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      This stranger’s footprints are engrav’d in frost,


      But soon forgot.


      The sun bedazzles. They are lost.


      And he has not


      Impress’d his passage on this spot


      That rime’s emboss’d,


      Or left enduring signs


      That he has cross’d


      Our Parish lines.




      

        

          





                

                  ABRAHAM HOWPER,




                  Hoc Genus Omne, xvii
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  1. The Belle and the Tar





  BOTH MEN were en voyage and sleeping in their berths. Hard winds swept in and put their ships ashore.




  The coastal steampacket, Ha’porth of Tar, on which Aymer Smith had his cabin, had lifted before the wind that night as if it meant to leave the water and find a firmer passage in

  the clouds. It arrived at dawn off Wherrytown, hastened by the storm on its short journey along the Channel. Ten in the morning was its scheduled time of arrival. Dawn was too early for the harbour

  lightermen to be at work. No one with any sense was up and out in such a wind. The night was wild and cold. A few miles down the coast from Wherrytown, the Cradle Rock, which normally would take

  the efforts of two strong men before it began to seesaw on its pivot stone, teetered, fluctuated, rocked from just the muscle of the gale.




  The Tar shipped heavy seas as it came into harbour. There was no choice but for the five-man crew to still its paddles and shut its fires. Its passage in the wind was more temperamental

  – and less pontificating – than its progress under steam. The Tar was thrown against the harbour boom, and then against the channel buoys which marked the vessel’s road.

  The wind pushed north. The tide tugged south. The Tar was only fifty yards from shore. Two sailors had to land a line by rowboat and secure the ship to capstans on the quay. And then they

  had to coax the Tar to dock. Aymer lay awake. He wasn’t any use on deck. His shoulder hurt from where he’d fallen from his bunk. The muscles in his throat and stomach ached from

  vomiting. His breath was foul. His temper, too. He should have travelled overland with the company carts, he decided. He should have stayed at home instead of meddling abroad. Yet now his ship had

  found a haven, he sought a haven, too, in sleep, roped to the granite of the quay. His dream was kelp and some young country wife, ensnared and going down, with Aymer drowning in the girl, the girl

  sucked under by the weed, the weed pitchforked like hay on tines of sea and wind.




  OTTO, TOO, was not much use on deck. His berth, at orlop level on the Belle of Wilmington, was not secured. But Otto was. He was the ship’s

  goat by night, its galley donkey during day. His ankle was held by a light chain, six feet in length and fastened to a timber rib. Shipmaster Comstock considered it a safety chain. Men far from

  home are boldened by the dark, he said. His African might settle scores at night, if he were left untethered. He might do damage to himself or to the Belle or to the crew or to the galley

  rations and the grog. He might cause mischief amongst the cargo of four hundred cattle which Shipmaster Comstock had taken aboard in Montreal and whose quarters he meant to fill on the return with

  emigrants to Canada, if he survived the storm. Wherrytown, the first port of call, could only be a few miles down the coast.




  Without a porthole or any light, Otto experienced a partial storm. It wasn’t wet for him. He couldn’t see the waves slap up against the timber. Or feel the wind. His cabin was a

  tombola. What wasn’t fixed – the stool, the water jug, the palliasse, the black man’s boots, the bed – fell across the cabin. Otto fell as well. The chain cut into his

  ankle. But then he caught hold of the chain and pulled himself tight up against the timbers of the Belle so that, indeed, the chain did become a safety chain. He made a buffer from the

  palliasse so that the cabin’s sliding furniture, the unsecured wooden pallet where he slept, would not cause too much bruising to his legs. The cattle – on the orlop level, too –

  were not so fortunate. They tumbled without benefit of chains. Some were concussed. Some broke their legs. They were too blind and winded to make much noise, except a tuneless carpentry as hoof and

  horn hit wood. Three cows at least had heart attacks. Another choked on its swallowed tongue. The bulkhead separating Otto from twenty of the cows could not withstand the buffeting of so much beef.

  It splintered. Then it fell apart. Two animals broke through the boards into Otto’s berth and slid across the planking on their sides. They had no time to find their feet. The Belle

  made reckless angles in the gale. One cow fell against the palliasse and kicked to right itself. A hoof struck Otto on the ear. His head bounced off the wood. He fell six feet and swung like a

  carcass on a butcher’s chain. The sea returned him to his berth, then dropped him on the chain with every ridge and trough of water. His swollen face and ear took splinters from the deck. The

  anklet etched new wounds. He was unconscious. He didn’t feel the pain.




  THE CAPTAIN did his best, according to the book. The foresail on the Belle was lowered, the mainsail double reefed. But still the wind at its

  stern hurried the boat bitingly forward towards the darkness of the shore. The fore and mizzen topmasts, with spars and rigging too, fell away into the sea. Part of the bulwarks went. And then the

  mainsail, taking off into the night like some great canvas albatross. Everything was swept off deck by long black hills of water, thirty, forty feet in height. The hands on board – at least

  those six of seventeen who weren’t sick, and who had managed to hold on by their eyelids to the masts and rigging of the Belle – now waited for the lull following every set of

  seven waves and sent the anchors down. But the anchors slipped. The Belle heeled landwards. It went in two hundred yards, found some upright purchase on a sandy bar, and stuck. The crew,

  excepting Otto, took to what rigging had survived. They flew their signals of distress, though it would not take a flag when it was light to signify to those on land that the Belle was

  almost lost. Comstock fired the ship’s double-barrelled cannon. He prayed the wind would take the sound into the bedrooms on the coast and that the people thereabouts had sympathy – and

  rescue boats.




  Nobody came that night. But it wasn’t long before the waves and wind abated, and a teasing, ruddy dawn thinned and thickened through the mist. The Belle was eighty yards offshore.

  The sea was still ill-tempered. Between the sandbar and a beach, however, the water was calmer. They checked the Belle’s four longboats. Two were lost and two were smashed. Would

  someone swim ashore? There were no volunteers. They were too tired, and fearful. The tide had turned and out-haul waves were rocking the Belle from the landward side. No human swimmer could

  achieve the shore in seas like that. But Captain Comstock put the ship’s bitch, Whip, in the water with an ensign tied on to her collar, the red on white of I Need Help. They wouldn’t

  let her climb back on board. At last, with the good sense and resignation of a dog, Whip headed for the beach. The cattle that had survived the night were not far behind. Comstock opened up the

  orlop hatches and drove them into the sea. He feared their frenzied restlessness would further destabilize the Belle. Many didn’t make the shore. The ones with broken limbs or those

  too deeply shocked did not survive the swim. Others had no compass sense and headed off for Quebec. But three hundred cattle – maybe more – got to land that day and set to work on

  sampling the salty foliage of the backshore as if there’d never been a storm.




  IT WAS SEVEN on a Saturday, November 1836, on that far angle of the English coast. Only strangers were awake. The Americans clung to rigging out at sea,

  impatient for a sign of life. Aymer Smith, ready to encounter Wherrytown, packed his careful travel stores by candlelight below decks on the Tar: his tarpaulin coat and leggings, his books

  and writing implements, some anchovy paste, a Bologna sausage, some chocolate, a great bar of black bread, three dozen cakes of soap, a jackknife and a leather flask. He wrapped them in a carriage

  rug which doubled as a bag. Otto bled into his palliasse. The cattle from Quebec moved on from backshore weeds and tested the corky grass of dunes which separated the hamlet of Dry Manston from the

  sea. The final strings and shreds of cloud stretched and disappeared. The water was as clear as gin. Whip ran along the shore, snapping at the waves and cows. And then she went in search of other

  dogs. She’d heard them barking, and soon had found the cottage where two large mongrels were secured by ropes to the porch. Whip found discarded bones which she could gnaw, and turnips. At

  first the mongrels went for her, but couldn’t reach. They were too bored to persevere. Whip found a corner of a shed where she could sleep, her chin between her feet. The red on white of I

  Need Help had loosened at her collar. And help was not at hand.




  It had gone nine before the mongrels were released. They ran at once towards the hut where Whip was sleeping. There were no men about. Whatever had been making her dogs uneasy, she’d have

  to handle it on her own. Rosie Bowe took a heavy piece of firewood as a cudgel and followed them. At best she’d find a hedgehog for the pot. At worst? Some thief who’d stolen lodging

  for the night would still be sleeping there.




  She was perplexed when she found Whip, her back bowed and her tail between her legs, sheltering in the hut. Rosie knew the dogs for miles around, and this one wasn’t familiar. She pulled

  the ensign from the collar and put it in her apron front. It was a tough and decent bit of cloth. She let her mongrels stay. Let dog police dog, she thought. It was too cold to kick the bitch

  herself. But the three dogs were in a playful mood, happy to chase tails. Rosie left them to it. She had work to do. There’d be storm kelp on the beach, easy to collect after such a tide and

  such a wind. Her cart would soon be full. With her daughter Margaret’s help they’d have a dozen loads before the tide was in and (with the agent Howells paying thirty shillings a ton

  for prepared kelp ash) would earn a welcome three or four shillings for their efforts.




  ‘Miggy! Miggy Bowe!’ she shouted at the window of their cottage. ‘Get yourself up and out of there. This in’t the Sabbath yet.’ She put her head round the door and

  spoke more gently. ‘Come on, we’ll get ourselves a good penny if we’re keen.’




  ‘No, Ma, it’s hurtin’ damp out there.’




  ‘Warm yourself with work. Let’s not be idle. I’ll let the dogs inside to get you up. We’ve three dogs now. Our two have found a bitch to chase around.’




  ‘Whose bitch is that?’




  ‘She’s ours, to keep or sell. She’s sleeping in our hut, and that’s the law. Or ought to be. Get out of there. Miggy! I’m warning you. It won’t be

  dogs’ll get you up, but me.’




  Rosie stepped inside and showed her daughter the firewood cudgel. ‘I can give a decent bruise to idle girls.’




  ‘Oh, Ma! You gonna lay a fire, or what?’




  ‘No fire on Saturdays. Not till it’s dark at least. This in’t the inn. We’ll have a fire down on the beach if you move fast. I’ll bet there’ll be the wood

  washed up. Did that wind wake you in the night? Does mutton dance quadrilles?’




  ‘I’d like a bit of mutton though.’




  ‘You’d better press your finery then and find yourself a farmer’s son. There’ll be no mutton till you do. Here, make yourself a gown from that!’ She threw the

  red-and-white cloth on to her daughter’s blanket. ‘That should turn some farmboy’s head. He’d turn away if he had sense.’




  Miggy Bowe didn’t mind. She knew enough to guess she was good-looking. ‘It’s off a ship,’ she said. ‘A signal flag.’




  ‘The little dog was wearing it for a kerchief,’ her mother said.




  ‘What kind of dog is she?’




  ‘A hairy little sharp-toothed bitch. Much like you. Only she’s up and dressed for work and running in the yard, while you’re still on your back. Come on now, Miggy girl.

  There’s been enough of this. I’ll get the cart and you can earn your supper.’




  Miggy Bowe tied her hair back in a knot, put on men’s working breeches and her thickest smock, and wrapped the Belle’s cloth call for help round her throat as a scarf. It gave

  a reckless dash of colour to a face that had no warmth. Her mother was the cheerful kind. Rosie Bowe would sing in rain and mud. But Miggy was young enough at seventeen to be a pessimist. Where

  would she be at thirty-four, her mother’s age? Still carting kelp. At fifty-one? Cold as stone, with any luck, and nothing to her name except a wooden cross. She petted her two dogs and then

  inspected Whip, her teeth, her paws, her collar, her little beard. With luck they’d get some puppies out of her in spring.




  ‘Come on, you little lady,’ she said. ‘Let’s have a look down on the shore.’ Miggy and the dogs ran to catch up with Rosie, who was wheeling the handcart towards

  the dunes.




  THEY SAW the cows from Quebec before they saw the sea. They’d never seen so many cows at once.




  ‘You called for mutton, Miggy. The good Lord sends us beef.’




  ‘Whose cows are they, Ma?’




  ‘That little dog has come with them, that’s all I’m certain of.’




  ‘What’s stopping us from salting one?’




  Her mother didn’t answer. She half guessed that there’d be some wreckage and some carnage on the shore – and, if there was, then who could stop them slaughtering one cow before

  the excise men got wind of it? There’d be better pickings than the kelp. Bullion, jewels and plate had been beached the other side of Wherrytown a dozen years before. Tobacco, tea and lace

  would suit them well. There would be sailcloth and timber for the house, at least. Winter beef. Wrecks were a godsend. Rosie almost ran.




  Rosie Bowe was the first woman that the sailors had seen since they left Montreal. They watched her, strong and buoyant, pick her way between the cows and descend with her handcart down the

  backshore to the beach. They saw another figure, too – a smallish boy in breeches and a smock. He had three dogs. The Americans had spent six hours in the rigging but had been warmed and

  dried a little by the breeze and sun, so managed quite a spirited cheer when the seaman, Parkiss, who had the ship’s glass, reported that the smallest dog was their own Whip. The dog,

  perhaps, had saved their lives.




  They’d have to wait another hour. A kelper’s handcart couldn’t bring them ashore. Rosie sent her daughter running down the coast. The nearest fishermen were beached below the

  Cradle Rock, a mile away. They’d come out in their boats. She waved back at the sailors but didn’t know how she could signify across so wide and watery a gap that help was on its way.

  She pushed her cart along the tideline and put the morning to good use. As she had expected, the storm had deposited a lot of kelp on the beach. She chose the knobweeds and the bladderwracks

  because their yields of soda were the best. She kicked aside the sugar wrack. A cartload of that would only give a quarter-bucketful of soda ash. She lifted the weed with her right hand and kept

  her left hand free to seize the crabs that often sheltered underneath the kelp or the lance eels which could be twitched out of the sand if she were quick enough. When she found timbers from the

  Belle and broken lengths of rigging she wrapped them up in kelp and hid them on the cart. She watched the water as she worked for bobbing bottles of brandy and liqueur, but all she spotted

  was the ready-salted carcass of a cow, floating on its side, and masts and planking from the ship tangled in the offshore weed. Quite soon her cart was full. She pulled it back into the dunes where

  she had built a stone pit for burning kelp. She buried what she’d salvaged from the Belle in a soft dune, and spread the load of kelp to dry over the disturbed sand. She’d

  gathered three more loads of weed before the seine boats of the fishermen appeared beyond the bar and breathless Miggy, her breeches caked in mud, her pulse quickened by the run and what was

  promised by the Belle, reappeared amongst the kelp, the wreckage and the cattle on the beach.




  ONE MAN – Nathaniel Rankin, a seaman from Boston – was dead, concussed by falling timber in the night and drowned. But sixteen had survived.

  They had been fortunate to end up on the bar. The three seine boats that came to rescue them were secured to the Belle’s hull in water hardly deep enough for their keels. The dozen

  oarsmen helped the Americans to climb into the boats. They wrapped the men in blankets and gave them corn-brandy in water from their flasks. Comstock brought his charts and letters of command. He

  ought, perhaps, to leave a crew aboard or stay aboard himself. He ought to love his ship more than he loved his own life, but he didn’t. The gear was clewed and stowed. The sails were off.

  The larboard bow was holed, but it wasn’t shipping much water. Yet. What else was there to do? He dignified himself and called down from the damaged deck, ‘I trust you gentlemen will

  help us salvage what we can when we are warm and dry.’




  There were a dozen cries of ‘Yes!’ They all were keen to get back on the Belle again. Next time they’d charge a fee.




  ‘There’s one more man,’ Comstock added. ‘I ought to be the last to leave. We’ve got one injured party, on the orlop. Three men can shift him out.’




  He took command and pointed at the nearest three – a boatman called Henry Dolly, his wildly weathered, dark-haired son, Palmer, and one of their casual hands, an old and silent bachelor

  known locally as Skimmer. They followed Shipmaster Comstock below decks to Otto’s berth. When the cattle had been driven into the sea, a crewman had released him from his chain and wrapped

  him in his palliasse to keep him warm. The cloth, to some extent, had stemmed the blood. The wound and swelling on his forehead were mauve. His ankle was stiff and raw with pus. He was conscious

  but inert. Only one eye opened. Only one eye could.




  ‘Are you sleeping, Otto?’ Comstock said. He was embarrassed by the silence and the stares of the three men. Perhaps they blamed him for the wounds. But they were speechless from

  surprise. They’d never seen an African before. The darkest they encountered was a youth like Palmer, a ripened russet face with sable hair. They weren’t used to this topography. They

  couldn’t tell his age or temperament or judge his character. His hair was like black chimney moss. He seemed to have a woman’s lips. He hardly had a nose. They were reluctant to hold

  him by his arms and legs. They couldn’t bring themselves to touch his skin. Instead they lifted Otto in his palliasse. He was a very heavy man, and it took twenty minutes negotiating the

  carcasses of cows, the timber debris and the companion ladders, before they reached the deck. They put him in the Dolly boat and pushed off for the beach. Already there were forty people and a

  dozen carts waiting with Rosie and Miggy Bowe. Two wagon-harnessed horses and one horse ridden by the agent, Walter Howells, and made frisky by the irritation of a loosening shoe, stood on the

  shingle with their backs against the sea. It was too cold to wade in to help the Americans ashore. They had to manage it themselves – except that when one older man, John Peacock, fell into

  the water, Walter Howells, to some derision mixed with cheers, rode his horse into the breakers and hauled the sailor out by the collar of his cork safety-jacket. ‘Save a sailor from the

  sea,’ someone recited, ‘And he will prove your enemy. He’ll have, once he is out of water, Your life, your money and your daughter!’




  Otto was not touched. Comstock threw sea-water in his face to rouse him. Otto found the energy to swing his damaged legs across the bows of the rescue boat and try to find his footing in the

  shallows. He sank into the water. Its iciness shocked him. The salt was painful on the wounds, but cleansing, too, and healing. He was the last to make his way to shore. They found a bed for him,

  in seaweed on the half-loaded horse-drawn cart. They gathered round to point and shake their heads and giggle nervously. Miggy was the first to stretch her arm and touch him on the toe, where dry,

  dark blood had been made pasty by his short walk in the sea. Then everybody touched the toe, in turn. They ran their fingers across the nail and felt the skin, the pink below the toe, the brown

  above, the blood, and cold.




  The beach was never busier, except at pilchard time. The sailors and the locals hugged and shook hands. Three dogs ran wild, experimenting with the sea and crowds. The cattle moved inland. Miggy

  looked for Palmer Dolly. Perhaps he’d shake her hand. Or they might hug. But he’d gone off in his father’s boat. Instead she made do with the attentions of the younger Americans,

  who now could see, despite her breeches, that she was a girl, a pretty one. She wore their ensign round her throat.




  ‘This miss is calling out for help,’ they joked. ‘All hands stand by.’




  The sailor, Ralph Parkiss – blond, teasing and boyish – attempted first to take away her ensign scarf. And then, playing the innocent, touched her at her waist. The whole of Miggy

  flushed. She’d gladly press her lips on any young man there. A fire was lit – in her, and on the beach. They warmed and dried themselves as timbers from the Belle smoked grey.

  The three seine boats pulled beyond the bar and soon were out at sea. The Belle of Wilmington settled into the wet sand of the bar. It would not break up; the seas were sheltered there, and

  shallow. On Monday there would be a rising tide of sufficient depth, with luck and wind, to float it free again. Captain Comstock turned his back on his command. He’d have to wait and see

  what happened to the Belle, and he would rather wait and see in some dry place, on solid land. He was not the hero of the day.




  The Americans, with Otto sleeping in the cart, and Whip in tow, embarked upon the six-mile walk to Wherrytown, where there was food and lodging and where, by now, Aymer Smith, that other

  dreaming voyager by sea, had found the inn. Walter Howells rode ahead on his laming horse to spread the news. The air – scrubbed and quietened by the storm – was now so still that Miggy

  and her mother could take a lighted piece of wood and carry it the half-mile to Dry Manston to start a celebration fire in their own home. And what was there to celebrate, besides the passage of a

  storm? Much. Much. Much.








  




  2. The Journey West




  AYMER SMITH was taken to the inn in Wherrytown by George, the parlourman-cum-porter, whose job it was to bully custom from any

  ship that docked. George didn’t take to the Tar’s single passenger, the unpromising and unattractive Mr Smith. The man’s breath was foul. And his bookish jollity, his

  height, his thinness, his insistence that they shake hands like old acquaintances and then take turns to ‘bear the burden’ of his carriage bag on the short walk between the quay and the

  inn, were misplaced, misjudged, unbecoming. If they had to share the burden, would they also share the tip?




  The night gale, which had lifted tiles and flung back doors in Wherrytown, had left the quayside scrubbed and clean. Aymer Smith remarked it was ‘a fresh and handsome town’, but,

  steady though he was in conversation, he had climbed awkwardly from the cabin to the deck. His shoulder was bruised, or worse, from the tumble from his bunk. His throat was sore and hot. His legs

  were still at sea. He was shivering, from cold and apprehension and timidity. George could only guess what business such a man could have in Wherrytown at that time of year, but what he knew was

  this, that Aymer Smith would not be an inspiring presence at the inn. Here was a moper. Here was a book snuffler. Here was a man who couldn’t sing.




  Perhaps he couldn’t sing, but God the man could talk!




  ‘What kind of lodging are you taking me to?’ he asked George, in a voice that attempted informality but managed to be both teasing and condescending. ‘Tolerable, I

  hope.’




  ‘Ours is the only inn,’ George said. He could think of no better commendation. ‘It’s us or nowhere in this town.’




  ‘What is the name of this grand inn?’




  ‘It has no name – nor any need of one. It is the only inn.’




  ‘Indeed, but then this is the only ship in dock, and I its only passenger, and yet we both have names. It would not do, I think, to call me simply “Passenger” or this vessel

  “Ship” because we are, for the moment, unique.’ He allowed George a moment to keep pace with this Comedy of Wisdoms. ‘Names, it is true, are mostly useful should one need to

  distinguish one man, one ship, one inn from another. But they are helpful, too, for signifying character. So, were your inn known as the Temperance, then I could well imagine its mood

  and its sobriety. The Commercial has a more convivial ring, I think. And the Siren or the Venus? Well, I should not wish to take a room in such a place, unless that room had thorough locks on every

  door. What do you say?’




  ‘What should I say, except what I have said three times, and that is that there is no choice?’




  ‘Say it three hundred times and still you fail to reassure me. What phrase is there to best describe your inn?’




  ‘The only inn in town.’




  ‘Ah, yes. You are right to stand firm against my questioning. Refuse to yield to me!’




  ‘I don’t know enough to yield or not – but I’m the only one in Wherrytown’ll lead you to an empty bed. Except there’s plenty barnyards in the neighbourhood,

  so long as you like rats.’




  ‘The rat is much maligned …’ But Aymer Smith’s discourse on rats would have to wait another opportunity. The two men reached the lower entrance to the inn.




  The inn was ideal for hide-and-seek. It was a warren, untouched by architects. The town rose steeply from the harbour front and the building had perplexing levels that placed the stable lofts

  scarcely higher than the scullery basement and meant that the attic box room looking south and the ground-floor parlour facing north were connected by a level corridor. An outside wooden staircase

  led from the seafront courtyard to a balcony and bedrooms, but there was no direct seafront entrance to the public rooms. There wasn’t any logic to the place nor, even, any regimental

  regularity to the shapes and sizes of the building’s bricks and stones.




  ‘Accommodation for man and beast. Victuals, Viands and Potations,’ said George. ‘It’s hay or cheese for supper.’




  Aymer followed him up a narrow passageway of steep, pebbled steps that climbed through the heart of the inn. He didn’t like the smell of fish and urine, nor the meanness of the alley, nor

  the pinched and sea-damp wind which rifted at his back. They came out in a lane, and for a moment Aymer was relieved to think their destination was some other, better place. But George directed him

  towards a raised front door with a flat granite lintel, just to the right of the alleyway. It opened directly into a low-ceilinged parlour, empty except for a solid, black-haired woman on her

  knees, removing ashes from the grate. She was, she said, Mrs Yapp, the landlady, the innkeeper. She didn’t rise to greet her guest.




  ‘Give the gentleman a bed,’ she instructed George.




  ‘Assure me that you have sheets,’ demanded Aymer, gripping his carriage bag and coat.




  ‘There’s sheets for those that ask,’ said Mrs Yapp.




  ‘And good, hot food that’s fit for eating?’




  ‘There’s nowhere else,’ she said. ‘Unless you want to stop with Mr Phipps, the preacher, who has a room for Christian travellers. Sinners and repentants catered for. The

  bill will be repented, that’s for sure. It’s good, hot food he dishes up, and fit for eating, except it’s Buttered Tracts and Bible Soup and Psalm Tea.’




  ‘… and Hebrewed Ale,’ said George. He’d said the same a hundred times before.




  ‘… and the Word Made Flesh,’ added Aymer, after a short moment’s silence.




  Aymer had meant to make a good impression in Wherrytown. He knew that he would never have a reputation for vivacity, and that he was more comfortable with documents than company, but still

  he’d meant to be amusing and relaxed, putting George at ease, demonstrating to Mrs Yapp that he, though firm and businesslike, was happy to be informal. But once he had been taken down two

  short flights of steps and left alone inside one of the balconied rooms above the courtyard he almost wept. He had, he felt, been treated with hostility. The woman hadn’t even stood to greet

  him. That was not behaviour to admire. And George the parlourman had seemed to find his conversation comic, except when he attempted jokes. He hadn’t even shown gratitude when Aymer had

  presented him with a bar of white soap by way of thanks.




  His room was on two levels and had four curtained beds, none of which was welcoming, and none of which had sheets. There was no other furniture nor any draping on the windows. There was a

  chamber pot, a water jug and two small tin basins. The walls and floorboards smelled of fresh lime wash. At least the bedbugs had been treated. Aymer couldn’t imagine spending a single night

  in any comfort there. Perhaps he could conclude his business in one day and take the Sunday return passage on the Tar, home again. He went out on to the balcony and looked across the

  courtyard and the harbourfront to where the Tar was docked amongst some smaller fishing boats that had been damaged by the gale. The cold, the breeze, the brightness of the sky, his shoulder

  pain, the dislocation that he felt from being far from home, brought water to his eyes. It didn’t help that he had travelled all this way with nothing but bad news.




  He chose a bed close to the windows, where there was light enough to read and write. He took a quill, some paper and a pinch of ink from his bag. He mixed sufficient ink with spittle and began

  to write, unsteadily, using his knees as a desk. He put the title of the family firm in capitals at the top of the page:




  

    HECTOR SMITH & SONS


    Manufacturers of Fine Soap


  




  

    And then he added his address:


  




  

    The Only Inn


    Wherrytown


  




  

    Saturday, 19th November


  




  

    

      Sir, he wrote, I am this morning arrived on the coastal packet in Wherrytown and lodged at the inn. I would be obliged if we could meet at your soonest

      convenience. I have disclosures that concern our business interests and that I wish to communicate with some urgency.


    


  




  

    He added his own signature and then, on the reverse of the folded sheet, the name of the agent who at that very moment was riding in the shallows to haul a Yankee from the sea

    where the Belle of Wilmington had beached: Walter Howells, Esq.


  




  Now he wrote a second letter, to his younger brother:




  

    

      My dear Matthias, I am safely come to Wherrytown and have survived the worst of storms at sea. Already I have summoned Mr Howells and am awaiting his reply. I write this

      letter for the return of the coastal packet which will depart tomorrow, Sunday, in case my business does not allow a swift departure from this place. Despite my deprivations I am convinced of

      the propriety of my coming here, and hope that in my brief absence you will come to recognize that our responsibilities to these people could not be satisfied by pen and ink and paper but only

      by the presence of at least one son from Smith & Sons.


    


  




  

    He read the last line several times aloud. He hoped his brother would detect reproof but not the coldness that he felt. Matthias was a businessman who had no moral code. But

    Aymer? He was moral code and little else.


  




  Aymer, at forty-two, was senior to Matthias by nineteen months – yet he was the younger, lesser man in everything but age. Matthias had a city and a country house, a wife, two daughters

  and a son, a carriage and six servants. Matthias was a Justice of the Peace. He was obese. He sang, a decent baritone. And since his father died he’d been the acknowledged master of Hector

  Smith & Sons. He had transformed the business. The city works employed ninety adult hands, as well as twenty children, and produced forty thousand bars of soap a week. Smith’s Finest

  Soaps were used by royalty, but there were cheap, good-looking soaps for working people too. Soon the company would be renamed: MATTHIAS SMITH & SON.




  Aymer had little interest in soap. He was a Sceptic, a Radical and an active Amender. But, still, he was the junior partner in Hector Smith & Sons. It provided him with income, and

  notionally it was his task to help his brother at the works. Matthias, though, had no faith in Aymer. He thought he was a waster and a fool, best left alone to read his riotous pamphlets and his

  volumes of verse than let loose amongst the company’s order books and ledgers. Yet Aymer went to work each day. He had a sense of duty. There was dignity in labour. The task he took upon

  himself was not to help his brother but to check him. If Aymer could rename the company it would not be MATTHIAS SMITH & SON or SMITH BROTHERS, but SMITH BROTHERHOOD or EMANCIPATION

  SOAPS. He didn’t have an easy manner with the factory hands. He wasn’t even liked. But he could fight on their behalf. To no avail he pressed his brother to

  provide gloves and leather aprons to protect the soapmakers from the boiling fat. He bullied for a shorter working day. He argued that the works should not employ children under twelve. He

  recommended profit-sharing schemes, and factory schools, and rights of Combination. He was, as Matthias said to Fidia, his wife, ‘half-boiled, half-baked and half a man’.




  ‘He’s hell set on damaging his one true brother in the selfish interests of fraternity,’ was Fidia’s practised opinion.




  At Aymer’s instigation, three factory hands had formed a Works Committee and should be (Fidia again) ‘sacked before they do some harm’. Matthias wished his brother were

  elsewhere, so that the sackings could take place without commotion. As in everything, his wishes would come true.




  It was the plight of kelpers such as Rosie and Miggy Bowe in their rough cottages at Dry Manston that would provide Matthias with some respite from his brother’s quarrelsome philanthropy,

  and bring Aymer on the journey west. For forty years Hector Smith & Sons had bought supplies of soda ash for soapmaking from the kelpers on the coast beyond Wherrytown. Walter Howells and

  Walter Howells’s father before him had been Smith agents there, purchasing the kelp ash from the Dry Manston families and arranging wagons to deliver it to the manufactory, five days’

  journey overland to the east. Now thanks to Nicolas Leblanc, a French surgeon with a taste for chemistry, a simple process was established to extract sodium carbonate from common salt. It was pure;

  it was cheap; and when the railway was complete it could be delivered within a day. ‘What is the point,’ Matthias asked Aymer, ‘in using Mr Howells when we have

  Leblanc?’




  ‘The point,’ said Aymer, ‘is our Duty. The Smiths and Howells have been partners since we were young. Our fortunes have been interlocked. And Mr Howells has contracts –

  moral ones at least, if not legally established – with families who rely on stooping in the sea for kelp for their small incomes.’




  ‘Well, let them give their backs a rest and let them dry their feet. We have no further need of kelp. I cannot argue further.’




  ‘I will not let this rest.’




  ‘Aymer. The choice is mine, not yours. You well know the stipulations in Father’s will. Besides, my letter to Mr Howells is already written and ready for dispatch. I will not go back

  on my word.’




  ‘You cannot break their trust by letter! What friends are we to hide behind the mail?’




  ‘You would prefer, perhaps, to write a sonnet?’




  ‘I would prefer that you and Mr Howells would sit down face to face …’




  ‘You want me then to take an empty wagon back to Wherrytown to tell a man whose face we do not know that we desire to purchase better, cheaper soda somewhere else? The man will take me for

  a fool, as, Aymer, I take you.’




  ‘What of your duty, then? What of your conscience?’




  ‘And what of yours?’




  ‘My conscience remains clean.’




  ‘Then you can take the wagon west. Why don’t you? Or take the coastal boat, for all I care. Our father might have left the running of this works to me, but I do not think he

  stipulated how Duty and Conscience should be divided.’




  ‘Well, then, if it cannot be you it must be me. I will travel to see Mr Howells with this bad news.’




  ‘Then do so, sir. And do as little mischief as you can.’ And may you break a leg en route.




  Now Aymer was ensnared. He had no appetite for such a long and testing journey. He wasn’t suited to the countryside. He’d never travelled far from home. But once arrangements had

  been made for his departure for Wherrytown he found himself aroused and impatient. Perhaps when he was away from the city and in a place where surely he might count on some respect, he could find

  for himself what more than Justice and Reform he had desired for all his adult life, a loving country wife.




  So Aymer Smith had taken the Ha’porth of Tar on the journey west in a fearful and a hopeful mood. He was surprised how travel unleashed him, how he could talk to sailors on the boat

  with a freedom absent from his home and city life. He was encountering, also, that other liberation which is the gift of travel and unfamiliar places. He – the virgin and the masturbator

  – was poised, engorged and shallow-breathed with expectations and desires. So now, in Wherrytown, his tears short-lived, his letters written, he left his cold room at the inn ostensibly in

  search of George, but mostly to sniff round like a dog, to poke his nose in rooms, to seek a friendly face, to find the margins of his new emancipation. He went up two flights of steps to reach the

  ground-floor parlour. George was sitting with a pipe.




  ‘Is there a boy to take these letters for me?’ Aymer asked.




  ‘There’s only me.’ George took the letters. ‘What a place! No boys, no boots, no chambermaids! No tips!’ he said, and walked out of the parlour without leave.




  Aymer stood with his back to the grate which Mrs Yapp had cleaned and prepared, and waited for the lighting of the woods. He hadn’t been waiting more than thirty seconds when a young

  couple entered from the lane, a thin-haired man with spectacles and a woman without a bonnet but kept warm by a tiered shoulder-cape which fastened at her chin. She would have been a fool to wear a

  bonnet. Her hair was held in one loose tress by black ribbons. It was so sandy in colour and so buoyant that Aymer could not prevent himself from staring.




  ‘We were hoping for a bit of fire,’ the young man said, rubbing his hands at the empty grate.




  ‘Indeed, we all were hoping for some fire, but, it seems, our hosts do not subscribe to wasting warmth on guests,’ said Aymer, blushing. He held his hand out for the man to shake.

  ‘Aymer Smith. I’m rooming here. On business.’




  He put his hand in Aymer’s. ‘And so are we, except it’s not on business that we’re here. We’re taking passage on a boat to Canada. If it ever comes! It was due two

  days ago, but there’s no sign of it. My wife and I have been walking on the quay and there are no sails on the sea except for fishermen.’




  ‘Then you are emigrants?’




  ‘We are. God Save Us. I’m Robert Norris. And this is Mrs Norris and has been for a fortnight now. Katie is her name.’




  Aymer put his hand out once again and Katie put her hand in his. It was cold and smooth and dry, as flimsy and as modest as her hair was grand. ‘I’m happy to meet you,

  sir.’




  ‘A pity that our acquaintance will be so short.’




  ‘Well, not so short,’ said Robert Norris. ‘I must suppose that we are trapped here for a few days now. I can’t be sure if that is happy news or not.’




  ‘Don’t be so doubting, Robert.’ His wife was the teasing not the bashful sort. ‘They’ll not want dismals like yourself in Canada.’




  ‘It’s not the colonies that bother me, but what we might endure on the passage there. I’ve not the constitution for the sea.’




  ‘And nor have I,’ said Aymer. ‘But I have taken passage here by sea and I have ridden out the worst of storms.’ He remembered now the bruising to his shoulder which,

  truth be told, had stopped hurting the moment Katie had come in. ‘I tumbled from my berth and took a blow. But here you see me, well set up and only disembarked today. The observations to be

  made are these: on ship a passenger should have no fear of nausea if he stays off the deck and is not tempted by the portholes. Stay in your quarters. Let the wooden walls be the furthest horizons

  you allow. Let the deck above you be the sky. Take all your orientations from the space allotted you, and as the ship tips and rolls so you do too. Your body and your eye are in concord. But think

  to walk on deck to witness what a storm can do first-hand, and you will feel your body bucking like the ship. Your eye will sway between the still horizon or the stiller stars and battle with the

  masts and rigging of the boat so that your every step is like that of a drunken man. And thus seasickness will set in.’ A pleasing and a helpful lecture, Aymer thought.




  ‘It seems a pity to go so far and see so little,’ commented Katie.
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