows.

‘Philip?’ he called again.

But he knew it wasn’t his nephew. He could almost sense the fear radiating from whoever it was who now appeared through the swirling mist: a small figure, hunched down as if wishing that the ground would open up and swallow him.

‘Who is it?’ Samuel said softly. ‘You have no need to fear me.’

‘Captain Walton?’ A child’s voice quavered through the shadows.

Samuel thought he recognized it as belonging to one of the street urchins who regularly dodged along the quayside seeing what he could beg or steal to keep his pitiful scrap of a body and soul together.

‘Is that Tom? Tom Sutton?’

‘Whisht! Diwen’t tell.’ It was Tom.

‘Tell what?’ Samuel asked. The child remained silent. ‘Oh, I see. Who’s after you?’

‘Fox,’ came the scared reply. ‘Fox Telford.’

And then they both heard the cry, ‘Where are you, you little varmint? I’ll catch you and I’ll thrash the life out of you!’

God help the lad if he’s angered Fox, Samuel thought. ‘What have you done?’

‘Helped meself to a bit supper.’ The lad’s voice was wavering but, nevertheless, Samuel heard the humour in it. Tom moved uncertainly towards him. ‘Will yer help us?’ he whispered.

Samuel saw now that he was clutching a whole roast chicken; a bit supper indeed! Tom must have seen the captain’s eyes widen for he said defensively, ‘I’ll be sharing it with me marras.’ He meant his pals.

‘Here, stuff that chicken down your jacket,’ Samuel whispered urgently. ‘Do the buttons up tight. Don’t drop it.’

Tom looked surprised but he did as he was told and then he uttered a faint yelp as Samuel picked him up and swung him through the air towards the river.

‘For God’s sake, Captain, diwen’t drown us!’ he gasped. He began to kick out with his matchstick legs. Samuel guessed the poor bairn didn’t know what to fear most, being caught by Fox  Telford or being dropped into the freezing river by the man he’d thought was helping him.

‘Stop that and hold your tongue!’ Samuel urged as he manoeuvred the lad over the side of the quay and began lowering him towards the water. ‘The steps,’ he said quietly, ‘feel for the steps.’

The light of understanding shone in Tom’s eyes and he grinned as he stretched his legs downwards. Samuel let go of him the moment the lad’s bare feet found purchase on the set of stone landing steps cut at right angles into the quayside.

‘Duck down but take care,’ Samuel warned. ‘Don’t slip. I don’t fancy coming in after you.’

‘God bless you, Captain. I’ll not forget this.’

Samuel straightened up and turned to face the moving shadows. Barely a second later Fox Telford burst into the circle of light cast by the nearest lamp. He pulled up sharp and stared at Samuel suspiciously. He took a moment to get his breath back and then he said, ‘Captain Walton. Are you alone?’

‘You can see I am.’

‘I thought I heard voices.’

‘No doubt you did.’

Samuel nodded towards a tall-masted schooner dipping and swaying on the rising tide. The murmur of the crew’s conversation carried through the mist.

The man scowled but he hesitated as if unwilling to challenge such a respectable citizen. Fox Telford kept a disreputable lodging house, in a narrow backstreet, that catered for light-fingered thieves and housebreakers. There they could both fence their stolen goods and spend the proceeds on food, ale and accommodation. It was rumoured that Fox himself was the mastermind behind many a big robbery and that he had no need to live here, and in such squalor.

The fare was good and Fox asked no questions so long as his customers paid up promptly. But the man had a filthy temper, and it was well known that even the most daring of criminals would not have attempted to cheat him. It was rumoured that one who had had vanished without trace. Murdered, probably, and the body dumped either in the stagnant  cesspit, which was never cleared, behind the lodging house, or in the river to be carried away on the tide.

Samuel was aware that the lodging-house keeper had edged closer and was eyeing him suspiciously. The red hair that had earned him his nickname glinted in the lamplight. His sharp features were alert as if sniffing out his prey. Instinctively Samuel drew himself up. He was a bigger man and should have had the advantage, except that the innkeeper was lithe and sinewy and had felled many a hulking brute who had attempted to better him in the past.

‘Did you see anyone run this way?’ Fox asked.

‘Anyone?’

‘A lad. A raggy-arsed little brat.’

‘What’s he done?’

‘The light-fingered villain took a roast chicken. The range was hot and I’d left the back door open. I was busy serving suppers. I was in and out of the kitchen.’

‘How do you know anything was taken?’

‘Because I saw him. I came back in just in time to catch sight of him sneaking out with the chicken under his arm. Fast as lightning he was. Led me a merry dance through the alleys. Lost sight of him for a while but then I glimpsed him heading down to the quayside. But I’m wasting time. Did you see him or not?’

‘Yes I did.’

Samuel imagined he heard an indrawn breath from the steps where Tom was hiding just a few short feet away. But perhaps it was only the lapping and sighing of the water.

‘So where is he?’

‘You’re right. You heard me talking to him. I asked him what he was up to and he gave me a mouthful of cheek. Then he took off. That way.’

Samuel pointed downriver towards the older buildings where small businesses and ancient warehouses existed alongside derelict properties.

Fox stared at Samuel as if assessing whether he could believe this information. Then: ‘Right,’ he said. ‘You’ve wasted my time, Captain Walton. If that’s the way he went he could be anywhere in those festering slums along with the other wretched  brats that plague our streets. I’ll never catch him now, will I? And perhaps that’s what you wanted, eh?’

‘It’s only a roast chicken, Fox. I’ll pay for it.’

‘Keep your money. That’s not the point. No one steals owt from me. Brats like that have got to learn that. I’ll not forget this, Captain Walton.’

The lodging-house keeper stared at him balefully for a moment and then turned to go. Samuel was left wondering whether Fox had meant that he wouldn’t forget that the lad had dared steal from him or that he, Samuel, had conspired to help the miscreant evade rough justice. Both, probably.

‘Thanks, Captain.’

Samuel turned to see Tom’s pale face peering over the edge of the quay. He leaned forward to reach out and help him climb the slippery steps. ‘You took a risk, there, lad,’ he said. He found that he couldn’t condemn what the youngster had done. How else was he supposed to survive?

‘I know.’ Tom was already beginning to edge away. ‘I’d better be off. They’ll be waiting.’

‘Who?’

‘You know. I telt yer. Me marras.’

Samuel sighed. Tom could be no more than seven or eight years old and he could well imagine his friends: a ragged bunch of children, orphaned or abandoned and left to fend for themselves. They lived on the streets; huddled in doorways or in long-abandoned buildings, surrounded by filth and squalor. God help them all.

Some good citizens made it their business to try to ease their plight: round them up and send them off to institutions where the poor bairns were cleaned and fed but treated as if it was their own fault that they were poor. Understandably, some of them resisted, preferring to live on the streets, where they ended up either dead or living lives of crime.

And then there were the soup kitchens where good women of the town cooked and distributed wholesome meals. Samuel himself contributed food and money to one of them. But he knew much more would have to be done.

‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Away with you. And enjoy your supper.’

The lad grinned and then seemed to melt like a wraith into the mist. Samuel shook his head. Poor bairn. He wondered how long Tom had been living like this. Had he ever had a proper home with a mother and father to care for him and worry where he was at night? Or had he been born on the streets to some poor wretch who had either died or left him to fend for himself as soon as he could?
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