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  This book is a work of fiction and is entirely a product of the author’s imagination. All the characters are fictitious and any similarity to real

  persons is purely coincidental.




  







  With the deepest admiration this book is respectfully dedicated to the fishermen of Grimsby, their wives and families.




  







  Part One




  







  One




  ‘Let me go. I’m not what you think.’ The girl’s terrified voice echoed along the dark, wet streets. ‘Please – no – please

  don’t.’




  ‘Don’t lie to me. You’re one of Aggie Turnbull’s sluts.’ The man holding her laughed cruelly. ‘I saw you come out of her house just now.’




  ‘No – no. I’m not.’ The girl struggled but was no match for his grip.




  From an alleyway opposite, Jeannie watched the figures silhouetted against the light that spilled out from the windows of the Fisherman’s Rest.




  She had been hurrying along the deserted streets, anxious to find lodgings, when she had seen five or six young men lurch out of the pub on the corner. The sound of laughter from inside followed

  them into the night. Immediately, she had melted into the shadows until they moved on. But the group stood on the pavement, gathered around one of their number who seemed even worse for drink than

  the rest.




  ‘We should get him home,’ one of the young men said. ‘If he doesn’t get to the church for eleven in the morning, upstanding and sober, there’ll be hell to

  pay.’




  ‘Oh give it a rest, Edwin,’ was the disdainful answer. ‘It’s his last night of bachelorhood. Let the poor chap have a good time, eh?’




  ‘Sorry, I’m sure. But I’d have thought you of all people, Francis, ought to be looking after Robert. That’s what a best man is supposed to do, isn’t it?’




  The other laughed loudly. ‘Maybe, but it’s high time our brother cut loose the apron strings and had a little fun. And if tonight’s his last night of freedom then . .

  .’




  Jeannie heard the one addressed as Edwin mutter some reply, but, from across the street, she could no longer distinguish exactly what he said.




  His brother’s voice was clear. ‘Then you run along home to dear Mama, Baby Boy, and leave us men to drink this town dry before the morning.’ She saw him raise his hand and pat

  Edwin on his cheek with such a condescending gesture that Jeannie herself almost stepped out of the shadows and slapped him back.




  They were beginning to move off down the street, half carrying, half dragging the befuddled bridegroom-to-be between them. Still Jeannie stayed hidden. Then she noticed the figure of a girl

  emerge from one of the houses a few yards down the street. Pulling her shawl about her head and hunching her shoulders, the girl tried to scuttle past the young men, but a hand shot out and grasped

  her arm.




  ‘Oho, what have we here?’ Jeannie heard Francis’s languid voice raised again. ‘A little bit of skirt for you, Robert, my boy. One of Aggie’s girls.’




  It was then that Jeannie heard the girl’s frightened denial. Instinctively, she moved forward out of the shadows.




  ‘Leave her be, Francis,’ came Edwin’s voice, but his protests were drowned by the general shout of approval.




  ‘If she’s one of Aggie’s trollops, she’s fair game.’




  There was laughter now from all except Edwin and the bridegroom who seemed barely conscious. He was unable to stand without support and his head lolled against one of those who held him

  upright.




  The girl began to struggle, her screams echoing down the street.




  ‘Leave her alone,’ Edwin persisted. Still fast hold of the girl with one hand, Francis turned and shoved his brother in the chest. Edwin fell backwards into the road as the others

  dragged the girl and the semi-conscious bridegroom towards an alley between two houses.




  Jeannie dropped the bundle of her belongings and ran forward.




  Pausing only a second, she heard their crude comments.




  ‘Prove yourself a man.’




  ‘Your bride’ll thank you tomorrow night, Robert.’




  ‘My turn next.’




  And then again came the petrified girl’s screams that now went on and on.




  Enraged and without thought for her own safety, Jeannie ran past Edwin, struggling to rise from the roadway, and plunged into the blackness of the alleyway.




  She pushed and shoved her way amongst them, her fists flailing, not caring whom she hit, just forcing her way through. ‘Let her go. You’re animals . . .’ She was standing now

  above the two on the ground. The young man lay motionless, sprawled on top of the girl. Squatting beside them, Francis was tearing at the girl’s clothing, ripping away her blouse to expose a

  white mound of flesh and then pushing the face of his drunken brother into her bosom. ‘How’s that feel, eh, Robert? Good, is it?’




  Jeannie reached out and grasped Francis’s hair with her strong fingers, jerking him with such unexpected force that he gave a cry of pain and fell backwards, clattering against a bin and

  its surrounding mound of rubbish. Then she bent and pushed the inert young man away. There was not an ounce of resistance in him and he slid off the girl and rolled over on to his back, his eyes

  staring up at Jeannie with a glazed, stupid look. She bent over him, straining in the darkness to see his features. She intended to remember him and all his cronies. He blinked once or twice as if

  trying to focus on her face.




  ‘I dinna know who you are, but I’ll no’ forget you,’ she hissed at him. ‘You should be ashamed of yoursel’.’




  She straightened and now pulled the girl up. Turning, she made to return to the street, but Francis had regained his feet and was barring their way.




  Through clenched teeth, Jeannie said, ‘Get oot of ma way.’




  There was a strange silence for a moment and then Francis threw back his head and laughed. ‘Why, it’s only a fisher lass. A Scottie. And we all know about them, don’t we,

  chaps? Following the herring fleet down the coast, like camp followers . . .’




  ‘How dare you—’ Jeannie began and then she did what she had been wanting to do since she had seen this man’s attitude towards the young man called Edwin. She smacked

  Francis’s cheek so hard that it stung her own hand.




  For an instant he gawped at her, unable to believe her audacity. ‘You little—’ he began, but whatever he had been about to say, or do, was cut short by Edwin stumbling into the

  alleyway and calling urgently, ‘Come on, there’s a policeman walking down the street. Let’s get out of here.’




  Suddenly, there was a lot of pushing and shoving and scrambling towards the opening into the road and Jeannie and the girl found themselves pushed backwards so that they fell over the prostrate

  young man and sprawled on the cobblestones beside him.




  The superior voice of Francis rang through the night air. ‘Just a little fun, constable. Out on a stag night and we encountered these two street girls . . .’




  Red rage misted Jeannie’s eyes as she struggled to her feet once more. ‘I’m no such thing. I’ll tell you what happened . . .’ Emerging from the darkness, she pushed

  her way through to stand facing the black-uniformed officer.




  ‘Now, now.’ The man held up his hand, palm outwards, placatingly. ‘We don’t want any trouble. You and your friends be on your way, Mr Francis, and as for you, young

  woman, you’d best not let me catch you on any street corners for the rest of tonight.’




  ‘How dare—’ she began again, but felt a warning hand on her arm and heard Edwin whisper, ‘Leave it. For heaven’s sake leave it, else he’ll run you

  in.’




  Jeannie clamped her mouth shut but her eyes flashed in the darkness. Edwin was pulling her arm and saying quietly, ‘Come on. Let’s get them out of that alley and home.’




  To her surprise, when she walked back into the alleyway, it was to find the girl trying to help the young man up.




  Jeannie paused. Had she made a terrible mistake? Was this girl what the young men had implied? Maybe she was known to them. At Edwin’s next action, this thought seemed to be confirmed.




  ‘Here,’ he said to the girl. ‘I’m sorry about tonight. You’re not hurt, are you? Please.’ He pressed something into her hand. ‘Please take this. We

  – your dress is spoilt. I – I am sorry, truly I am.’




  Silent now, Jeannie stood back, just watching as Edwin pulled his brother to his feet. The young man stood there swaying, shaking his head as if trying to clear it.




  ‘Come on, Robert old chap. What Mother will have to say about this, I dread to think.’




  Staggering a little as the one leant heavily upon the other, they moved towards the street. As they passed close to Jeannie, the bridegroom-to-be raised his head and looked straight into her

  eyes. She saw him open his mouth, lick his lips and then in a cracked whisper, he said, ‘I’m so sorry.’




  ‘So you should be,’ Jeannie muttered, still outraged. ‘But I dinna suppose you’ll mind anything about it by the morning.’




  ‘I’m hoping very much that he won’t remember,’ Edwin said with feeling.




  As they emerged from the shadows, the constable said, ‘Oh ’tis you, Mr Robert and Mr Edwin. Ah well, I see now . . .’ The man laughed and nodded towards Francis. ‘But

  you’d best be getting him home, Mr Francis, if you’re to get him to his wedding tomorrow.’




  And then they were gone, lurching down the street to hail a cab on the corner and disappear.




  ‘Good riddance,’ Jeannie muttered and then turned to the girl, who was still standing in the shadows, sniffling miserably and trying to cover herself with the torn fabric of her

  dress.




  ‘Come on,’ Jeannie said, kindly but with a hint of the exasperation one might use to a wayward child. ‘Let’s get you home. Where d’you live?’




  ‘Baldock Street.’




  ‘Where’s that? Is it far?’




  ‘No, no. It’s the next street but one.’




  ‘Right. I’ll see you safe home and then . . . Now, where did I drop ma things?’




  







  Two




  On her arrival in Havelock earlier that evening, Jeannie had felt compelled to go down to the docks, to walk along the quays out to the end of one of the piers until she stood

  surrounded by the sea, willing her father’s boat to appear on the horizon. But in the gathering dusk, there was not a single vessel coming in from the heaving sea, past the lightship and into

  the mouth of the Humber.




  Behind her, alongside the jetties, a forest of masts and funnels swayed with the motion of the water beneath them and the wind that howled around them. The local trawlers had all made safe

  harbour on the evening tide and already their crews were gone, enjoying their brief time ashore before sailing for the fishing grounds once more. But now came the lumpers, the men who unloaded the

  fish on to the pontoon for the early-morning fish market on the dockside. Already several were beginning to gather in the hope of a night’s work.




  And with the morning tide would come the Scottish herring boats. Perhaps her father’s little steam drifter would be amongst them.




  Jeannie clasped the shawl that was in danger of being whipped away and drew it around her head and shoulders. Instead of giving warmth, the sodden garment made her shiver and, with sudden

  determination, she picked up her bundle, turned and marched along the pier, without glancing back, even just once more, towards the sea. She hurried along the quayside, taking care to keep her

  bright red hair hidden beneath her shawl. Maybe this far south, she told herself, the fisherfolk did not have the same superstition, but back home in Scotland, she knew of two fishermen who refused

  to put to sea if they saw a red-haired woman just before they were about to set sail. Jeannie had no wish to upset the folk here. She needed to find work and even if it meant tying a scarf around

  her head so tightly that she appeared bald, then she’d do it. There was no way she could hide the peppering of freckles across her nose, nor her green eyes, but in the dusk of the September

  evening she was just a tall, slim figure hurrying home, even though, as yet, she thought ruefully, she had not found a place to call ‘home’.




  Ignoring raucous shouts from the men, she turned in the direction of the streets of back-to-back houses close to the docks where the fisherfolk lived. It was beginning to rain and, in the narrow

  streets, darkness had already closed in. She regretted her foolishness in staying so long looking out to sea for a boat that she knew, in her heart of hearts, would never come home again. Yet the

  compulsion was still strong. She could not believe, even yet, that the big, laughing man who had been her father – who was her father, she told herself fiercely – could be gone

  for ever.




  Now, with her arm about the sobbing girl, Jeannie hurried her along, patting her shoulder every so often and murmuring, ‘There, there, hen. You’re safe now.’ But inwardly she

  was cursing her own stupidity for having lingered so long at the docks. It was getting late and, soaked to the skin and still trembling with anger, Jeannie doubted she would find a place to stay

  for the night.




  She glanced down at the thin little figure cowering against her and clinging to her arm. The girl only looked fourteen or fifteen. She ought to have more sense than to be wandering the streets

  alone at this hour, Jeannie thought. What sort of family allowed such a young girl to be out alone?




  ‘This is where I live,’ the girl said. ‘Down here, second house in the row. Number four.’




  ‘I’ll see you to your door, then I must be away.’




  ‘Go the back way, down the alley,’ the girl said. ‘Me mam’ll have a fit if we knock at the front door.’




  Your mam’ll have a fit anyway, Jeannie wanted to say, when she sees the state you’re in. She said nothing but rapped sharply on the back door of the girl’s home and, when it

  was flung open, she found herself facing the tallest, broadest man she had ever seen. She had thought her father big, in every sense of the word, but this man would have dwarfed even Angus

  Buchanan.




  ‘Grace.’ His voice was as cavernous as his frame. He reached out towards her with huge, calloused hands, taking her into his arms as she threw herself against him and burst into a

  storm of weeping.




  ‘It wasn’t my fault, Dad,’ Grace was sobbing. ‘They – they attacked me. They – they thought I was – that I was . . .’




  His mouth tightened and swift anger darkened his eyes as, over her head, his stern gaze met Jeannie’s. The man didn’t need to speak for her to read from his expression just what he

  was thinking.




  Lifting her chin defiantly, she said, ‘I ken your daughter is no’ what they thought and neither am I. But if that’s a’ the thanks I get for trying to help her, then

  I’ll be on ma way.’




  ‘Wait!’ The word was like the crack of a sail in a force nine gale. ‘I’m sorry if I misjudged you, girl. Please come in. I want to know what happened.’




  His arm still about Grace’s shoulders, he turned and led the way through the scullery and into the kitchen of the terraced house, leaving Jeannie to step inside and close the door behind

  her.




  A woman straightened up from bending over the range and looked towards them, her glance taking in, with a look of horror, the young girl’s dishevelled appearance. Now Grace pulled herself

  from her father’s arms and flung herself towards the older woman, sobbing wildly, ‘Oh Mam, Mam.’




  The woman did not at once take her into her embrace, but held her firmly by the shoulders at arm’s length. ‘Are you hurt, hen? Tell me at once, now?’




  The girl shook her head. ‘No, no. Not the way you mean. Not – not that . . .’




  Jeannie was staring at the girl’s mother. In the warm room after the cold of the wet night and added to the fact that she had not eaten all day, Jeannie’s legs felt suddenly weak.

  She passed the back of her hand across her brow and the room swam before her.




  ‘George,’ she heard the woman’s voice say again. ‘George, yon lassie’s about to pass out. Catch hold of her . . .’




  She felt as if she were waking up from sleep, but as she stirred and consciousness returned, Jeannie became aware that she was lying on a hard, horsehair sofa and that faces,

  in shadow from the light behind them, were bending over her. She struggled to rise, but gentle hands pressed her back. ‘Lie still, hen. And drink this. Why, you’re soaked to the

  skin.’ The woman’s motherly hands touched her shoulder.




  Gratefully, Jeannie pulled herself up to a sitting position and took the proffered steaming cup of tea. Sipping it, the sudden warmth to her cold body made her shiver.




  ‘You’ll be catching a chill. Drink that and then we’ll get you out of those wet things.’




  The woman turned now and addressed someone standing behind her. Looking beyond her, Jeannie saw a young man, his shoulders broad beneath his fisherman’s jersey, who was almost as tall as

  the man who had opened the door to them. He even had the same colouring. Fair, springy hair and blue eyes, but without the beard that the older man had. He was obviously the son and so, Jeannie

  realized, the girl’s brother.




  Standing a little way back from the couch, the young man seemed uncertain what he should do or think. Every so often he glanced worriedly at the grim expression on his father’s face.




  But it was the mother who took charge. Small, with a well-rounded, comforting sort of body and with grey hair pulled back into a neat bun at the nape of her neck, she was quick and decisive in

  her movements. She wore round, steel-rimmed spectacles which constantly slipped down the bridge of her nose, so that for most of the time she seemed to be peering over the top of them. With a

  gesture that was obviously a habit, she pushed them back up her nose with her ring finger.




  ‘George, fetch some blankets from upstairs.’




  ‘I’m not moving, Nell, until I’ve heard what happened.’ The father’s voice was deep and booming but for all that, the woman shooed him away with a flap of her hand.

  ‘Away with you,’ she ordered, adding sharply, ‘and do as I say.’




  To Jeannie’s amusement, her husband turned away to do his wife’s bidding. When the older woman once again bent over her, her tone was gentle, all severity gone, and the concern in

  her voice made tears spring to Jeannie’s eyes.




  ‘There, there, hen,’ she patted Jeannie’s hand. ‘You’re safe now. Both of you. Tom will see you home when you’re ready to go.’




  ‘I’ll not be seen walking the street with the likes of her, Ma, so . . .’




  The woman straightened up again and said fiercely, ‘Away and fetch more wood for the fire, Tom.’




  For a moment the young man’s face was mutinous, but then, with a glance towards his sister and a glower towards the stranger in their midst, he, too, turned to do as he was told.




  As the back door slammed behind him, the woman winked at Jeannie. ‘He thinks himsel’ beyond being ordered about, but he’s still ma bairn and I’m no’ about to let

  him forget it.’




  Jeannie, revived by the warmth of the room, the tea and even more than that, by the warmth of the woman’s kindness, smiled.




  ‘What made you pass out, hen, because you look a strong lassie to me, not the fainting kind at all?’




  Jeannie looked up at her and her smile widened to a grin. Now she was over the initial shock of hearing the woman speak, she could laugh about it.




  As she opened her mouth and said, ‘It was hearing another voice from home . . .’ it was the older woman’s turn to draw in a sharp breath and stare down at her. Then she, too,

  laughed and said, ‘You’re one of the fisher lasses, are you?’




  They were the same words that one of the young men in the street had used, but there was a world of difference in the way it was said now. ‘Well, you’re very welcome in my home, hen,

  and not only because you helped our lassie.’




  She jerked her head towards where the young girl was huddled close to the range, still trying to pull her torn garments together to hide her shame and embarrassment. She was a pretty girl,

  Jeannie saw now she had time to look at her properly, with a small nose, a sweet mouth and large, blue eyes that, at this moment, filled with easy tears. Her long, fair hair was coming loose from

  its pins and her face, streaked with dirt, was unnaturally pale from the shock she had just suffered.




  Answering the girl’s mother, Jeannie said softly, ‘Then you don’t think I’m a – a . . .’




  ‘A Scottish fisher-lass a whore? Never,’ the woman bridled indignantly. ‘Never in a million years. And Tom will get a piece of my mind for even thinking such a

  thing.’




  At that moment both men returned.




  For the next half-hour, the kitchen of the small terraced house was a bustle of activity. The men were dispatched once more whilst the girls took off their wet, soiled clothes and wrapped

  themselves in the blankets and Mrs Lawrence set a pan of thick broth on the range to heat.




  A little later, Mr Lawrence demanded yet again to be told the truth of what had happened.




  ‘Ya should have told us straight away,’ he said to Grace, but his glance of reproach was towards his wife. ‘Then I could have gone out and found them.’ He said no more,

  but he pounded one fist into the palm of his other hand and no one in the room was in any doubt as to what he would like to do to his daughter’s attackers.




  ‘Now, hen,’ Nell Lawrence was saying to her. ‘Tell us what happened?’




  The girl gulped and, for a moment, hung her head. ‘I was just on me way home, Mam. They came out of the Fisherman’s Rest and – and – well – they were drunk and . .

  .’




  ‘Are you sure they didna hurt you? They didna . . .’




  Grace shook her head. ‘No, no, but – but they might have done if – if it hadn’t been for her.’ She looked across towards Jeannie who was now sitting up on one end

  of the couch and gave a shudder. ‘I daren’t think what might have happened if you hadn’t come along when you did.’ She gave a ghost of a smile. ‘And I don’t even

  know your name.’




  ‘Jeannie. Jeannie Buchanan.’




  Now it was the turn of the two men to look surprised and then George Lawrence let out a guffaw of laughter that lightened the tension and, for a moment, had everyone in the room smiling.

  ‘There you are, Nell, one of your own. I didn’t notice it when I opened the door to you, lass. I was too teken up with Grace. Well, well, a Scottish lassie, eh? I’ll be

  damned!’




  ‘And well you might be, George Lawrence, but . . .’ His wife wagged her finger in the direction of Tom. ‘But your son there certainly will be if he doesna apologize to this

  lassie for thinking what he did.’




  Tom shuffled his feet awkwardly. His swarthy face reddened and then there was a sudden sheepish grin. ‘I’m sorry, miss. No offence. I were just that mad – worried – about

  our Grace.’




  Jeannie smiled and nodded. ‘It’s all right.’




  ‘What I want to know is,’ Mrs Lawrence said turning back to her daughter, ‘what were you doing anywhere near the Fisherman’s?’




  Again the girl hung her head and, at once, Jeannie knew that she should not have been there.




  ‘I was walking down Harbour Road.’




  ‘Why? What were you doing down there? That’s out of your way?’




  ‘I – I’d been to Aggie’s.’




  ‘Aggie Turnbull’s?’ Now the mother’s voice was raised in anger. ‘I’ve told you to keep away from there. I won’t have you going anywhere near that

  woman.’




  Then Jeannie saw that Mrs Lawrence was looking, not at her daughter, but directly at her husband.




  ‘You still haven’t told us who the men were,’ Tom was saying, emulating the older man’s outrage. ‘Cos if I know any of ’em, I’ll . . .’




  ‘No, no.’ The girl’s voice was shrill with terror. ‘No, you mustn’t do owt, Tom, please. Nor you, Dad.’




  Her father was frowning at her. ‘Why? Why ever not?’




  ‘Because – because it was – they were out to celebrate – one of them, the one they were trying to – to make . . .’ She gulped.




  Jeannie, feeling a stab of sympathy for the young girl, said quietly, ‘It was obviously a stag night. A group of young men were out on the town. One of them – Robert, I think I heard

  him called – is getting married tomorrow . . .’ She glanced up at the clock on the mantelpiece above the range and, smiling wryly, added, ‘Well, today now and . . .’




  She became aware that the two men and the mother were exchanging glances, then George Lawrence leaned towards his daughter and demanded, ‘Robert – and getting married tomorrow? You

  don’t mean it was Mr Robert Hayes-Gorton and his pals?’




  The girl nodded miserably and her voice was no more than a whisper as she said, ‘Yes, Dad.’




  In unison, the two men let out a long breath and George sat back in his chair. ‘Oh well, that’s it then, lad, there’s nowt more to be said or done.’




  Grimly, Tom said, ‘No. Not now, there ain’t.’




  Jeannie was mystified. ‘Nothing to be done? But surely, you’re no’ going to let them get away with it? I mean, what if . . .’ She hesitated as three pairs of eyes glanced

  in her direction.




  ‘What? What is it?’ she asked.




  Nell Lawrence said, ‘There’s nothing they can do, Jeannie. Not if they want to keep their livelihood. Mr Robert’s father is a trawler owner and he owns the ship my husband

  skippers. He’s his employer.’ She sighed and added, her voice flat now with defeat, ‘And Tom’s too. He’s a deckie on another Gorton boat.’




  In a sudden, jerky movement, Tom got up, thrusting his chair away so that it fell backwards on to the floor with a clatter. ‘It’s ya own fault, Grace,’ he said harshly, all

  sympathy gone now. ‘You shouldn’t have been anywhere near the pub at that time of night. Or going to Aggie Turnbull’s. You brought it on yasen.’




  He turned away and dragged open the back door, slamming it behind him as he left so that the pots on the shelf rattled.




  Scarcely able to believe what she had just heard, Jeannie stared after him.




  







  Three




  Robert Hayes-Gorton woke with the feeling of a cold wetness around his neck. It was still dark and the room was illuminated only by a pale light that filtered in through the

  half open bedroom door from the landing. He raised his head but the room seemed to be spinning around him. Then he became aware of a vile smell and, putting his hand to his face, felt the sticky

  thickness of vomit caked around his chin.




  He groaned aloud. In the dim light he could see the dark stain over the pillow and the sheets. Gingerly he put his feet to the floor and levered himself upright, but the feeling of nausea so

  overwhelmed him that he sat down again quickly and put his hands to his head. The vomit was all over his face, even in his hair, and the feel and the smell of it made him retch again. He grasped

  the bedpost and hauled himself upright and staggered towards the bathroom adjoining his bedroom. He bumped into the door jamb and then lurched towards the bath, banging his knees against it. Then

  he reached out and grasped the gold tap. Water poured into the bath but it was only lukewarm. Shivering he made himself climb into it and lay down, completely submerging his whole body. Then,

  sitting up, he soaped himself vigorously, furious now that he had allowed himself to get into such a state the previous evening.




  ‘Bloody Francis,’ he muttered. ‘Some older brother he is.’




  He couldn’t remember drinking so much to get this drunk. But then, he couldn’t remember much about last night at all. Suddenly he was still, his hands, covered in lather, suspended

  in the action of soaping his hair. Last night! Oh Lord – he could remember. At least, there was something . . . A wave of shame swept over him and yet he couldn’t quite remember the

  actual reason for such a feeling. What was it that had happened last night that he couldn’t recall and yet his subconscious mind was telling him that it was something awful? Was it just

  because he’d got so drunk? No, it couldn’t be that. He’d been drunk before, though never as bad as this, he had to admit. No, there was something else. There was something

  shameful about the previous evening’s escapades.




  Slowly, he rubbed his hands over his hair, washing away the stench and massaging his aching head at the same time. Then carefully he stood up and stepped out of the bath, still a little

  unsteadily but feeling much better than when he had stepped into it. He dried himself vigorously until the roughness of the towel made his skin glow. Then dropping the towel to the floor he stepped

  back into the bedroom, wrinkling his nose in disgust at the smell coming from the bed. There was no way he was going to sleep there.




  The eiderdown had slipped to the floor from the end of the bed and, thankfully, was unmarked. Picking it up, he wrapped it around himself and went towards the couch set beneath the window. First

  he opened the top of the sash window and then lay down on the couch, settling himself for what was left of the night. He closed his eyes and tried to will sleep to claim him. In only a few hours

  he’d be standing at the altar waiting for Louise and if he looked half as bad as he felt at this moment, there’d be hell to pay. His mother would have something to say about all this,

  never mind his bride and her mother.




  His head still pounded, but the cooling draught from the window soothed his brow and he began to feel drowsy. But in the final moments before sleep overcame him, pictures flashed into his mind.

  Fleeting, disturbing images.




  Darkness, shouting and laughing and then a girl. She was bending over him, saying something. Shouting at him. Yes, that was it. She was shouting at him.




  ‘You should be ashamed of yourself.’




  ‘Tom’ll see you to your lodgings, hen,’ Mrs Lawrence said, levering herself up. ‘Your clothes’ll soon be dry, except your shawl, that is.

  I’ll put that in the tub for you and you can call for it another time. I’ll lend you one of mine.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Jeannie said, but she made no move to divest herself of the blanket nor to rise from the sofa. She glanced up. ‘There’s just one snag. I’ve no place to

  go. I was on my way to find lodgings when . . .’ she gave a slight gesture with her head towards Grace, ‘it happened.’




  ‘I see. Well, you can bide here for the night if you dinna mind sharing with Grace, that is. But we’d best be awa’ to our beds. It’s late and they’re . . .’

  she gestured towards the two men, ‘awa’ on the morning tide.’




  ‘That’s kind of you, but . . .’




  ‘No “buts”,’ the woman said quickly. ‘We’re grateful for what you did. It’s the least we can do.’




  The small terraced house bulged when the two men were home at the same time. With only two bedrooms upstairs, the son slept downstairs on the couch.




  At five o’clock the following morning, Nell Lawrence tapped on the door of the bedroom where the two girls had shared the narrow bed. ‘The herring boats are in, Jeannie. Get up. You

  too, Grace.’




  Jeannie swung her legs to the floor and padded on bare feet to the window. Bending, she lifted the corner of the curtain and looked down into the street below. Already, the fisher-girls were

  emerging from the houses in ones and twos, tying the cotton rags around their fingers as they walked, laughing and calling to each other. Swiftly, Jeannie washed in the pink and white bowl and

  dressed. Carrying her heavy boots in one hand and her gutting knife and cotton bandages in the other, she went down the stairs to find a bowl of thick porridge awaiting her on the kitchen

  table.




  ‘There you are, hen, made the Scottish way.’




  ‘This is kind of you,’ Jeannie said, picking up her spoon with relish. ‘But I ought to be away down to the docks. The girls’ll be getting together and if I’m

  no’ there, I’ll be left out.’




  The herring girls worked in teams of three, two gutters and a packer. As one who had arrived a little later than the rest, Jeannie knew it was difficult to find work. She was an outsider, one

  who was not already part of a team.




  For many years now, the Scottish herring girls had travelled together down the east coast, even as far as Great Yarmouth, keeping pace with the fleet as it followed the shoals of herring,

  beginning in the Shetlands in the spring and early summer and then drifting southwards through summer, ending up off the English south-east coast by November. The fisher lasses were a close-knit

  band and each girl jealously guarded her place within a team and each team fought to stay together. They knew one another’s ways, each relying on the other’s skill; the packer on the

  gutters to work swiftly and cleanly, the gutters dependent upon the packer to lay layer upon layer of salted silver fish neatly and tightly in the barrels so as to pass the foreman’s strict

  standards. From the days of the luggers and their great flapping sails to the modern steam-driven drifters the fisher lasses had followed the herring fleet.




  ‘What job do you do then, lassie?’ Nell wanted to know, sitting down at the table opposite Jeannie and wrapping her hands around a mug of steaming tea.




  Jeannie shrugged and said, between mouthfuls, ‘I don’t mind, just so long as I find work. Gutting or packing. I’ve done both, though I like the gutting best.’




  Nell nodded. ‘Aye, the packing’s a back-breaking job. I was a gutter.’ She smiled. ‘Not tall enough to be a packer bending right down to reach into the bottom of the

  barrels.’




  Jeannie pulled a face and laughed with her. ‘Well, I canna make that excuse, Mrs Lawrence. But I dinna mind. I’ll take what comes.’ She did not add aloud, if anything does

  come. She would liked to have stayed chatting, to have asked Nell more about how she came to be living here in England, but reluctantly she rose and said, ‘I must be away. I’ve lodgings

  to find and . . .’




  ‘Ah, now about that, hen . . .’ Mrs Lawrence interrupted. ‘I had a word with George this morning and we’re agreed. You can stay here, if you like. Just whilst

  you’re with the fisher lasses. You’ll be moving on soon anyway and our menfolk’ll be awa’ now for a while. And even if you’re still here when they come back, well, you

  wouldna mind sharing the couple of nights they’re home with Grace, would you?’




  ‘It’s kind of you, Mrs Lawrence,’ Jeannie said again, but in her own mind she was doubtful about accepting the woman’s offer. As a fisher lass, she needed to be with the

  other herring girls. When the boats came in, she had to be there, ready to work at once as part of a team, even in the middle of the night. Being separated from the others might mean that she would

  not be fetched and might be left out. Aloud, she said, ‘I’ll be away to the docks to see if there’s work to be had.’




  As if reading her thoughts and understanding her dilemma, Nell Lawrence nodded. ‘Aye well, hen. See what happens. You’re welcome to come back here if you want.’ Then, almost as

  an afterthought, she added, ‘I’ll come with you, if you like? If Billy McBride is still one of the foremen, then . . .’ she winked broadly at Jeannie, ‘he’ll find you

  a job.’ Then, almost playfully, she wagged her forefinger, ‘But dinna tell my George I said so.’




  The herring boats had been sighted nearing the mouth of the Humber, the chugging of the coal-fired engines accompanied by the screeching of seagulls driven wild by the banquet

  of fish.




  The fisher lasses were gathering on the dockside, standing in small groups, binding each other’s fingers and chatting amiably together. Some had their hair drawn back into a bun on the

  back of their head; others, like Jeannie, covered their hair completely with a square of cloth. But they all wore oiled cotton skirts and aprons and short-sleeved, hand-knitted jerseys. A few had

  thick scarves wound around their necks against the cold wind that whistled in from the river and along the dock.




  As they drew near, Nell stopped and looked about her. ‘If I hadna seen it with ma own eyes, I wouldna have believed it,’ she murmured shaking her head. ‘There’s hardly

  anyone here.’ Puzzled, Jeannie too glanced around. To her, there seemed to be a great many girls here – and all waiting for work.




  ‘In my day,’ Nell was saying. ‘The place was just seething.’ She waved her arm in a broad arc to encompass the area where the wooden troughs – the farlanes –

  stood awaiting the day’s catch of fish and where the herring girls would stand at their work for the next twelve hours or so. Beyond them were row upon row of empty barrels where a few men

  – the coopers – stood waiting for the work to begin. They all seemed to be dressed in a similar fashion: open-necked shirts, the sleeves rolled up above their elbows; braces, holding up

  their trousers, covered by a waistcoat. Sturdy boots and a cloth cap completed their workaday attire.




  As Nell seemed to be lost in her own memories, Jeannie squared her shoulders, lifted her chin and marched up to the nearest group. ‘’Mornin’.’




  The girls glanced her up and down and then nodded in return to her greeting.




  ‘D’you ken if there’s work to be had?’




  ‘Gutting or packing?’ was the brief question.




  ‘Either,’ Jeannie said.




  One of the girls jerked her thumb over her shoulder. ‘See Billy McBride. He’s the foreman. He’ll know.’




  Jeannie turned back to Nell Lawrence. ‘He is here. Somewhere.’




  The woman blinked and, pulled out of her reverie, gaped at Jeannie for a moment. ‘Och aye, aye,’ she said, suddenly remembering exactly what she was doing here. ‘I thought he

  would be, but it’ll be finding him that’s the problem.’ Nell chuckled. Then she glanced at Jeannie and pointed to her hair that curled waywardly on to her forehead, however

  tightly she tied it back beneath the triangle of cloth. ‘Tuck your hair well oot of sight, hen. Billy’s one of the old fishermen. He doesna trust red hair.’




  Jeannie smiled and did as she was bade. She had every respect for the superstitions of the fisherfolk. Maybe, she thought sadly, I brought my own father bad luck when I went down to the harbour

  to wave him off that last time. The thought hurt, but she swallowed her private feelings, lifted her chin with a tiny gesture of determination and followed Nell.




  They wandered amongst the throng asking, ‘Billy McBride?’




  A shake of the head, a shrug, and ‘I havena seen him,’ until one girl said, ‘He was here a minute ago. Och, there he is.’




  Jeannie looked where the girl pointed, but could see no one. Nell, however, threaded her way through and Jeannie followed in her wake until she came up behind Nell almost bumping into the woman

  as she stopped suddenly.




  ‘Well, well, Nell MacDonald. Yer’ve no’ altered a scrap, young Nellie.’




  Jeannie watched the woman’s shoulders shake and heard her laughter. ‘You auld rascal, Billy McBride. You’re still a right blether.’




  Over Nell’s shoulder Jeannie saw the man they were seeking. No wonder, she thought, he had been so difficult to find. Whereas on her first sight of Nell Lawrence’s husband, Jeannie

  had thought him the biggest man she had ever encountered, now she found herself facing perhaps the smallest man she had ever seen. He was no more than four feet tall and whilst at the present

  moment he was greeting Nell like a long-lost friend, Jeannie could see that the man’s sharp, beady eyes would miss nothing and that his mouth, at the moment stretched wide in a smile, was

  capable of contracting into a hard, thin line.




  The girls who mingled around them were certainly in awe of this little man, for their jobs depended upon his say-so.




  He would have hired the teams in Scotland, bringing them down the east coast, probably even arranging their travel and accommodation, keeping the girls tightly under his control. It was doubtful

  that there would be any work to be had, Jeannie realized with a sinking heart, yet he was her only hope, so she smiled at him and stood meekly behind Nell whilst the older woman chatted and almost

  flirted with her old friend.




  Then his glance came beyond Nell to appraise Jeannie. ‘And who’s this, then, Nell? Your lass, is it?’




  Nell shook her head. ‘No, Billy. I have a daughter – and a son – but they’re working. No, this is Jeannie Buchanan. She arrived last night and . . .’ Nell’s

  swift glance at Jeannie silently asked that she should not recount the circumstances of how she came to meet the Lawrence family. ‘And,’ Nell went on, ‘I was wondering if you

  could find work for her.’




  ‘Och, well now, Nell, that might be difficult.’ The man stroked what looked like a three-day growth of grey stubble on his chin. ‘The girls are already in teams, ye

  ken.’




  ‘Aye, but if you could, Billy . . .?’ Nell left the plea hanging.




  Now the man addressed Jeannie. ‘Gutting or packing, lass?’




  ‘I dinna mind. I’ve done both.’




  ‘Your first time in England, is it?’




  Jeannie was obliged to nod, ‘Aye, but,’ she added swiftly, ‘I went to the Shetlands last year.’




  ‘Well, you’re tall enough to do the packing, but, as it happens, it’s a gutter we’re short of. The lass cut herself badly and it’s gone septic. She didna bind her

  fingers properly. Now – let me see your hands.’




  Smiling with a sense of pride, Jeannie obediently held out her strong hands for inspection, knowing that the tiny faint scars on her fingers were her passport to employment. Taking them into his

  own, he turned her hands over, his glance keen and knowledgeable. Jeannie knew that the foreman would be able to tell, just from looking at them, if she were speaking the truth. If she were a

  practised gutter, Billy McBride would know.




  Then Billy looked up into her face, staring at her, shrewdly assessing her character. Her clear green eyes returned his scrutiny steadily and she allowed her mouth to curve in the hint of a

  smile, not so much as to be thought too forward, but just enough to give a small sign of self-confidence in her own ability. She was dressed like all the other girls mingling on the dockside and

  now as a final proof, if proof were still needed, from her pocket she pulled out the binders for wrapping around her fingers to protect them from the sharp gutting knife.




  The man was nodding. ‘You’ll do, lass. Shall you be following us down to Yarmouth?’




  There was the only slightest hesitation before Jeannie said, ‘Aye,’ but it was enough for the man to glance sharply at her once more. ‘I need to be certain, Jeannie.’




  ‘Yes, yes,’ Jeannie said swiftly, but Billy McBride was still not wholly convinced.




  ‘Some man here?’ he probed bluntly.




  If her heart had not been so heavy within her, Jeannie would have laughed out loud. She swallowed and, with a fleeting glance towards Nell, who was quietly watching and listening, said,

  ‘Only my father.’ As she said the words, she nodded seawards, towards the homecoming fleet.




  ‘Och, I ken.’ The man smiled now, satisfied.




  It was not that she deliberately intended to mislead the foreman, who, though brusque in his manner, seemed fair enough, but Jeannie found it difficult to confide in anyone.




  As he raised his voice and shouted to two girls standing together, binding each other’s fingers, ‘Flora, Mary, you’ve got a new gutter . . .’ Jeannie lifted her head,

  smiled and moved forward to meet her new workmates.




  ‘See you tonight, hen,’ Nell called after her and Jeannie turned, waved and said, ‘Thanks, Mrs Lawrence.’




  Their glances held each other’s for a moment as the older woman said softly, ‘Thank you, Jeannie Buchanan.’




  







  Four




  The organ music seemed so loud. It reverberated through Robert’s head, louder and louder, until he wanted to put his hands over his ears and run out of the church.




  ‘You look awful. For God’s sake don’t pass out on me again,’ Francis hissed at his shoulder.




  ‘Thanks,’ Robert muttered wryly. ‘You do wonders for a chap’s morale. Besides,’ he added morosely, ‘it’s you I’ve to thank if I do look a

  mess.’




  To the unobservant eye, Robert would have looked no different from what the guests might be expecting to see in a nervous bridegroom. Both he and the best man, indeed all the gentlemen of the

  wedding party including Edwin as usher, their father and the bride’s father, were attired in black suits and waistcoats, with silk ties around stiff, winged collars. They each wore highly

  polished black shoes and white spats and carried a top hat and white gloves. A snowy handkerchief, neatly arranged in the top pocket, and a white carnation in the lapel completed the look and if

  the bridegroom’s face was pale, his dark brown eyes shadowed, then they would say fondly that it was the occasion overwhelming the young man of only twenty.




  But his brother was not so sympathetic. ‘Serves you right,’ Francis retorted. ‘I can’t abide a chap who can’t hold his liquor.’




  Robert glanced sideways at him, but the darting pain behind his eyes made him turn his head back to face the altar.




  ‘Nor,’ Robert heard Francis snigger, ‘a chap who can’t rise to the occasion when he has a member of the fair sex – er – just handed to him.’




  ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Francis. Don’t be so crude. Not here, of all places.’




  But his elder brother had no reverence in his being and Robert regretted having asked him to stand as his best man. In fact, now he came to think of it, he had not himself asked Francis nor even

  wanted him. It had all been taken for granted, all taken out of his hands by his parents and his future in-laws.




  ‘Of course your elder brother must be your best man,’ their mother had decreed and there had been an end of it.




  He wondered if the fact that Francis, the first-born son and heir, had been the only one of the three Hayes-Gorton brothers to be sent away to boarding school, had set him apart. Robert, three

  years younger than Francis, and then Edwin, born a year after Robert, had both attended the local Grammar School as day pupils.




  ‘I will not allow you to send all my sons away,’ their mother had insisted.




  But had Francis’s time away from home given him his supercilious manner? And had he learnt there, too, from unsuitable peers, the dissolute life he now led? Francis had stated, with such

  determination that allowed no argument from their parents, that he had no intention of marrying. With a rare flash of insight into his own character, he had said, ‘I suppose I could be quite

  fond of Louise, but I would not be cruel enough to marry her. My way of life would break her heart in a couple of weeks.’




  And so Samuel’s desire for a grandson had become a duty for the second son to fulfil.




  Robert had been swept along on the tide of his family’s machinations and in this bemused state he found himself standing before the altar in St Michael’s Church at eleven

  o’clock on the morning of the fourth of September in the year of Our Lord Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-four waiting for the organ to strike the first triumphant chords in the music that would

  herald the arrival of his bride.




  A girl, he realized with a shaft of horror, whom he hardly knew.




  How on earth had it all happened? He wondered if she too had been inveigled into this marriage. Was she also feeling as he did at this moment? Utterly panic-stricken.




  ‘I can’t go through with it, Francis. I can’t marry Louise. I—’




  His brother’s grip was vice-like on his arm. ‘My dear boy, of course you must go through with it. Just cold feet, that’s all.’




  But this was more than cold feet, more than just wedding-day nerves. Robert made to pull away, to pull free, but Francis held him fast.




  Now the older brother spoke through gritted teeth. ‘It’s all gone too far now. Think of the trouble you’d cause. If nothing else, think of the company.’




  ‘The – the company? Is – is that all you can think about?’




  Slowly Francis turned his head, his cold blue eyes a steely gaze upon his younger brother. ‘The Gorton Trawler Company – and what this marriage will mean to it – is all that

  matters.’




  Robert felt a cold sweat. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Louise. She was a sweet girl, with blonde hair cut short to frame her delicate features that were like those of a fine

  porcelain doll. Though he did not, he thought as another spasm of fear gripped his insides, love her.




  ‘Francis, I really can’t . . .’ he began but when he turned his head again, the pain stabbed once more. Robert groaned aloud and then tried to stifle the sound that seemed to

  echo around the rafters of the church roof. ‘I’ve never been this bad before.’




  Francis gave a snort of laughter. ‘Well, I lost count how much ale you had and then,’ he paused significantly, ‘you went on to the rum.’




  Now Robert groaned again, making no effort this time to conceal the noise. ‘Oh hell,’ he said under his breath. ‘You know rum makes me bad. Why didn’t you stop me?’

  There was a pause, then bitterly, Robert added, ‘It was you giving me it, wasn’t it? Pouring it down my throat.’




  ‘I thought you ought to have a good time on your last night of freedom.’




  ‘You call that a good time?’ the bridegroom said with feeling. ‘When I can’t even remember leaving the pub let alone anything after that.’




  ‘What a shame. Then you have no recollection of the girl?’




  ‘Girl? What girl?’ Robert turned towards him again, ignoring the stab of pain this time. ‘What – what happened? What did I do?’




  At that moment, the organ broke into the bridal march and there was a stirring through the church as the congregation rose to its feet.




  ‘Forget it,’ Francis said. ‘I think Edwin took care of it anyway. And if there’s any further bother—’




  ‘Bother? What sort of bother? Tell me,’ Robert demanded as they got up.




  ‘I said, forget it. It’ll be all right. You’re getting married and your beautiful bride is walking up the aisle behind you at this very moment. Just forget about what happened

  last night.’




  ‘But I don’t know what did happen . . .’ he began but Francis was pushing him forward to stand before the steps at the end of the aisle.




  As Robert fixed his gaze upon the huge stained-glass window above the altar, he was thinking, not of his bride walking slowly to stand beside him, but of a girl in the darkness of the alley

  bending over him and shouting at him.




  Jeannie soon slipped into the work as a gutter alongside the other fisher lasses standing at the farlanes – the waist-high troughs overflowing with slippery herring. Mary

  and Flora were friendly, laughing and joking as they worked, but their hands moved like lightning. Flora was the other gutter in their team of three, slicing open the fish with a long, easy motion

  from head to tail, scooping out the insides and then tossing the fish to Mary, the packer. It was a bright, warm morning and soon the girls were taking off the thick scarves from around their

  necks. The fish dock rang with their laughter and their Scottish voices. Jeannie felt good to be amongst her own kin. The Lawrences had made her welcome in their home and not just because of the

  gratitude they felt but also because she was a Scottish lassie too and far from home. Nell would remember, even after all these years, what that felt like.




  Jeannie half-listened to the gossip flying around her as she worked, but when Flora said, ‘It’s the Hayes-Gorton wedding today,’ her interest sharpened.




  Mary was laughing. ‘Aye, and the bridegroom’ll have a thick head this morning. They were pouring the drink down his throat last night in the Fisherman’s . . .’ And then,

  lest anyone should think she had been present, she added quickly, ‘So I heard.’




  ‘Och aye,’ Flora teased, quick on the uptake. ‘I bet you were there, Mary Fraser, with your man.’




  Joining in the repartee, Jeannie winked at Flora and called back over her shoulder to their packer. ‘You got a man then, Mary?’




  ‘No, I havena,’ came the quick reply, a little too quickly to be convincing and Jeannie and Flora laughed aloud.




  ‘She’d’ve liked to be marrying Robert Hayes-Gorton hersel’ this morning.’




  ‘Who wouldna?’ Mary’s voice was dreamy but her busy hands never slackened their pace.




  Careful to make her tone sound deliberately off-hand, Jeannie asked, ‘What’s he like then, this Robert What’s-’is-name? Who is he anyway?’




  Flora actually paused for a moment in her work and stared at Jeannie. ‘You mean you dinna ken who the Hayes-Gorton family are?’




  Jeannie shook her head. She had a shrewd idea from the conversation that had passed between the members of the Lawrence family the previous evening, but by feigning ignorance now, she realized

  she could learn more.




  Behind her, Mary giggled. ‘You’d better tell her, Flora.’ She lifted her head and shouted to the other girls working close by. ‘Listen, everyone. Story time.’




  ‘Go on, then, Flora,’ called a voice nearby. ‘“Once upon a time . . .”’ There was a ripple of laughter, but then those within earshot fell silent,

  ready to listen.




  The centre of attention, Flora preened herself. ‘The Gorton Trawler Company is the second biggest trawler owner in Havelock . . .’




  ‘And the biggest is the Hathersage Company,’ put in another voice.




  ‘Ssh, let Flora tell it.’




  ‘Aye, she’s a born storyteller. Go on, Flo.’




  All the while a thousand bound fingers never stilled, sharp knives flashing. Hands plunged into the brine-filled farlanes to pick up the fish. Herring, their scales sparkling in the sunlight,

  were ever on the move being gutted, tossed and packed. The coopers moved amongst the girls, inspecting the packers’ work, removing the full, heavy barrels and bringing empty ones. Thirty-five

  barrels a day, Billy McBride demanded from each team and with eight hundred to a thousand fish to each barrel, the fisher lasses stood there hour after hour with not a moment to waste. Banter and

  laughter, or a story, were welcome diversions.




  Like an actress centre-stage, Flora began. ‘The Gorton Company was founded in the 1880s by Thomas Gorton. He was just an ordinary fisherman then, but he married the daughter of the feller

  who owned the boat he skippered. The girl’s father was against it.’ She laughed. ‘I s’pose he thought Thomas was just after his boat.’




  ‘And was he?’




  Flora shrugged. ‘I like to think they really loved each other.’




  ‘Did they elope?’ a voice asked and the listeners laughed.




  ‘To Gretna Green?’ someone else joked.




  ‘I dinna ken if they went to Gretna, but they did run away to be married.’ Now Flora held their attention once more. ‘They were awfu’ happy together in their wee terraced

  house near the docks. But she was an only child so when her father died, she and her husband inherited the trawler.’




  ‘I thought so,’ muttered a voice, more cynical than the rest, but Flora ignored the interruption.




  ‘Thomas Gorton skippered it himself for a while but then he bought another boat and another until he had a fleet of ten or so. They say he was a nice old man. A real fisherman through and

  through. Tough, but always fair. And he stayed all his life in the same house.’ She nodded briefly in the direction of the rows of terraced houses where the fisherfolk lived and where the

  Scottish girls found lodgings. ‘Old Thomas died about twenty years ago and his son, Samuel, took over the company.’ Flora paused for effect, knowing she had her listeners spellbound, so

  she began, as all good storytellers, to embellish the truth a little.




  ‘He was a different kettle of fish altogether.’ She smiled at her own pun.




  ‘And still is,’ muttered a voice thick with resentment.




  ‘He bought a posh house on the outskirts of the town and began to live the life of a laird. True, he carried on building up the company, but he cut the men’s basic wages and their

  share of the catch to buy more ships.’




  ‘Hathersage is worse, though,’ came the voice again. ‘He’s a tyrant.’




  Flora went on. ‘The Hayes-Gortons now own fifteen boats and about a hundred-and-eighty families depend on them for a living.’




  ‘Oh, good at arithmetic, isn’t she?’




  ‘Hathersage has got twenty boats.’




  ‘And don’t forget, if a catch is bad, or the price drops, the deckies barely earn a living wage.’




  ‘I’ve heard of men coming back from two or three weeks at sea and they owe the company money because they’ve already borrowed against their wages.’




  ‘Aye, and then the wages they expected don’t come, so they’re in debt,’ another voice complained bitterly.




  ‘How did it come to be Hayes-Gorton?’




  The remarks flew back and forth, but Flora only answered the last question. ‘Samuel married a girl fu’ of airs an’ graces. She insisted on adding her maiden name to Gorton and

  making it a double-barrelled surname.’




  There were groans of derision all round.




  ‘That’s not the young ones’ fault,’ Mary put in. ‘The three brothers. Is it, though?’




  Now the laughter was turned on Mary. ‘Sweet on them, are you, Mary? Which one do you fancy then?’




  Jeannie risked a brief glance back at their packer. The girl was blushing, but still she answered her tormenters. ‘They’re so good-looking. A’ three o’ them. I’d

  take me chance with any one o’ them.’




  ‘The younger two are fine, but the eldest . . .’ Flora shook her head. ‘His eyes . . .’ She held up a fish. ‘They’re as cold as this herring’s. And

  it’s dead.’




  Then slicing her knife through the flesh, she tore out the guts and held it up again. ‘And he’s as much “heart” as this has got now.’




  She tossed the fish behind her as if flinging the man away from her too.




  ‘You sound bitter about him, Flora?’ Jeannie said quietly.




  The girl glanced at her. Dropping her voice so that the conversation was now only between the three of them, herself, Mary and Jeannie, she said, ‘He’s nothing to me, if that’s

  what you’re thinking. Thank God. But two years ago, on my first trip down here, I worked alongside a girl called Rose. Bonnie wee thing she was, though not ever so quick at the gutting.

  Still, the men liked her and I reckon that’s why she kept her place. Well, she got in with Francis Hayes-Gorton. You’ll see him, in a day or so, strutting about the fish dock.

  He’ll mind to keep his fancy clothes away from the fish, but he’s eyeing up the girls. You’ll see,’ she said and nodded wisely. ‘But if you pay heed to me,

  you’ll keep away from him. Handsome he may be, but he’s as rotten as a barrel of fish left out in the sun.’




  ‘So it’s no’ him who’s getting married today then?’ Jeannie said, still feigning ignorance.




  ‘I’m coming to that,’ Flora said and raised her voice again to continue her tale. ‘Samuel Gorton married into money, some say – and I would agree with them –

  deliberately. And,’ she wagged her knife dramatically in the air to emphasize her point, ‘today, he’s making his second son, Robert, do just the same thing.’




  Now there was a chorus of disbelief.




  ‘Never.’




  ‘Who’s he marrying then?’




  At Flora’s side, Jeannie said, ‘Well, he’s the fool for allowing himself to be pushed into doing it.’




  Flora laughed wryly. ‘You dinna ken Samuel Hayes-Gorton, Jeannie. Nobody, but nobody, including his own sons . . .’ She paused and then added with emphasis, ‘Especially

  his own sons, dare to defy him.’




  Jeannie was silent, thinking of her own father. A big, gentle-hearted giant of a man, with a mane of fair hair with a tinge of red in it and a beard and moustache that covered most of his face.

  But not his eyes that twinkled and sparkled with mischief and merriment. Her mother’s death seven years earlier had threatened to devastate the big man, but he had put aside his own grief to

  support his eleven-year-old daughter in the loss of her mother.




  And now he, too, was gone. One day soon, Jeannie knew, she would have to come to terms with the awful truth. But not yet, not yet. Not until someone found a piece of the boat or . . .




  The voices around her were invading her private thoughts.




  ‘Who’s he married then?’




  ‘Why do you say Robert’s marrying for money?’ Mary put in. ‘He’s too nice to do that.’




  There was a chorus of laughter. ‘Och, Mary, you missed out there. You should have netted him. It could have been you in the church today all dressed in white with all of us making an

  archway of gutting knives.’ Gales of laughter echoed along the dockside.




  ‘Because,’ Flora said, enjoying creating the suspense, ‘he’s uniting the two biggest trawler companies on the east coast of England. Today, Robert Hayes-Gorton is

  marrying Louise Hathersage.’




  







  Five




  Herbert Hathersage rose to his feet in the long hall of his country mansion and glanced about him. The tables had been positioned so that the top table lay horizontally to the

  foot of the wide staircase, with three tables running the length of the hallway at right angles to the bridal party table.




  At first-floor level the staircase divided and ran in a gallery around the hall, the ceiling high above them in a skylight at third-floor level. At the far end of the gallery, musicians played

  pianissimo, a genteel background to the muted chatter of the guests.




  Catching the eye of the trio, Herbert nodded and the music stopped, but not until he had tapped the table with a spoon, did conversation cease and faces turn expectantly towards him.




  ‘Dear friends, may I welcome you all to our home on this happy occasion which unites not only two young people, but two families and . . .’ he paused for effect, ‘the two major

  trawling companies in this part of the British Isles. I’m sure I speak for Hayes-Gorton’s family,’ he gave a small bow towards Samuel and his wife, ‘when I express my

  delight at the union of our companies. In due time, it will be our mutual grandson at the helm of a great business empire . . .’ His voice droned on and Robert bowed his head and suppressed a

  visible shudder. Oh, what had he done? He hardly knew the girl at his side. They had spent no more than a few hours alone together during the whole of their supposed courtship.
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