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            CHAPTER ONE
 
            LOVEDAY 1901

         
 
         I was gazing out of the cottage window at the angry water surging in the harbour and thinking of Joel of course, as I always did when the weather was rough. This was only a summer storm, though, and anyway the fishing fleet was many miles away from Cornwall.
 
         Then I noticed a familiar figure carefully picking her way along the quay holding on tightly to her wide-brimmed hat with one hand. With the other, my sister was lifting her skirts clear of the cobblestones.
 
         ‘Kate! What are you doing out in this weather?’ As I opened the door, Kate was almost blown over the threshold by the force of the wind. Another gust brought with it a scatter of raindrops the size of silver threepenny bits.  
         
 
         ‘Phew!’ She shook the dampness from her smart costume. That’s new, I thought – another one! This was a navy-blue glazed cotton outfit, trimmed with white piping. It was expensive and the height of fashion; Kate was always dressed like a duchess. ‘I didn’t realize it was going to rain.’
 
         Unpinning her elaborate hat, she hung it on the hallstand and tweaked her piled hair back into place. ‘I’ve brought these, Loveday.’ She looked back at me and held out a paper bag. ‘You left them in the carriage when Arthur and I dropped you off yesterday.’  
 
         ‘Oh, my gloves! I was wondering where they were. I thought I’d left them up at the farm. Thanks, Kate.’ She tossed them on to the shelf below the mirror. ‘But you needn’t have come down specially, not in this gale.’
 
         She turned on a heel. ‘Oh, I needed some fresh air, but I didn’t realize it was quite so windy. It’s even worse up on the cliffs. It’s so exposed where we live. I’ve had more air than I wanted!’
         
 
         I led the way into the parlour and Kate looked around the little room as she always did, not missing anything. It felt cosy today with its red chenille curtains keeping out the draughts. The red matched the bobble-edged runner on the mantel shelf where my pair of Staffordshire china dogs stood, along with a photograph of our family.
 
         ‘Oh, you’ve finished your rag rugs then,’ Kate crossed the room and glanced down as she went. ‘They look good.’
 
         ‘Yes, at long last.’ I was pleased with them too. They really brightened up the polished boards. ‘After spending most of last winter hooking until my fingers were sore, I’m not sorry to see them in use at last.’
 
         Kate had paused to glance at the photograph of us all. She and I were standing solemnly beneath a potted palm, wearing smart skirts and pin-tucked white blouses. Behind us stood Papa in his Sunday best suit of black worsted. Mama was seated in a cane chair at his side.
 
         I remembered when it had been taken, just before Kate’s marriage. Ma had wanted a proper photograph of us all while we were still together at the farm, and we went into Mr Opie’s studio in Helston for the occasion.
 
         Kate sank into an armchair on one side of the grate. I lifted our little tabby cat from the other and sat down with it on my lap.
 
         ‘That was a nice afternoon yesterday, wasn’t it?’ I glanced into the empty hearth, which I’d brightened up with a jug of foxgloves and ox-eye daisies. I’d picked them when I went out for a walk that morning. Smoothing the cat’s soft fur, I reached for my knitting, but I couldn’t manage both. ‘Sorry, Smokey.’ I put the purring animal down on the rug and picked up my needles.
         
 
         ‘Mm, it’s not often we all get together these days. It’s a good thing we have birthdays!’ Kate was fingering the cameo at her throat and her gaze was far away. The four steel needles clicked as I started another row.
 
         ‘It’s just amazing how quickly the time goes.’ Kate glanced up at my childish sampler in coloured wools that hung on the wall beside her. ‘I can remember you working that.’ She pointed. ‘It doesn’t seem all that long ago. You always were good at stitching and making things, even then.’
         
 
         ‘Loveday Anne Trevarthen, aged ten years.’ I read it and smiled. ‘I know how I wished I had a shorter name! My fingers were pricked so many times. But you remember how fussy Miss Bryant was about neatness. And then I had to do all the letters of the alphabet as well. It took me weeks of needlework lessons.’
 
         ‘I was your age when Arthur and I were wed. Twenty.’ Her eyes were far away.
 
         ‘I know. Of course, I married Joel when I was only seventeen. Quite young.’ I looked up at her and smiled. ‘And you and Arthur first met at our wedding. People thought that was really romantic.’
 
         Kate’s gaze was fixed on the flowers as she bent to stroke the cat. ‘Do you remember how Mama was nagging at me to find a husband and settle down before I was too old?’
 
         I nodded. I did remember how the pert and pretty Miss Trevarthen had flirted wildly with all her suitors and ditched them one by one.
 
         ‘You were always so pretty. You could have had any man you wanted with your big green eyes and blonde curls. Not a bit like my “broom-handle brown” as Ma used to call it!’ I laughed and tucked a loose strand back into the low chignon on my neck.
         
 
         I suppose I should have been jealous of my sister in the early days, she’d always been the favoured child, but actually we’d always got along really well. Probably because when we were small I’d been content to follow her lead. And far from resenting it, I’d been only too delighted to have all her cast-off finery handed down to me.
 
         ‘I’d never met any man I could really love, you see. I’d only been having fun up to then, playing them along. Until Arthur….’ Her voice tailed off and she gazed vaguely into the middle distance. ‘I really fell for him, Loveday – head over heels.’ She turned back to me. ‘He was so different from the local lads: such a gentleman. So charming, so handsome. I’d never met anyone like him before.’
         
 
         She paused and twisted her fingers in her lap. ‘The fact that he was rich beyond our imagining had nothing to do with it. Whatever the gossips said,’ she added fiercely. ‘Then when he asked me to marry him I thought, what did it matter if he was twice my age?’ Half-talking to herself, she muttered, ‘I didn’t even stop to wonder why he wasn’t married already. Or to think about Maud at all.’
         
 
         I nodded. I’d heard enough tales about her martinet of a mother-in-law to understand. A silence fell as I concentrated on my knitting, counted the stitches and turned the heel.
         
 
         ‘That reminds me,’ Kate bit her lip. ‘That brooch I gave you for your birthday, Loveday … it wasn’t my choice, you know? He – Arthur – chooses all my gowns, my hats, even my jewellery. I don’t have any money of my own. I told him the brooch was too ostentatious and you’d never wear it, but he insisted.’
 
         I wondered not for the first time, what lay beneath the surface of the Rosewarne household. Certainly Kate dwelt in the lap of luxury, but it sounded as if Arthur was very controlling. And living with her mother-in-law of course wasn’t easy.
 
         But then I gave a sudden start and cried out in surprise. ‘What’s the matter?’ Kate’s eyes widened and she looked at me with concern. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
 
         I took a deep breath and nodded. A huge smile spread across my face. ‘Kate, I felt the baby kick!’
 
         I put my knitting down and laid a gentle hand on my swollen stomach. Each time it happened was a small miracle. Please God it would be all right this time. Third time lucky was the old saying, wasn’t it?’
 
         I glanced at the thick stocking of oiled wool that was taking shape on the needles. I loved Joel so much. As a fisherman’s wife I had had to get used to his long absences, but he was always in my thoughts. He too, so desperately wanted to start a family. And after the agony and disappointment of two miscarriages, it seemed that our dream was coming true at last.
 
         I tried to smooth my old brown skirt over the bump, but that only made it ride up under my bosom even more. My smile widened. Oh no, I wouldn’t change places with my sister for all their wealth and the grand villa on the cliffs. With a handsome, loving husband like Joel, and a baby on the way! I’d not done so badly even though I was never a beauty and we would never be rich. What we did have together, though was priceless.
         
 
         ‘When did you say you’re expecting Joel back, Loveday? I can’t remember how long the herring season lasts. July to – when?’ Kate glanced towards me.
         
 
         I folded my hands over my stomach. The baby was on the move again. ‘Sometime in October. The fleet’s in Whitby now, working their way down from Scotland. You remember that lovely Paisley shawl he sent me? He bought that up there.’
 
         ‘Well, it’s still only August,’ Kate glanced out of the window, ‘Although you wouldn’t think so. He’ll be back before the baby’s born, won’t he?’
 
         ‘Oh, I do hope so.’ I was picturing my husband’s blond, bearded figure. Hearing his hearty laugh, feeling his burly arms enfolding me and seeing the smile in his sea-blue eyes.
         
 
         ‘That’s new, isn’t it?’ Kate had caught sight of a small painting I’d hung on the wall opposite the sampler. It was a picture of our home, here on the harbour at Porthleven. Red-sailed luggers were drawn up in the shelter of the granite wall, and gulls wheeled overhead.
 
         ‘Oh, yes.’ I laid down my knitting in my lap and glanced up at it. ‘You know Joel’s sister Meg, don’t you?’
 
         Kate nodded. ‘She lives on the other side of the harbour, doesn’t she? And has a big family.’
 
         ‘That’s right. Well, her eldest daughter, Jessie, is very artistic. She gave me that for my birthday.’
 
         It was amateurish, of course. The perspective was a trifle out and the houses on the far side were climbing with the hill instead of being level, but it was a charming scene. ‘She’s quite talented.’
 
         I dropped the knitting into the basket at my side. ‘Let’s have a cup of tea, shall we?’ I started to drag myself out of the chair.
 
         Kate raised a hand. ‘You stay where you are, Loveday,’ she said. ‘I’ll make it.’ I gave her a grateful smile. ‘Oh, right. We can have the rest of the birthday cake too. It’s in a tin on the dresser.’
 
         Kate rose to her feet and moved, a little awkwardly I thought, towards the door. I looked curiously after her. ‘Have you hurt yourself, Kate?’ She was walking stiffly, as if she’d been sitting still for too long.
 
         I was surprised at the changing expressions that crossed her face in the fleeting moment as she turned back to me. She was in pain certainly, as she bit her lip and winced, but there was something secretive too, in the way she lowered her lids and bent her head. It was gone too quickly for me to be sure.
 
         She put on a smile and raised a dismissive hand. ‘Oh, I’m all right. I just twisted my ankle a bit when I was coming downstairs this morning. I missed a step, you know? And my back took the strain.’
         
 
         Kate left the room before I could question her any further. Her explanation sounded plausible. I had to believe her, but I could not dismiss the nagging little doubt in my mind.
 
         
             

         
 
         We had our tea and chatted of mundane matters for a while: of our parents; of the farm up at Sithney where we spent our childhood; of the new age that was upon us now that the queen had died. A companionable silence gradually fell, broken only by the click of my needles and the cry of seagulls out over the harbour.
 
         ‘I suppose I’d better go soon.’ Kate roused herself and glanced up at the wall clock, but she made no move to leave.
 
         ‘You can stay as long as you like as far as I’m concerned. I’m enjoying your company. It gets very quiet here when I’m on my own.’ I smiled up at her.
 
         ‘Are you sure? I will stay a bit longer, in that case. It’s so cosy and warm in this little place.’ I caught a wistful expression on her face and my brows rose. After all the comforts of Kate’s own sumptuous house, that remark was surprising. ‘Yes, I suppose you must miss Joel a lot when he’s away on these long trips,’ she said.
 
         I nodded. It was impossible to describe how much I missed him. ‘Oh, Kate, I do. You can’t imagine it, but all fishermen’s wives have to put up with months alone. It goes with the job.’
         
 
         And soon, soon I would have my little one. I smiled to myself and turned back to my knitting. ‘But I get by. Ma comes down on the omnibus at least once a week. She says that old horse of Joe’s is so slow, she has time for a cup of tea and a chat with me and still manage to catch him on the return journey!’
 
         Kate chuckled. I turned another row. ‘Then I go up to Pengarth to see her and Pa as well, whenever I like. There’s Susan next door, of course, and Meg not far away. Apart from you in your perch up on the cliffs.’ I smiled. ‘So I’m not short of company.’
 
         ‘You’re not. You see more people than I do.’ The smile slid from Kate’s face.

         She rose, putting a hand to her back as she did so, and picked up the tray of tea-things. ‘I’ll take this back to the kitchen.’ She pushed the  door wider with her foot. ‘I think your cat’s hungry, Loveday. I can  hear her crying from here.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, she’s always hungry!’ I laughed. ‘I’ll come and give her a drop  of milk.’
         

         I rolled up my untouched knitting and thrust it aside again.  Levering my bulk out of the chair, I followed Kate down the passage.  My kitchen was only big enough for the essentials. There was a rocker  standing on one side of the Cornish range, Joel’s well used and sagging  armchair on the other. On the hearth lay his pipe and a jar of paper  spills, awaiting his return.

         Two bentwood chairs stood at the table which was covered in  sprigged oilcloth. Against one wall was a dresser laden with china, and  various jars and tins of commodities and leading off was my tiny walk-in  larder, not much bigger than a cupboard. In here the zinc meat-safe  hung on the coldest wall. On the slatted shelf beneath it stood a large  stoneware bussa holding preserved eggs, my flour bin and various leftovers  waiting to be used up.
         

         Kate, swathed in a large apron, was already rattling dishes in the  stone sink beneath the window. This room overlooked the backyard  and a scrap of rough grass where the clothesline swung from a corner  of the wash-house; on one side of this was the privy, discreetly  screened by a large laurel bush and at the far end stood the shed where  Joel kept his tackle and tools.

         ‘There was just enough hot water left in the kettle, but I’ve used the  last of the cold.’ Kate looked over her shoulder, an empty earthenware  pitcher in her hand. ‘I’ll take this out and refill it when I’ve finished.’

         ‘Oh, right.’ I joined her and removed some clean pots and pans from  the wooden draining-board. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve washed many  dishes since you got married, have you?’ I smiled.

         ‘Of course I haven’t.’ Kate’s voice was scornful. ‘Not with all the  servants we keep. I wouldn’t dare set foot in the kitchen – Cook’s a  proper old dragon! Apart from what Maud and Arthur would say.’ Her  smile didn’t reach her eyes.

         I’d been wondering for some time about the, well, defeated tone in  my sister’s voice today, but this was something new and I was  concerned.

         ‘Kate, is that really all that’s the matter? You’re sure there’s nothing else? Only you seem … a bit … unhappy.’  
         

         She seemed to jerk out of her reverie then and gave another smile that didn’t reach her eyes. In fact, the corners of her mouth began to tremble and she seemed on the verge of tears. Impulsively I held out a hand and caught hold of hers to give it a squeeze. ‘Oh, Kate dear, tell me about it.’  
         

         I half-turned, startled, as the cat brushed against me, mewing pitifully, then twined itself around my ankles. Irritated, I gave it a push with my foot and began to fill a saucer with milk, still looking at Kate over my shoulder.  

         She reached up her sleeve for a hanky and dabbed her eyes. ‘It’s Arthur, you see.’  

         My brows rose. ‘Arthur? What about him?’ I paused and frowned.  

         I could feel the tension in her, and as she gripped the edge of the sink I noticed how white Kate’s knuckles were. ‘He’s not the person I took him for, Loveday.’ She gulped. ‘He puts on one face for his public image. And another, quite different one for when we’re alone.’ She twisted the scrap of lace. ‘He’s a … bully … you see,’ she whispered, her eyes huge in her pale face.  

         Startled, I gasped. ‘What? You mean … he knocks you around?’ I found that hard to believe. I tried to imagine the suave Arthur Rosewarne as anything other than the soul of courtesy and consideration: Controlling, certainly, but a bully? By the misery on my sister’s face, however, I knew she was telling me the truth. Absently I bent to place the cat’s milk on the floor.  
         

         Kate nodded. ‘And that’s not all….’ Then she drew in a quick breath and cried, ‘Oh, Loveday – watch out!’ just as I staggered and was caught off-balance as the cat tripped me up.  
         

         No! Bent double, I gasped as I felt myself swaying. I – must – not – fall. I gritted my teeth. I – would – not – fall. I reached out a flailing hand to grab Kate’s arm, and missed.  
         

         The nightmare went on. I caught a heel in the hem of my skirt and stepped on the saucer with the other foot. It tipped and slid out from under me. I was floundering in a stream of spilled milk. I heard a piercing scream – my own. Then finally losing my balance, I plunged to the stone-flagged floor.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
 
            LOVEDAY

         
 
         ‘Loveday! What on earth…?’ Kate’s scream echoed my own as she reached out to grab me, but she was too late.
         
 
         All the breath left my body as I landed in an awkward heap, gasping for air. Close to panic I thrashed from side to side. Choking, gulping, retching. Kate bending over me, loosened my collar and tried to raise my head. At last I raked in enough blessed air to breathe again. Instinctively clutching my stomach to protect the delicate life there, I gritted my teeth and tried to think.
 
         Lie still. I must lie still. It would be all right then, wouldn’t it? Please God, please. I took another deep breath. I wasn’t hurt that much, was I? A bruise on my bottom maybe, where I’d landed. I’d bruised my knee too. That was aching. I suppose I’d been lucky not to hit my head. But inside? I held the breath.
 
         Something snapped. I felt a stabbing pain low in my back. Then a sudden rush of dampness. It was seeping through my underclothes….
 
         ‘Kate!’ I cried. ‘The baby! I think it’s coming!’ A searing pain turned my cry into a scream. I lay there on the cold stone floor, helpless. Writhing and groaning. While the pain stabbed again. And again.
 
         ‘Lie still!’ Kate’s anxious face hovered over me. She reached for my hand and squeezed it. ‘Loveday, try not to move. I’m going to make you comfortable. Back in a minute.’ Kate was running for cushions, for blankets, calling over her shoulder. ‘You’ll be all right. Don’t worry.’
         
 
         Trying to convince herself as well as me. I clenched my teeth against the next onslaught.
 
         ‘Now, raise your head a bit. Here’s a pillow. Tuck this blanket under you. That’s right. Where are you hurt most?’ On her knees now, Kate’s face loomed over me, taut with worry.
 
         ‘Kate – I’m wet! The baby … oh what have you done?’ I wailed. Another pain lanced through me, leaving me gasping with shock. No! This nightmare could not be happening. It must not be. It was too early. I bit down hard on my bottom lip as another searing pain convinced me that what I most feared was happening.
         
 
         I’d been through all this before, hadn’t I? Twice. Which left me in no doubt as to what to expect now. But maybe … a flicker of hope stirred between the pains … I was seven months gone after all. Maybe it would be all right. Premature babies had been known to survive….
         
 
         ‘What are we going to do?’ Kate clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘I … I’d better go and fetch somebody. Susan next door. I’ll fetch Susan. She can send her boy for the doctor.’ She scrambled to her feet.
         
 
         ‘No!’ I screamed, my fingers digging into Kate’s hand, ‘don’t leave me! You can’t … it’s coming! It’s coming!’ My body contorted with a spasm that had me twisting in agony.
 
         Kate, white with terror, was rooted to the spot. She loosened my clothing. She tried to make comforting noises. ‘Hush – it’ll be all right, don’t worry.’ She bent over me and smoothed back my damp hair. Her hands were trembling. ‘It’s just coming a little bit early, that’s all.’
 
         ‘… Your fault,’ I muttered through gritted teeth, ‘… you distracted me.’
 
         Kate gasped. ‘My fault? You can’t say that! It was an accident!’ I bit my lip. Now was not the time to argue.
         
 
         The rest of what she did say was lost. I heard myself giving a series of primitive grunts as the urge to push began. My stomach heaved with a life of its own. An hour passed in hideous nightmare. Then another. So much for it coming quickly.
 
         I was terrified of being left. Something dreadful would happen if I was alone. I held Kate’s hand in a grip of iron. My sister made sympathetic noises and wiped my perspiring face. Between contractions I lay panting like an animal, gathering strength for the next onslaught.
         
 
         Suddenly my body contorted again and I knew the end was near. I heard my scream of agony echo through the house. ‘Ah … oh … it’s tearing me apart!’ Then with one almighty heave, my body at last released its burden. My child slithered into the world.
 
         ‘Oh, Loveday! Oh, my dear Lord! What should I do?’ Kate cried. She jumped to her feet and snatched down some clean cloths hanging above the range. Hesitated for a second, as if afraid to touch the tiny creature, but she managed to wrap it, cord, afterbirth and all, in a soft towel. She handed another one to me and I wiped my sweat-drenched face. ‘It’s a little boy!’ she said with wonder.
 
         ‘A boy!’ I whispered. ‘Joel wanted a boy so much. He’ll be so thrilled!’ Tears of rapture were running down my cheeks now. I held out my arms. ‘Give him to me, Kate. Give me my son.’
 
         I raised myself on one elbow. But as I watched Kate cradle the little body lying still, oh, so still, in her arms, my heart turned over. It couldn’t be! Could it? I’d never been present at a birth. But I’d lived on a farm and was familiar with the sight of baby animals. This couldn’t be so much different.
 
         Surely it should be moving? Crying? This white little creature was lying motionless in her arms, its skin like wax. Kate gave it a gentle shake. Its head lolled to one side and stayed there. My stomach lurched. Was this my worst nightmare come true?
 
         I dragged myself into a half sitting position, holding out my arms. ‘Kate, give me my baby,’ I demanded. ‘Let me see him.’
         
 
         Kate remained standing. ‘Er … in a minute, Loveday…. There’s something I have to tell you.’ She must have seen my fear, for she swallowed hard. Her eyes were huge and dark in a face gone even whiter.
 
         ‘There’s something wrong with him, isn’t there? Is he … not quite perfect … deformed in some way?’ Even now I clung to a faint shred of hope. ‘Kate, tell me!’ My voice rose to a shriek.
         
 
         Kate cleared her throat. ‘No, it’s not that, dear, it’s …  I’m afraid … oh Loveday, darling, I’m so sorry.’ Her eyes brimming with tears, she held out her arms.
         
 
         I grabbed the tiny bundle from her. It took only one glance and the flickering shred of hope died. I clutched the infant to me, howling to high heaven like one demented. Tears were pouring down my face as I rocked it to and fro.
         
 
         Kate tried in vain to hush me. Standing over me, wringing her hands, not knowing what to do in the face of my appalling grief.
 
         At last my shrieks and floods of tears subsided into a low keening, Kate put both arms round me. ‘Loveday, darling, you should be in bed. Come on. Give him to me and we must get you up off this hard floor. We need to send for the doctor. He’ll know what to do. He’ll take care of you and … everything.’
 
         ‘No! Not the doctor!’ I heard my voice rise. ‘He’ll take my baby away. No one’s going to take my son away from me.’ I tightened my grip on the infant and glared at her.
 
         ‘All right, darling, all right.’ Kate was trying to pacify me. I suppose she thought I was too deep in shock to know what I was saying. But I knew exactly what I was about. ‘Now you can’t stay here. Let’s get you on to the settee in the parlour. You’ll be comfortable there. You’re in no fit state to climb the stairs. Come on.’ She put an arm around my shoulders and cajoled until slowly and stiffly I did as she said.
 
         Once I was settled, Kate held out her arms for the baby. ‘Just let me take him for a minute dear. To clean him up – and tie off the cord.’ She looked warily at me as if afraid I was going to shout at her again. ‘I’ll bring him back straight away, I promise.’ I nodded, for that made sense, and handed him over.
 
         
             

         
 
         Much later, I fell into a deep sleep. Too deep for dreams or nightmares, born of sheer mental and physical exhaustion. When I woke at last, for a moment I could not remember where I was or how I came to be there.  
 
         I rubbed my eyes and looked around the room. I was on the settee in the parlour? And had been sleeping in broad daylight? But I never slept in the daytime. Then I looked down at the little bundle in my arms. Everything came flooding back with dreadful clarity. Tears began to pour down my cheeks again, silent, bitter tears. Dear God! This could not have happened to me again. It could not.  
         
 
         I stroked the little head. What a lot of hair he had! Thick, straight and the same shade of brown as my own, broom-handle brown! I gave a hysterical giggle that turned into a sob. He was sleeping so peacefully. In a moment, in just a short moment, he would wake up, my little son. And how hungry he would be then! I loosened my clothing and put the infant’s tiny mouth to my breast.
         
 
         Then a flash of sanity returned and with it came guilt. It poured in, consuming me, shrouding me in a heavy dark blanket of despair. For although my first reaction had been to blame Kate, of course it hadn’t been her fault. I had got in her way in the tiny kitchen.
 
         After I’d been so careful, for so long, for days, weeks, months. It had all been for nothing. Again! I closed my eyes and turned my face to the wall. I wanted to die too.
         
 
         But I could get no rest from the workings of my over-stimulated brain. I would have to face what was done. Live with it for the rest of my life. I had no choice. The utter finality of death hit me like a physical blow and I clutched the child to me with a groan of agony.
 
         However was I going to tell Joel? Terror seized me at the very thought. What could I say? How could I possibly put it into words? In fact, how could I even bear to look him in the eye, let alone confess what had happened? Joel’s face had lit up like a beacon when I’d first told him the news – I could see it still. I pressed my cheek against the damp pillow, remembering ….
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘… My dear maid, sit down and put your feet up!’ Joel had said, springing from his chair and sending his newspaper flying. ‘We’re going to make sure everything goes all right this time, do you hear me?’
 
         I had been laughing and crying all at once. ‘Oh, I hear you, Joel. Of course we are. And pray God it will be!’
 
         ‘Amen to that.’ His face was solemn. I’m only sorry I shall be away for so many months and not here to take care of you.’ His broad forehead creased in a frown and he ran a hand through his mane of thick hair.
 
         I laid a hand on his arm and squeezed it. Don’t worry so, Joel. Fishermen’s wives have to get used to being on their own for months on end. I shall have Susan next door. Kate and Arthur not far away. It’s no distance to Sithney either if I want to go up to Pengarth Farm for a chat with Ma and Pa. And of course, Meg’s just across the way, too. I’ll be all right.’
 
         He nodded. That’s right, my bird. Tis funny Kate settled in the village too, isn’t it?’ I smiled. ‘Hardly in the village, Joel! That great villa on the cliffs?’ He chuckled. ‘Yes, well, you know what I mean.’
         
 
         He’d been preparing for the longest trip of the year. Up through the Irish Sea, and then across Scotland. The luggers would be towed by horses through the Caledonian Canal, and into the North Sea, following the herring. ‘What would you like me to bring you home for a present, my handsome,’ his deep voice boomed. ‘A bit of souvenir china, or maybe a piece of jet jewellery from Whitby?’
 
         ‘You can just bring me back a bit of “nicey”,’ I said, as he took me in his arms to say goodbye. I could still remember how we laughed at the old Cornish word for a sweetmeat, neither of us with a care in the world. ‘Because the only present I want is for you to come home safely.’
 
         Now I began to imagine my husband’s homecoming. I tortured myself with the thought, prodding and poking it like an aching tooth. His blond and bearded figure would be standing in the boat like some Viking warrior returning to his native land. His piercing blue eyes would be searching the quay for me. Then his mouth would widen in a welcoming grin as the boat came alongside. He would run up the steps towards me. His arms would be opening wide, ready to clasp me to him.
 
         Then as his gaze raked me up and down and took in my slim figure, the smile would begin to slip. His eyes would widen in bewilderment and he would shake his head slowly in disbelief. Oh, dear God, it was bad enough to have lost another precious child. But to have to admit that I had lost it through what he would see as carelessness? Never!
         
 
         I gulped back another flood of tears. Joel had only to raise his little finger to have girls throwing themselves at his feet, I knew that. And a fisherman away for such long periods could have a woman in every port and still keep a wife at home to bring up his children. His children! And if there were no children? My tortured mind saw the end of our marriage looming before me. And I was afraid.
 
         
             

         
 
         At that moment, Kate’s anxious face appeared round the door. Seeing that I was awake, she came all the way in. She was carrying a tray with two cups of tea on it. ‘Here, give him to me and drink this, dear,’ she said briefly, holding out her arms for the baby.
 
         ‘No!’ My vehemence must have startled her, as some of the tea slopped into the tray. ‘I can manage.’
         
 
         She touched my hand. ‘All right, dear. Of course you’re overwrought after all you’ve been through. Who wouldn’t be? But you’ll have to give him up sooner or later, you know. Anyway, we’ll talk about it another time, when you’re feeling stronger. I’ll stay here tonight and look after you and send a message to Arthur saying you’ve been taken ill and need me.’
 
         ‘Won’t he mind?’ Even sunk in my own misery I remembered how possessive Arthur could be.
 
         ‘Oh, he’ll mind all right.’ Kate gave a mirthless laugh. ‘But don’t worry about it. I shan’t. I will go down though, and see if I can find a boy to take a note to him.’
 
         It sounded as if a group of youths were playing ‘chicken’ on the quay, trying to dodge the tremendous waves. I could hear their shouts and squeals from where I was.
 
         ‘Hey, you!’ I heard Kate shout against the wind. ‘Who wants to earn a threepenny bit?’
 
         ‘I do, missus!’ … No, me! … ‘Get off, I was here first!’ Then came the sound of boys’ hobnailed boots clattering on the cobbles. Sometimes they struck sparks from the stones. I heard Kate send him on his way, then close the door as she came back inside.
 
         
             

         
 
         I couldn’t sleep that night. I was haunted by nightmares, tormented by my own chaotic mind, I rose to my feet and slipped out of bed. Straightening my stiff and aching body, I paced the floor to ease it. Then I lifted up my baby and cradling him in my arms I crossed the room to look out of the window.  
 
         The storm was still raging. At its height now, it was lashing the water in the harbour into furious waves that came hurtling high over the quay, their white plumes flying. The wind was screaming in from the sea, tearing the dark clouds into black rags that scudded far inland, like ghosts fleeing an enchanter.  
 
         I pulled down the sash and stuck my head out. I lifted my face to the wildness, to the driving rain that soaked my hair in seconds and laughed. Now I knew what I had to do. I settled the baby comfortably in the crook of my arm, threw a shawl around us both and let myself out of the house.
 
         
         
 
         
             *

         
 
         I laughed aloud as I lifted my burden higher. Turning my face into the wind, my hair streaming out behind me, I made for the beach. Huge breakers were rolling shore-wards, black as the night itself. Their crests were tipped with silver by the fitful light of a pale moon which swam between the torn and racing clouds.
 
         As the waves reared up, their ragged claws reached out for me. Ready to drag me down into hell itself. I took a few steps towards the water and raised both arms in greeting, holding my baby out like a sacrifice.
 
         Soon all my problems would be solved. We would be together for all eternity, I and my infant son. Melting into this howling wilderness of sea and sky and becoming part of it forever.
 
         Joel would be free to choose another wife. I would no longer have to worry about my failure to become a mother. Simple. It was all so simple.
 
         I began walking around the point. Far away to my left I could see in the breaks between the clouds, a great ship. It was being tossed about on the enormous swell, bucking and diving like a huge sea-bird. Like the broken wings of a bird too, scraps of ragged sail clung to the splintered masts. A ghost ship, driven from hell.
 
         I turned the point. Here beside a stretch of cliffs it was more sheltered, but thunder rumbled ominously all around. Suddenly the sky was lit up by burst after burst of sheet lightning. By this display of heavenly fireworks I could see some curious dark shapes nearby lying about on the wet, black rocks, as if they had been flung there by the sea. I stepped up on to a natural shelf to peer closer.
 
         
             

         
 
         Bodies – they were dead bodies. Shock rooted me to the spot. But of course, this was hell, wasn’t it? So they would be dead, I nodded. There was a man spread-eagled below me, half in and half out of the water. A plump middle-aged woman lay nearby, grey hair covering her face. Further away, a younger woman, about my own age. Her head was grotesquely twisted and her staring eyes looked straight at me – hypnotic and mesmerizing. This is how I’ll be soon, I shuddered. My stomach heaved and I tore my gaze away.
 
         Then I saw a flicker of movement below me. For an instant the outline of a big, burly man reared up in silhouette against the half-light. He had been bending to hoist a barrel or maybe it was a sack, on to his shoulder. His sudden appearance was so unexpected that I froze to the spot.  
         
 
         Could I be seen? There was no way to tell. He appeared to be looking straight at me. There was another man behind him, smaller and thinner. I shrank back into the shadows behind a spur of rock and tried to melt into the night.  
 
         Nothing was going to deflect me from my purpose, nothing come between me and oblivion. Soon I would be joining the ranks of these dead souls around me. Just another drowned body washed up by the sea. The nightmare went on.  
 
         Suddenly my baby began to cry. I could hear him quite distinctly, but when I unwrapped his shawl, my little son was as still and quiet as before. What a good child he was, he didn’t howl like that. He didn’t make that piteous mewing wail that filled my head until my nerves were ready to snap.  
 
         I could stand it no longer. I took a step towards the ocean. For this was why I had come to this place, wasn’t it? To join these people in their eternal sleep.  
 
         But as the moon rocked free of its veil of cloud for a moment I saw, tossed up on the rocky shelf, the battered remains of a small boat. Curious, I peered inside. And in a fitful gleam of light, I could see a small bundle tucked under a broken seat. The pitiful wailing became louder.  
 
         Then I gasped and peered more closely. A tiny, furious baby lay there, tightly swaddled in a piece of yellow oilskin. Only its little face was visible, a pale and ghostly circle. A baby! My half-crazed mind did a flip. So this was where he had got to, the little son I had thought lost forever.  
 
         I laid down the bundle in my arms; it was very heavy. Why had I been carrying such a heavy burden all the way from home? I couldn’t remember. I shook my head impatiently, trying to clear it. Then, kneeling down, I reached out for my baby.  
 
         
             

         
 
         I awoke to the sound of Kate’s voice calling down to some women out in the street, presumably from her bedroom window. I sat up and glanced towards the light streaming into my own room. I must have slept very late if other people were up and about. I carefully crept out of bed, so as not to disturb the sleeping baby, and went to the window.
         
 
         The storm had eventually blown itself out. The rain had stopped, the wind subsided and the sea smoothed itself out to its normal level. A sun of sorts had appeared – a weak, pale thing, it was gradually strengthening and smiling benignly down on a newly-scoured and gleaming world.
 
         ‘So what happened last night? I heard the lifeboat go out.’ Kate asked, her voice coming from above. I could see Susan Trembath, my next-door neighbour, shopping basket over her arm, standing in a group around another older woman called Jane Polglase. Jane was telling a long tale and pointing seawards.
 
         Several of the women were knitting as they leaned against the harbour wall, their fingers flying as fast as their tongues, balls of wool stuffed into the pockets of their long white aprons. I well knew that seamen could never have too many thick stockings, or the traditional guernseys and jerseys of oiled wool – warm and weatherproof against the lacerating gales. These women’s time was too precious to be wasted in idle chatter.
 
         Kate had said several times how she felt very out of place with these local women. Although they were friendly enough to her on the surface, as my sister, she knew herself to be a ‘stranger’ in the eyes of the small and close-knit community. She had wealth and position and was not of the village in the way that these women were. They had all been born and raised here, like their forefathers, for generations past.
 
         ‘Oh, ’tis terrible, terrible,’ Jane called back, looking up. ‘I just been saying – that there ship was lost with all hands!’
 
         ‘All?’ Kate’s face must have registered her shock. I heard her voice rise up the scale.
         
 
         ‘Ess like I said, ’twas some awful night. Bill said he’ve never seen nothing like it this time of year. Seas was higher than what they do get in the winter. Some upset he were – they couldn’t pick up no survivors, see.’
 
         The women’s faces became even more drawn as details of the tragedy emerged. Jane Polglase had tears in her eyes. ‘They could see the men on deck, hanging on for all they was worth as the ship was rolling and shifting. Six or eight men, Bill reckoned, and they just couldn’t get no line over to them.
         
 
         ‘Imagine it can you? They poor souls was only yards away, screaming and waving, but Bill and they couldn’t do nothing.’ She dabbed at her eyes with the corner of her apron.
 
         ‘It was that rough was it?’ Kate sounded horror struck.
         
 
         ‘’Twas some rough, yes, but really it were because of the ship being grounded on the bar, see.’ I nodded to myself. Loe Bar was a notorious hazard to shipping.
 
         ‘Lifeboat couldn’t get near them because of the great seas tossing it all about like a toy, Bill said. Hours they was out there, firing line after line across, but they always snagged or fell short and was carried away. And the ship listing more and more all the time.’ Jane sighed and shook her head.
 
         ‘Then a huge great sea crashed right over the deck and washed all they men into the water. They was swept away so fast they couldn’t even pick them up! The rip took them under in a second and out of sight.’ Jane paused on a sob.
 
         Susan was slowly shaking her head at the enormity of the tragedy. ‘Some job, some job,’ she whispered. ‘I suppose the bodies’ll start coming in soon, when the tide do turn.’
 
         ‘What was the ship – where was she from?’ someone asked.
 
         ‘German cargo vessel,’ Jane replied. ‘Carrying timber. She had casks of ale and spirits on board too. Making for Hayle to deliver wood, then meant to go on to Falmouth. The gale swept her way off course and round Land’s End.’ She paused.
 
         ‘Bill was in some state when he come in, I tell you. He’d think of all they wives what are widows now, and little children left without their fathers. They say the captain had his family aboard, too. It’ll prey on his mind for days, because he do take it all personal like, Bill do.’
 
         ‘But he did all he could – risking his own life – and so did the lifeboat crew,’ Kate put in. ‘No one could have done more.’
 
         ‘Ess, but that’s what it’s like when the sea’s in your blood.’ The woman stared up at Kate. ‘You aren’t from round here, my handsome, see. Wouldn’t expect you to understand.’ And the circle closed in as the women put their heads together and changed the subject.

         I heard Kate close the window and come downstairs. I slipped back into my makeshift bed before she looked in on me. Actually the settee was remarkably comfortable.
         
  
         I was sitting up when she came in carrying a tea-tray. The baby was clasped to my breast. She kicked the door shut after her and tried to clear a space on the small table beside me to place the tray. She was about to speak when a sudden, angry squall from the baby gave her such a shock that the tea-things dropped to the floor with a crash.
 
         I shifted my position and put the baby to my other breast. The yell subsided as he began sucking heartily.
 
         ‘Wh-what…?’ Kate gulped, rooted to the spot. ‘What have you got there?’ A hand flew to her throat. What an inane question that was. ‘Where did it come from? Oh, Loveday, what have you done?’ She turned frightened eyes to my face.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Kate.’ I couldn’t meet her gaze. For, my head reeled, what had I done? In the cold light of day the nightmare of last night had receded and sanity returned. ‘I’m feeding my son, of course.’
         
 
         Kate took a step closer and collapsed on the end of the couch as if her shaking legs would no longer support her. Her eyes widened as they caught sight of the pile of sodden clothing I’d dropped in a corner when I came in. My night-gown and the baby clothes. The linen binder, the shawl, and the piece of tattered oilskin.
 
         ‘You went out last night! In all that storm. Didn’t you?’ Kate pointed, accusing. I hung my head so that my hair fell over my face and said nothing. ‘Loveday – you could have died!’
         
 
         Kate sprang up, arms akimbo. Then her jaw dropped. ‘Was that…?’ she pointed a shaking finger at the baby. ‘What you…? Oh, I can’t believe this!’ She buried her face in her hands.
 
         Then she edged closer. Lifting the hair none too gently from my face she yanked it back and glared. ‘Loveday, look at me!’ I had to, I was unable to turn away. ‘Right. Now, talk!’
         
 
         I moved the now sleeping infant from my breast and cuddled him close. ‘Yes,’ I said simply, biting my lip and on the verge of tears. ‘Kate, I was at my wits’ end last night. I mean that literally. I think for a while I was actually mad.’
 
         I raised my eyes, pleading silently for her to understand. ‘I can’t really remember much. It was a dreadful kind of waking nightmare. I went down to the beach – to the sea – in the storm. I must have been mad. I was going to – to drown myself you see.’ Kate gasped and stared at me in horror, both hands pressed to her face.
         
 
         ‘There were these dead bodies lying about on the rocks.’ I gulped. ‘I thought I’d already died and gone to hell.’
 
         ‘Oh, dear God! Go on.’ Kate raised her head. Her gaze was fixed on my face, boring through my skull.
 
         ‘Kate, I heard a baby crying, and because of the state I was in, I thought it was mine. I found it in a small wrecked lifeboat, thrown right up on to the rocks. How it had survived I don’t know. I picked it up. I must have left m-mine there.’ My eyes filled with tears as I shook my head. ‘I just don’t remember.’
 
         Kate’s face was grim. She drew in a breath. ‘But Loveday, dear,’ she began in a pacifing tone, as if fearful of my reaction. ‘You can’t possibly keep him, of course. You do know that, don’t you?’
 
         My jaw clenched and I clutched the baby more tightly. ‘Oh yes I can, Kate, he’s mine,’ I said fiecely. ‘I found him and nobody’s going to take him away from me. Ever.’
         
 
         ‘But you can’t just keep him!’ Kate cried, appalled. ‘Another woman’s baby?’ Put bluntly like that, a shiver feathered down my spine. My determination wavered.
         
 
         But only for a second. I flinched, but held my head high. I took a deep breath and when I replied, my voice was firm and level. ‘Just think about it, Kate. I heard what those women out in the street were saying to you. Everybody on that ship perished. Everybody.’ I stared her down. A hidden steely resolve that I’d never known I possessed, had surfaced and taken control.
 
         Kate shook her head as if to clear it. ‘But – but he’ll have family somewhere – relations. You’ll be found out! It’s illegal! Dishonest! You could be arrested for kidnapping – for stealing someone else’s child!’ She babbled away, staring at me in horror. ‘Loveday – you could go to prison!’
         
 
         ‘Oh no, I shan’t.’ I stiffened my spine. ‘When the bodies are discovered, even if anyone did know there was a baby on board, they’ll find’ – my voice broke on a sob – ‘find … my little one, and assume….’
         
 
         Kate fell silent and regarded the sleeping infant. ‘But,’ she said quietly as her brow furrowed.
         
 
         I leaned forward. ‘Yes? What?’ I demanded. Could she be right after all? Had she thought of something I’d overlooked? My heart began to flutter.
 
         ‘Surely this baby isn’t new-born? He looks bigger than … than yours did.’ Our eyes met and she held my gaze.
 
         I gulped. ‘N-not much bigger though.’ I tilted my chin in defiance. ‘He can’t be many days old because he hasn’t shed the stump of his birth-cord yet.’
         
 
         Kate sighed and nibbled her lip. ‘Oh, I suppose so.’ She paused, looking down at the infant. ‘Oh, Loveday!’ She nibbled her thumbnail and her green eyes were huge in her pale face.
 
         ‘Actually … do you know, I think it might just work?’ She slowly shook her head. ‘I expect there’s a snag somewhere, but my brain’s too tired to think clearly at the moment.’ She sighed and passed a hand across her forehead.
 
         ‘Think of the other side of this, Kate,’ I heard the note of steel in my voice. ‘I saved this infant’s life. How long do you think he would have lasted if I hadn’t come along? He’d already been there for most of the night. I’d say his chances were pretty slim – maybe only hours, wouldn’t you?’
 
         I pointed a finger and stared into her face. ‘This was meant to be, Kate. I truly believe that. God sent him to me – to save me from … from … taking my own life.’ I gulped. ‘We saved each other. So, he’s mine.’
         
 
         I looked down at the sleeping baby and stroked the top of his head. ‘Do you see how blond he is? Just like Joel. He has blue eyes too. Our own baby,’ I whispered, holding the warm little body close. Our little miracle.
 
         I tried to convince myself I wasn’t dreaming. Only a few hours ago I had been in a bottomless pit of despair. But now here he was, my little gift from God. An immense surge of love and protectiveness welled up inside me and I clasped him close. ‘Kate, nothing and nobody is going to take him away from me.’
 
         For Joel would never leave me now. Not now that I’d given him a son. I felt a smile spreading across my face, lifting the strain from my eyes. Smoothing out the worry lines that had been etched across my forehead. And I felt once more like the young woman I was.
         
 
         Kate was stroking the baby’s cheek with a gentle finger. ‘He’ll have to have a name, Loveday. Did you ever think of any – um – before…?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes. Joel and I talked a lot about names. He wanted Davy for a boy. I liked it, too. And if it was a girl we were going to call her Hannah.’ I looked down at the little scrap in my arms, then smiled.‘So, Kate, this is our little son, Davy Penrose.’
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