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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         The man, six feet two inches of bulk and stooping shoulders, stood in the log cabin doorway, flinching as the freezing wind hit him. His salt-stained reefer jacket was no safeguard against the icy spray that the howling wind scattered, neither could his dark breeches and canvas leggings protect him. But it was a cold that he had lived with for so long that it had little effect on him now.
         
 
         Yet, automatically, he reached out a calloused hand to pull his fur cap further down on the straggling once thick fair hair and shrugged the coat tighter across his body as he stared into the whirling curtain of ice which engulfed the hidden landscape.
         
 
         The far land …

         

         Slowly, his weathered, lined face began to relax. Behind his eyes he saw visions of green trees and lush grass, felt the warmth of sun on soft, golden beaches, with a kindly sea lapping them, showing its other side, so different from the raging monster that battered this island, this hard, harsh rock of Newfoundland.
         
  
         Thoughts raked him. The shoals of fish had stopped coming now and the centuries-old cod industry was dying. He could no longer make a living here. And these days, the old nightmares kept haunting him, only relieved by occasional dreams of bewitching, beckoning images of that far land he had once loved. And one gentle natured, slow-speaking woman and her child.
         
 
         And he sensed himself changing. Wiser? Gentler? More in need of human warmth? A frown lifted his bronzed, lined face. Even guilt for abandoning them?
         
 
         Was it too late to go back?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Loveday Jenkins walked along the beach, the hem of her grey stuff skirt damp and her boots forming squelchy imprints in the dark sand. The tide was ebbing and she walked as near to the untidy line of sea-washed flotsam as she could, eyes fixed on what she saw there. Sometimes there were things worth picking up – as a child she had dreamed of finding a floating bottle with a message in it, but never had. And today it was just strands of dark seaweed hiding a collection of intriguing things no longer wanted by the ocean – a black cuttlefish egg called a mermaid’s purse, bits of driftwood that the river must have brought down from wooded valleys upcountry, and the usual piles of broken shells. Mussels, winkles, a pelican’s foot – not often found – some tall razor shells, a couple of scallops and….
         
 
         She bent and picked up a tiny curling, sandy-coloured shell half hidden beneath seaweed. A cowry. Mr Benedict says they’re lucky. I’ll take it to him. She smiled to herself as she walked on. Frank Benedict’s collection of curiosities was always fascinating. Maybe he’d like this small offering in return for all he’d done for her.
         
 
         His cottage was in sight now, a small, lumpy thatched building, tucked away close to the church, looking almost part of the red sandstone cliff that rose above it. Loveday headed up the beach, the cowry clutched in one hand. She crossed the road, then, before opening the shabby white-painted garden gate, turned and looked out to sea.
         
 
         What a day. A spring sun beamed down from sky as blue as a jay’s feather, with puffy little white clouds blown in a neat line just above the hazy horizon. Taking a deep breath, Loveday stood there, lost in what she saw and felt. The brilliance, the warmth, the soft music of retreating waves, even the distant shrieks of a skein of gulls following a fishing boat just entering the harbour – all these were part of her life and she loved them.
 
         She smiled, happiness warm and safe within her. And then thoughts expanded and her smile faded. For somewhere there was another land that she dreamed of, a rocky island that old Frank Benedict had told her about, a land of storms and icebergs, of native peoples wearing furs and skins, of bears and whales and strange birds. A dangerous land where he said men worked with enormous strength to earn a meagre living; where fish were currency for money, where the men from her Devonshire hometown had been sailing to for hundreds of years to catch the huge shoals of cod, dry them, salt them and then bring them home to sell.
 
         The far land.
         
 
         And then she remembered – faintly because it was so long ago – her father. Lost at sea. The remembered, haunting words from her childhood rang an unwelcome dirge and she frowned, steadfastly pushing them into the furthest corner of her busy mind. Think instead of the far land. Imagination prickled her spine then and she grew tense as the exciting images became more and more vivid. But Aunt Janet’s common sense and practicality, handed down and resignedly copied from an early age, came to the fore, and so, from icebergs and wild seas, eventually Loveday forced herself to come home again, back here to Teignmouth, with her loved ones.
         
 
         In her mind’s eye she saw Aunt Janet with her upright posture, tight mouth and dark, dragged-back hair. There she was, sitting beside the window of the front room of the cottage which was not only home, but served as her dressmaking business premises. And Uncle Davey, slight, warm hearted, marching off to his accounting position in the shipyard and always ready to smile. No, no – forget the dream of the far land. She could never leave home. Could she? But why not? It was so dull here ….
 
         ‘Mornin’, maid. Got the sun in yer eyes?’
 
         Dreams and images vanished. She turned, smiling at the small, wizened man who stood in his open doorway, a white cat sinuously rubbing against his legs.
 
         ‘Morning, Mr Benedict. No, just looking. Thinking—’
 
         ‘Day dreamin’, more like. Time you was off to the big house, innit? Young lady’ll be waiting fer you.’ His faded, rheumy eyes squinted into the sun and he raised a gnarled hand to shield them from the glare, but she caught their warmth and smiled back.
 
         She held out her hand. ‘A cowry, Mr Benedict. Lucky, isn’t it?’
 
         The old man nodded and stepped closer. He shooed away the cat. ‘Get on wi’ ee, Crystal. Let the maid pass.’ Then, nodding, he looked at the shell. ‘Got plenty o’ they on the shelf. Want to add this un?’
 
         Loveday hesitated. If this really was a lucky charm, then she’d rather keep it herself. It might help the imagined dreams to become reality. But she recalled that lucky charms were a load of nonsense: Aunt Janet said so. The smile dying, Loveday nodded resignedly. After all, everything else Aunt Janet said was correct, and so she must be right about charms.
 
         ‘Yes, please, Mr Benedict.’
 
         ‘Come on in, then.’ He stepped back and she entered the cottage, eyes blinking until she got used to the dim light and the shadows. Such a tiny room with an even smaller fireplace, where driftwood crackled and smouldered. Frank Benedict’s rheumatic bones cried out for warmth, even on this April day. One armchair, sagging and lumpy, a table covered with a faded dark-red chenille cloth, still piled with empty plates and cups from the last meal, and there, leaning lopsidedly against the far wall, the old harmonium on which he had taught her to play hymns and songs he remembered from his seafaring days.
         
 
         Where she had practised, with Aunt Janet’s permission. The decisive voice still echoed – ‘the child’s got a gift. We must nurture it.’ And so hard-earned pennies were handed out each week, first to Mr Brabner, the church organist, and then, on his retirement and recommendation, to Frank Benedict.
 
         Music had become a much loved part of Loveday’s life as she grew into womanhood. Slowly, but steadily, her talent had grown until she could play almost everything she heard. And now she was capable of playing the organ in church when Frank was unable to do so. Also, she had a weekly position as music teacher to Miss Eleanor, up at Sothern House, as well as her everyday work at Mrs Narracott’s small hotel on the promenade.
 
         Sunlight filtered through thin curtains at the window and fell on the cabinet opposite the harmonium. Loveday moved towards it, the cowry warm in her hand, while Frank Benedict stood and watched, pointing knobbly fingers at the crowded shelves. ‘Put it where you wants, maid – jest move others around. ’Tis a praper conglomeration of they old things there.’
 
         A conglomeration indeed. Loveday stifled her chuckle. Bits of this, pieces of that. Some old china, cracked and crazed. Brass artefacts that puzzled her as to their usage. Rough wooden sculptures made out of driftwood, shells of every size and variety, a faded flower and a long piece of something creamy white covered with etched lines.
 
         She pointed at it. ‘What’s that, Mr Benedict?’
 
         He moved nearer, narrowing his eyes, bending down to inspect the strange object. Then he straightened up, turning to look at her. His voice was slow. ‘That there’s scrimshaw. Whale’s bone or tooth. Seamen used to fill up time when shoals were slow in comin’ by scratching pictures on bits like this one. Then pressed soot or lamp black on the lines to show the pictures up. See, there’s a praper picture, if you looks closer.’
 
         She bent and, yes, once she got near enough, there were tiny images visible. A big man carrying something, a child … but then it all became letters and squiggles which curved into spirals and circles and swirls of rough decoration.
 
         Fascinated, she nodded, stretched out her hand and carefully put the cowry beside it. ‘What a funny old thing – I’ve never seen anything like it before.’
 
         Frank Benedict was still watching her. ‘Where there’s fishing folk ’bout there’s plenty o’ scrimshaw, maid. Mebbe ee’ll find some more, somewhere.’
         
 
         She smiled. ‘I wouldn’t know where to look, but perhaps one day, when I’m somewhere else—’
 
         ‘Goin’ places, then, are you, maid?’ He grinned, following her to the open doorway and out into the sun.
 
         ‘You never know! I want to go – oh, I don’t know – places I’ve never seen, when I’m older, perhaps, when I’ve saved some money. I mean, Teignmouth is so dull and quiet.’
 
         They smiled at each other. She looked at the roadway outside, which almost at once turned into a brown earth track, climbing the hill and following the contour of the towering red sandstone cliff. ‘Shan’t earn anything at this rate, shall I? I must hurry, or I’ll be late, and Mrs Sothern won’t be pleased.’
 
         Another shared smile and a wheezy chuckle from Frank. All the town knew that Mrs Sothern, second and younger wife of Joshua, shipping merchant and owner of his family home, Sothern House, must never be kept waiting. ‘Off you go, then. What’s the young lady playin’ now? Got to hymns, has she?’
 
         ‘Not yet. Scales and arpeggios and a few simple tunes.’ The breeze was playing with her wiry hair and she raised a hand to skewer her hat on more firmly, pulling the thin shawl tighter over her shoulders.
 
         ‘Ah. Keep ’er at it. And don’t fergit, maid, you’m at the organ on Sunday. Can’t get there meself. Feet are too bad. Those ole frostbitten toes playin’ up.’
 
         She smiled back at him, a quick image of icebergs and frozen waste stabbing through her mind and then disappearing as fast as it had come. ‘I’ll be there. And put some of Aunt Janet’s ointment on your feet, Mr Benedict. Oh, and I forgot to tell you – Miss Eleanor is learning to play that little tune I can remember my father playing on his fiddle. I picked it out for her and gave it a few easy chords, and she’s got it off by heart. Pretty, it is.’
 
         The tune arose, vibrant and clear as a bird, joining the space between them as she sang. He nodded, smile vanishing and a taut expression shadowing his weatherbeaten face.
         
 
         Then she was off, giving Crystal a last stroke, shutting the creaking gate, waving at the old man who watched her as she walked towards the path leading to Sothern House, perched further up on the top of the cliff.
 
         Frank Benedict kept her in his hazy vision; tall and quick moving, chestnut hair straggling beneath her straw hat. Loveday Jenkins, so full of life, so needful of adventures and excitement, and so caught here in  Devon in this small town by the sea where every day seemed the same.
         
 
         He returned her final wave, saw her disappear behind the straggling  bushes that climbed the hill, and for a long moment or two stayed in his  doorway, looking out at the sea, thinking back to his past life in the far  land and wondering how long mysteries and secrets were supposed to  last.
 
         Picking up the purring cat, he stroked her arching back and sighed.  Well, he knew a few of both, didn’t he?
 
         
             

         
 
         Loveday paused as she reached the entrance to Sothern House, giving  herself a moment to savour the grandeur of the building that looked so  stern and precise with its tiers of windows and a large wing at either end,  but which this morning was softened by the gleam of sunshine on the  stonework. Relishing the fragrance of a small yellow early rose rambling  along the nearest wall, she followed the path leading to the back quarters  and knocked on the kitchen door.
 
         Mrs Derby’s resonant voice trumpeted ‘come in’ and Loveday entered.  The kitchen was hot and full of baking smells. Roast beef, she thought  with a sudden pang of greed. Beth and Mary, the kitchen maids, were  talking in low voices as they put shining plates and dishes on the long  dresser that filled one wall. Lou, the young skivvy, stood at the sink in the  adjoining scullery, scrubbing parsnips and potatoes, while a pile of  cabbages waited their turn to be washed. Inside the doorway, Loveday  smiled at Billy, as he piled four pairs of boots of various sizes against his  thin chest and clutched his box of brushes and polish in the other hand.
 
         ‘I’ll be listening, Miss Jenkins,’ he said, grinning, his coarse, spiky hair  made even more untidy by the sneaky wind that came rushing in from the  sea, far below. ‘I likes those tunes you’m teaching Miss Eleanor to play.’
 
         Before Loveday could reply, a voice from the kitchen range slapped  away the boy’s grin. ‘Get on wi’ the work, Billy, else Mistress’ll be on at  ’ee.’ The boy disappeared and the voice softened. ‘Come on in, Loveday.  She’ll be waitin’ fer ’ee with one eye on the clock, as usual.’ Mrs Derby,  arms white to the elbow as she rolled pastry, allowed herself a small smile  before frowning and shouting across to Beth and Mary. ‘An don’t be all  day with them dishes, you gels – there’s washing to fold an’ stack,  remember, before luncheon.’
 
         It was always like this in the kitchen, Loveday thought, warmth and  life and shouting. She returned the cook’s smile, caught a cautious grin  from one of the maids, and then walked through the big room into the cold stone passages leading to the green baize door, the entry to upstairs and the quieter, more restrained company of Mr and Mrs Sothern and their daughter, Miss Eleanor.
         
 
         Passing quickly through the dimly lighted hall with its vast bolted oak door and dark panelled walls, not pausing, thinking it a dreary space with a chill to it, she was glad to mount the elegant, curving mahogany staircase, with family portraits staring down from gilded, faded canvases. Upstairs, the carpeted passage took her to Mrs Sothern’s boudoir. The door was ajar and she heard voices.
         
 
         She waited a moment; there was irritation in Isobel Sothern’s high voice, and Miss Eleanor was mumbling something inaudible in reply. What was the problem today, Loveday wondered? There always seemed to be something wrong. Determined to keep calm, she knocked and was told, snappily, to ‘come in’.
 
         The room was a delight, not too large, and furnished comfortably in pale colours, of which eau de nil was the pleasing background. Biscuit and gold-patterned wall paper toned well, and the two chintz-covered armchairs beside the decorative stone fireplace offered comfort along with floral cushions. Loveday particularly admired the pictures on the walls – seascapes and graciously arranged bowls of brilliant flowers.
 
         Her mind flickered back for a moment – to Frank’s tiny cottage and then to her own home in Market Street, which was reasonably sized but still dark and cold and lacking the comforts she saw here. At the end of the room there were two spacious windows that looked out over the garden and across the green turf to the cliff edge. She couldn’t see it, but had an instant image of the ocean below, stretching away beyond the eye’s vision. A swelling green, grey, blue, the horizon smudged with faintest indigo – Loveday’s heart swelled. How beautiful it was, rolling away to far off lands.
 
         The pettish voice brought her back to reality. ‘You’re late, Miss Jenkins. Is there any reason? Miss Eleanor has been waiting for at least five minutes.’ Isobel Sothern was sitting at her bureau, the desk top covered with notepaper and envelopes. She sat there looking autocratic, pen in her right hand, left hand gesticulating as she spoke. Unsmiling, she looked at Loveday, her slightly tilted hazel eyes cold and questioning.
 
         Her step daughter, Eleanor, stood mutely in the middle of the room and looked cautiously at Loveday, who saw the child’s small hands were bunched into fists and the ten-year-old face full of distress. A quick surge of anger flashed through Loveday’s mind and she had to bite her lip to avoid answering impolitely.
 
         She took a deep breath. This was an unpleasant atmosphere, bad for  the child and not conducive to a friendly and creative lesson on the  pianoforte. Perhaps an apology would help.
         
 
         Forcing her voice into quiet submission, she said, ‘I beg your pardon,  Mrs Sothern. I called in on Mr Benedict as I came.’ Surely a small lie  couldn’t be counted a sin, considering the circumstances, could it? ‘He  has trouble with his health, you see, and so, on my way here, I like to  make sure he is all right.’
 
         ‘I see. Playing the Good Samaritan, are you?’
 
         A frown marred Loveday’s face as the unfeeling voice continued. ‘He’s  the dour old creature who plays the organ in church, is he not? I wonder  that the vicar allows him to appear – such shabby clothes, and I often  hear a wrong note.’ Isobel turned away, put down the pen and tidied the  papers on the desk. She got to her feet and walked to the nearest window,  stared out for a moment and then turned to look back at Loveday.
 
         Abruptly, her pretty, heart-shaped face was transformed, and her voice  rose a tone higher. ‘I have a new lady’s maid,’ she said, a smile touching  her lips. ‘She’s come from Cornwall with excellent references from the  Treveryan family. Her name is Hunt – Margaret, I believe. I’ve told her  that your aunt is a dressmaker with a shop in Market Street. No doubt  Hunt will be visiting the shop when I need new ribbons, lace, or anything  like that. Tell your aunt to expect her during the next few days, please.  Hunt is very experienced and polite, and I’m delighted to have someone  who knows her place and is light handed – and knowledgeable about hair  styles, too, which is extremely useful.’
 
         Turning away from the window she looked across the room. Her voice  dropped and the smile faded. ‘I got rid of that clumsy oaf Betsy Forder  as soon as I could. A hopeless girl. She had no idea how a lady’s maid  should behave.’
 
         Loveday nodded, remembering sad Betsy weeping when she was put  off without a character, and said quietly, ‘I’ll tell my aunt what you’ve said,  and I’m sure she will be pleased to welcome your maid, Mrs Sothern.’ No  doubt Aunt Janet would, indeed, be delighted to have a new source of  trade, especially coming from the big house. Her small business might well  increase once it got around that Mrs Sothern was patronizing her.
 
         ‘Very well then.’ Isobel walked to one of the fireside chairs, sat down and  picked up the embroidery frame on the small table beside it. Stabbing a  needle into the linen, she gave Eleanor a hard look. ‘Off you go, child, and  let me hear how well you do today. And, Miss Jenkins, perhaps we could  have less of the scales and a little more of something tuneful, for a change?’
 
          Loveday paused at the door as she started to follow her pupil into the passage, then looked back and said without thinking, ‘But scales are the important part of learning to play, Mrs Sothern. All pianoforte players have to practise scales and arpeggios before they turn to more difficult study.’
         
 
         There was a quick intake of outraged breath. ‘I’ll thank you to do as I say, Miss Jenkins. There are always other more polite and amenable tutors available, you know.’
 
         Their eyes met. Loveday tightened her mouth as furious words spontaneously rushed through her mind. I don’t have to be beholden to you, you know. I have a good situation with Mrs Narracott – I can manage without your grudging shillings, but she nodded and forced herself to be subservient. ‘Yes, Mrs Sothern. I didn’t mean to be rude. And I’ll do as you ask.’
         
 
         She left the room quickly, following Eleanor down the staircase, trying hard to control the feelings of frustration and resentment filling her. Really, what a foolish woman Isobel Sothern was! And how unpleasant – until the subjects of clothes and the new maid were aired. Well, Eleanor should play scales by the dozen before she attempted the piece by Mr Handel which had been her study this week, just to let her stepmama realize how much hard work was involved in developing her talent.
 
         In the spacious, empty drawing room, Loveday sat the child at the upright piano against the side wall and said determinedly, ‘The scale of C major, please, Miss Eleanor.’ An eyebrow was raised, but Loveday met it with a smile. ‘Let me hear it three times. I want to make quite sure you really are learning your scales.’
 
         As Eleanor’s small fingers grappled with the keys, Loveday went to the tall windows at the far end of the room overlooking the beautifully kept lawn and parterre flower beds. Ben Marten, one of the gardeners, was at work bending to remove winter weeds and give the emerging spring flowers space and newly forked earth. As if he felt her gaze, he straightened, looked up at the window and grinned. Loveday nodded and waved, remembering their days at school together and the small wickednesses they had enjoyed – scrumping apples, playing tricks on friends and writing huge letters in the golden sands of the beach. What days those had been. And now life was different. Sometimes more difficult but never as exciting. But she supposed it was the same for everyone.
         
 
         Turning, she concentrated on Eleanor’s playing and thought how lucky she was to live here in this lovely place, to have a position and to have Aunt Janet and Uncle Davey as well as all her friends.
 
         Then Eleanor stopped playing. ‘Well done,’ said Loveday. ‘You really do know those awful old scales!’
         
 
         The child’s face was wreathed in smiles. ‘Papa likes me to play. He comes in at teatime. Yesterday I played the tune you wrote out for me. He said it was pretty and that I was getting on well.’
 
         Loveday returned the smile as she sorted through the music on the top of the pianoforte. ‘That’s good,’ she said, and then, suddenly her serenity was disturbed. Lucky Eleanor had a papa. It flashed through her mind with aching pain that she missed her father very much. But it was a momentary thought. She must control her feelings – other people had lost their parents and still lived contented lives. Firmly then, she opened a sheet of music and put it in front of Eleanor. ‘Let’s please your mama with some Handel, shall we?’ She managed a bright smile and then made herself listen with a critical ear, forcing away the shadows that still loitered in her mind.
         
 
         When the lesson was over, Loveday accompanied Eleanor upstairs to rejoin her stepmother and then, receiving Mrs Sothern’s stiff smile and dismissal, went along the passage towards the staircase A woman came out of a room just ahead of her, holding an armful of clothes that smelled faintly of hot iron. She paused as Loveday approached, stood back and bowed her head.
 
         ‘Good morning, Madam’ The voice was low, polite and full of country intonation.
         
 
         ‘You’re Margaret? Good morning,’ said Loveday quickly. ‘Mrs Sothern has just told me that you will be calling on my aunt, Miss Jenkins, when you need anything to repair or renew her clothes. We live in Market Street.’ She smiled, and Margaret smiled back.
 
         ‘I know. Thank you, Madam.’
 
         They looked at each other for a moment longer, then she bobbed a curtsey and walked rapidly along the passage, opening a far door and disappearing from Loveday’s sight.
 
         How could she know? Wondered Loveday vaguely, making her way out of the house.
 
         But perhaps she had seen the shop when she first explored the town on her arrival here. It wasn’t important, anyway. Then her thoughts took flight as she followed the cliff path, indulging herself for a few minutes to look over the edge, seeing the glint of sun on the railway lines below, hearing the surging lap of waves against the sea wall, and feeling, yet again, the intense love she had for the ocean and all its wondrous concealed mysteries.
 
         She walked back towards the town, watching the brave holidaymakers frequenting the line of bathing machines situated along the beach beside the pier. She could hear their screams and laughter as they plunged into the waves, and then saw the inevitable photographer close at hand, immersed behind a black cloth, finally making himself known to his prospective customers. As she made her way along the promenade she passed him, a young man with twinkling eyes and a friendly smile. He lifted his hat to her and she smiled back. So the holiday season was definitely here – and the Beach View Hotel, where she worked as a chambermaid, would be filling up. Plenty of work ahead of her, then. So make the most of this walk in the sunshine, with a sense of happiness filling her, and as always, just that hint of excitement – for who knew when an adventure would come along?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Janet Jenkins, was, as usual, sitting as close to the window as possible to get what was left of the morning sun before it moved away, filling the narrow, busy street with shadows. On her lap, overflowing from the table at her side, was a large purple dress which her neighbour, Mrs Mutley, had requested should be turned and then enhanced with a new set of flounces, prior to a coming birthday party. The material was thin and worn and slightly odorous, but it was a piece of work and must be completed to her very best ability No one should ever say that Janet Jenkins’s work wasn’t the best in the neighbourhood.
 
         She put down her needle, smiling as Loveday came into the shop. ‘How was the little girl playing, then? Improving, no doubt, with you teaching her.’ Her usually stern face was relaxed, a smiling lifting the tight mouth and allowing dark eyes to shine.
 
         Loveday took off her shawl and hat and went to her aunt’s side, watching the moving needle, quickly taken up again, as it shone in the beam of light coming through the window. ‘Yes, she’s doing very well. Her papa enjoys hearing her, but Mrs Sothern is full of complaints. I don’t think they get on – poor child, she must have a strange life.’
 
         Janet Jenkins put in a last stitch, stuck her needle into a large pincushion, and turned the dress over, looking at each seam with critical eyes. ‘She won’t be spoiled, that’s for sure. An only child without a real mama is bound to feel unhappy. But once Mrs Sothern starts breeding, perhaps things will improve. With a baby brother or sister to care for, little Eleanor will have a new interest, won’t she?’
         
 
         Loveday chuckled to herself. Aunt Janet was always outspoken, not one to hide facts. Of course, the whole town guessed that Mr Sothern must have married again in order to have a son to inherit his fortune. And it also knew – not just guessed – that his young wife was more interested in living a busy social life than settling down to produce an heir. Betsy Forder, full of anger at being put off without a character, had told spiteful tales about goings on at Sothern House. Everyone now watched Isobel and made bets about how long it would be….
         
 
         ‘Can I do anything to get dinner ready, Aunt Janet?’ In the dark kitchen, tackling potatoes in the stone sink, Loveday suddenly remembered the message she had been asked to give. ‘I nearly forgot.’ She went to the doorway, watching her aunt removing her steel spectacles and running a hand over her face. ‘Mrs Sothern has a new lady’s maid. Come from Cornwall with a good reference, and she’ll be calling here when anything is needed – you know, lace, or ribbon, or some such. I saw her – a pleasant looking woman. She’s called Margaret Hunt.’
         
 
         About to return to the sink, she suddenly realized Janet had made no reply. Her aunt was staring into space, the purple dress slipping from her lap, spectacles falling to the floor.
 
         ‘Aunt Janet, what’s wrong?’
 
         But Janet didn’t appear to hear. Instead she just stared at the wall and muttered very low, so that Loveday could hardly hear, ‘Oh, my good Lord. So Maggie’s come back, has she?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         So long ago, but increasingly filling his mind: happy images, voices, the taste of salt, gulls’ cries, children laughing and singing, sand between naked toes, warm enticing water with gentle waves creaming the beach. Boats lined up, rigging tinkling as the west wind blew a friendly breeze. 
         
 
         The other land, far away, yet close in his dreaming.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Maggie?’ Loveday was confused. ‘Do you mean Margaret Hunt, Mrs Sothern’s new lady’s maid, Aunt? It sounds as if you know her – do you?’
 
         Janet Jenkins inhaled deeply, meticulously placed her sewing tools on the table beside her, put the purple dress over her arm, and got up from her chair. She arranged the dress carefully over a hanger and then walked to the long curtain hanging at the back of the room, which opened into a small fitting room. There was a hook on the wall and there she hung the dress, pulling its skirts out and unfolding the creased sleeves.  
 
         Not looking at Loveday, she cleared her throat, and said quietly, ‘Yes, I think I do. The name is familiar. I shall probably recognize her if she calls.’
 
         Still bemused, Loveday returned to the potatoes, which she put in a pan on the hot range. But when her aunt joined her in the kitchen, preparing the fish for the midday meal, she asked, ‘This Maggie – Margaret Hunt – was she a friend of yours then, Aunt Janet?’
 
         ‘Yes. Many years ago.’ Janet dipped the fish in flour, put it aside and then pushed a large black iron frying pan on to the heat.
 
         ‘So, Miss Hunt—’
 
         ‘Mrs’ The word snapped out and Loveday felt even more curious. Clearly, Aunt Janet was not prepared to tell her the details of this unexpected arrival of the old friend. But curiosity was a prime fault, and she heard herself choosing words carefully, and saying, ‘how did you know her, then, if she has been living in Cornwall?’
         
 
         ‘Those potatoes need a good boil – your Uncle will be home very  soon.’ Janet’s voice was controlled as she put a lump of dripping into the  pan and then waited for it to heat up.
         
 
         Loveday’s lips tightened. This was obviously a secret that Aunt Janet  wasn’t ready to share. But why not? She glanced at her aunt, and said  lightly, ‘I expect you’ll both have a lot to talk over when you meet again.  I thought she was pleasant enough – she smiled at me and had good  manners.’ Looking at the expressionless face beside her she felt an inrush  of irritation. Why this big secret? But then she remembered that, for a  woman who could be very outspoken, Aunt Janet was also a hoarder of  secrets. Many’s the time the small Loveday had asked questions, only to  be given a cautious and not very informative reply.
 
         For instance, the first, all-important question that the toddler had  asked, once the knowledge of her small friends having mothers and  fathers but having none of her own had dawned on her, had been ‘Aunt  Janet, where is my mother? And my father?’
 
         And the answer had been brusque and quelling. ‘Your father was a  seaman, unfortunately lost at sea. And your mother had to move away to  find work, which is why your Uncle Davey and I took you in. Now, that  will do, child. No more questions. Time for bed.’
 
         And that had been that.
 
         But now the memories refused to be put away. So Father had been lost  at sea, no doubt a victim of a sinking ship, one of those many terrible  disasters which the mighty sea demanded so frequently. Drowned. As she  took plates from the dresser for dinner, Loveday blinked away threatening  tears because the images were so awful. Drownings happened even  here in the safety of this sheltered West Country bay, and she had seen  bodies brought ashore, heard the mourning wives, sweethearts and families  keening, realized that lives were broken up, thrown into chaos and  the resulting often unrelenting poverty. Yes, she thought, returning to the  range to make sure the potatoes were boiling well, the sea could be beautiful  when it wanted, but sometimes it was simply a raging monster,  devouring everything that challenged it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A slight man with a pronounced limp, carrying a trusty stick to support  him, Davey Jenkins arrived home at the usual, precise time of 12.40, after  walking unhurriedly from the shipyard through the narrow streets to his  house in the middle of town.
 
         Timing him to the minute, Loveday was at the door. ‘Hallo, Uncle. Let  me take your hat.’ 
         
 
         Leaning forward, he kissed her and surrendered his bowler and stick.  ‘A beautiful day. Let’s hope it lasts.’
 
         They moved together into the kitchen as Loveday said, ‘I walked along  the beach this morning on my way to Sothern House and found a cowry  which I gave to Frank Benedict. And he wants me to play the organ in  church on Sunday. I do hope I shan’t hit too many wrong notes!’
 
         His answering smile was warm. ‘Of course you won’t. You’re a proper  musician these days.’  
 
         Davey greeted his sister and then went to his customary chair. He sat  down heavily, grimacing and stretching out his left leg to rub away the  pain. Then he sat back, looking around the room and smiling.  
 
         ‘This sunshine,’ he remarked as Janet began slicing bread, ‘will be  persuading our tourists to go on the pier, and try out the bathing  machines too, no doubt.’ An amused glance at Loveday then – ‘and I  suppose you’ll be one of them, as usual, maid – how you can plunge into  that cold sea I really don’t know – but you were always a water baby.’  
 
         His pale eyes were on her, warm and loving as she took her place at  the table and she was content. Until she remembered the piece of news  about Margaret Hunt, the old friend and wondered if Uncle Davey  remembered her, too.  
 
         The fish was excellent and made even better by parsley sauce. Taking  a slice of bread, Davey reached for the butter and then pushed it away as  Janet raised an eyebrow, reminding him of the need to eschew what she  considered his natural greed. Silence reigned for a moment.  
 
         And then, ‘Do you know someone called Mar—?’ Loveday began, but  stopped as Janet frowned across the table and shook her head.  
 
         Loveday’s thoughts raced. Why shouldn’t she ask Uncle Davey about  Aunt’s old friend? No reason at all that she could imagine. And then defiance,  her constant companion, struck urgently and she heard herself  asking, ‘Do you remember Margaret Hunt, Uncle Davey? Only she’s here  now, working as lady’s maid for Mrs Sothern—’  
         
 
         And then she stopped, guiltily aware that something was very wrong.  
 
         Uncle Davey’s face had grown taut, his mild eyes suddenly keen and  questioning, looking at his sister, while Aunt Janet was pursing her lips  and staring furiously back at him across the table.  
 
         Loveday held her breath, watching as brother and sister exchanged  looks and then slowly returned to their laden dinner plates. No one  spoke, until Janet said in a determined voice, ‘Davey, did you ever hear  any more of the gentleman who wrote, asking for information about  finding accommodation?’ and Loveday realized that the subject – whatever   it was, and however unpleasant – had been changed.
         

         She pushed the parsley sauce towards her Uncle. ‘More sauce, Uncle?’ and saw his face relax as he nodded and helped himself to a large spoonful. One more mouthful, carefully chewed, and then he looked at his sister.
         
 
         ‘Indeed I have, Janet. Mr Harvey spoke to me again today. He wondered if you might be willing to offer the gentleman a room and board. A well-educated person, a draughtsman, Mr Harvey believes, who is coming to the shipyard for a few months with a view to joining the staff, if all goes well. Or so I surmise – of course, Mr Harvey is very eager to retire … and this Mr Lennox Long is very interested in seeing plans of the old boats that sailed to Newfoundland for the cod fishing, apparently – well, we have plenty of material for him to sort out.’ He sighed. ‘Certainly, everything’s got in a bit of muddle recently, you see. We’re all getting old—’
         
 
         Aunt Jane sniffed. ‘All that ancient history? Whatever does he want to bother with that for?’
 
         Davey smiled tolerantly. ‘It’s a very important part of Teignmouth’s past, my dear. Apparently he’s knowledgeable about sailing boats – extremely experienced, I understand – and I imagine he has plans to design something new perhaps, based on those old boats.’ He paused. ‘Well, what do you think of the idea, sister?’
 
         At once Janet was enlivened. Finishing her meal, she put cutlery neatly together and smiled across at Davey. ‘We could do with the money,’ she said bluntly. ‘Prices are all going up now that we don’t have the revenue from the cod trade as we did in years gone by. And dressmaking never earns a lot, not here, anyway. Yes, tell Mr Harvey that I think I could manage to accommodate the gentleman.’
 
         Looking thoughtfully at Loveday, she said slowly, ‘I could put him in your bedroom, child – and you could go up into the attic.’ Then, hurriedly, she added, ‘Yes, I know, it’s a tip at the moment.’ A smile grew as Loveday’s eyes widened. ‘But we could do it up, make it cosy for you. I’ll find something pretty for curtains, and I might even be able to get you a new mattress. What do you say?’
 
         What could she say? Nothing, except, ‘Yes, of course, Aunt Janet. I’m sure that I shall be happy up there.’ Then memories of buckets and drips arose, and she added, ‘As long as the roof doesn’t go on leaking like it did in the winter.’
 
         Janet tutted. ‘I’ll get Jem Brown in to make sure it doesn’t,’ she said. ‘Not much good having a builder for a neighbour if you can’t make use of him!’ She turned to her brother. ‘So that’s decided. Yes, Davey, tell Mr Harvey that I’ll be pleased to house the gentleman for as long as he needs accommodation. And if he cares to write I’ll suggest terms.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Next morning after breakfast, Loveday looked at the clock as she helped clear the table and said, ‘I must get on. Mrs Narracott at the hotel said we had to prepare several rooms this week – she doesn’t really like me having Monday mornings off, but I don’t care.’ She tossed her head, remembering Isobel Sothern’s patronizing words and her own annoyance. ‘I shall go on teaching Miss Eleanor as long as I can.’
         
 
         Janet’s face reflected her thoughts about such unseemly defiance, but she only said, ‘Off you go, then. We’ll talk about the bedroom when you come back, and I’ll call next door and ask Jem to come in as soon as he can.’
 
         Loveday bade them both goodbye, saw Uncle Davey putting on his hat, preparing to leave as Janet washed the dishes, and wondered if they had finally discussed the forbidden subject of Margaret Hunt. Shrugging her shoulders, telling herself that no doubt it would all come out in the end, she walked quickly down to the promenade and, entering the back door of the Beach View Hotel, found Mrs Narracott already in a state of impatience and bustle.
 
         Loveday took off her hat and shawl, tied on her apron and picked up the box containing her cleaning tools and prepared for a day’s hard work. ‘What do you want me to do first, Mrs Narracott?’
 
         ‘Make up the bed in the front number one, make sure the curtains hang straight, and then clean up all around. I’ll do the armchair covers and the cushions – and then you can come down and help do the veg for dinner.’
 
         Loveday tucked in linen sheets and plumped up newly covered bolsters and pillows, all the time wishing she was somewhere else. Out on the beach, perhaps, with the wind tugging at her skirts and the sea daring her to walk nearer the tide line. Then she cheered up as she began sweeping under the bed and around the bare floorboards, deciding that after work this afternoon she’d go on the pier, perhaps see Ben and his sister Daisy, and have a good gossip and laugh with them.
         
 
         Thoughts jiggled around her head as she worked. What about the gentleman coming to lodge at home? Well, he didn’t sound very exciting. Of course he would be old, grey-whiskered and dull and he was taking her comfortable bedroom away from her, which didn’t exactly improve her thoughts of him.
 
         Flicking her cloth out of the window, Loveday watched the dust motes float away, shining in the sunlight and saw the pier, stretching toward the hazy horizon. Towards dream lands and amazing adventures. She sighed. Another four hours and she would be out there.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Free from work, she paid her penny at the pier entrance and then found Ben and Daisy already sauntering along towards the machines that edged the length of the decking. Not WHAT THE BUTLER SAW again, she thought. We’ve seen it so often.
         
 
         Ben turned, saw her and grinned. ‘Want to get your fortune told, Loveday?’
 
         ‘How much is it?’ She was trying to save most of her meagre wages, just in case, one day, an adventure took her out of Teignmouth and to somewhere more exciting.
 
         ‘Nothing, if we talks to the lady and tell her we’ll spread her name around the town an’ say how good she is.’ Young Daisy was always practical, where brother Ben was just the opposite.
         
 
         As if to prove the difference, he looked at Loveday with an expression of admiration, took a wilting flower from the brim of his hat and handed it to her. ‘I knows you love flowers—’
 
         ‘Thank you, Ben.’ She took the half-dead stalk of blue love-in-the mist and held it to her nose, knowing that he had risked being told off for picking the Sothern flowers as he gardened. ‘I’ll put it in water when I get home. It’s lovely.’ She saw how his craggy face softened and his eyes shone. Yes, Ben had always been her admirer. He was such a good friend, but she knew she didn’t feel the same way about him as he obviously did about her. What, have Ben for a sweetheart; marry him, live in a part of his old mother’s cobwebby house, and forgo all her dreams about an exciting future?
 
         Forget the far land?
         
 
         Never, she told herself silently, and then considered what clever Daisy had suggested. A bit of advertising for a free reading? Such a good idea! ‘Come on, let’s go and see Madame Chance.’
         
 
         The fortune teller’s tent stood further along the pier, its faded red covering blown by the early evening wind, with the setting sun beaming bright shafts on to the strange figures that decorated it. Dragons, moons, stars, fairies – or were they angels? – all dancing over the tent and enticing customers to enter and learn what fate had in store for them.
         
 
         Ben and Loveday knew from experience that Daisy, aged twelve, but with a businesslike head on her small shoulders, was the one who would best persuade Madame Chance to give a free reading. How many other times had they both waited while the little girl accosted shopkeepers, fishermen, old ladies, with a view to gaining favours? And most of the times Daisy had achieved her purpose. Loveday looked at Ben and they both chuckled silently as Daisy entered the tent.
         
 
         For a few moments there was no sound. No voices arguing, no shouts of outrage. And then the tent flap opened outwards, Daisy appeared and, grinning triumphantly, said ‘She ses as how she’ll give one of us a reading if we spreads her name. You gotta come in and she’ll chose.’
         
 
         Narrowing their eyes in the stuffy darkness of the tent, Loveday and Ben crept inside and found themselves looking at a swarthy-faced woman with a bright scarf tied around her head and huge gold earrings that swung as she moved.
 
         ‘Well,’ she said sharply. ‘Which one’ll it be, then? Let’s look at you.’
 
         Loveday felt Ben stiffen, felt herself tense. They shouldn’t be doing this – what on earth would Aunt Janet say if she knew? But she wouldn’t know, so why not? And suddenly she knew that she wanted to be the chosen one. Because perhaps this Madame Chance would tell her about her future … Let it be me. Let it be me.
         
 
         It was. ‘You, the tall girl, the one with the carroty hair, come and sit down. And you two, out – and remember, I’ll expect some results from you both.’ The voice lowered into a growl. ‘Or else. I can do charms, you know—’
 
         Ben and Daisy fled with no backward looks, but Madame Chance was laughing, looking at Loveday with a friendly expression and telling her to sit down.
 
         ‘Give me your hand, child.’
 
         Loveday obeyed, her hand at once held by fingers encased in black mittens. She was nervous, but excited. What would the fortune teller say?
 
         For a few stretching seconds, she said nothing. Loveday felt the strong fingers moving her own, and watched, wide eyed, as they explored every natural line on the palm of her outstretched hand.
 
         And then, ‘You have a destiny to fulfil. So much to do and discover. An important journey leading you on.’
 
         A silence in which Loveday heard her heart beating a tattoo, then Madame Chance sat back, looked intently across the table and said slowly, ‘I see you surrounded by water. The sea. It calls to you.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Somehow she slowed her breathing. ‘I’ve always loved it.’
 
         ‘But it’s not a true friend, child. It can be cruel.’ The words were quick and hard and the mittened fingers moved to uncover something on the table. A crystal ball stood there. ‘Now – what else can I see?’
         
 
         Another stretching silence while Loveday felt her body grow stiff with expectation and even dread. She wished she hadn’t come. What a silly idea of Daisy’s this had been. Aunt Janet would have a fit. And, anyway, it was all a load of rubbish – wasn’t it? This old gypsy probably told everyone the same stupid things.
 
         The sharp voice spoke again. ‘I see your journey going through life surrounded by water. And there’s music – and something else; it’s love. Ah yes, that’s the mystical touch on the spider’s web of your life that will take you where you need to go. The magic of love, given, and perhaps returned, but I can’t say for sure.’ Then the ball was moved away, quickly recovered with the black cloth, and the fortune teller sat back with a heavy sigh. ‘That’s all I can tell you. The gift comes and goes. I hope I’ve helped you.’
 
         Loveday rose, wanting only to get away. But she saw how the elderly face was suddenly deflated and weary, and said quickly, ‘Thank you, Madame Chance. Yes, I’m sure you have. And I’ll make sure that we – the others and me – do what we can to bring you in some more customers. Goodbye.’
 
         Wonderful to be out of the dry, clinging heat of the tent and the smell of candles and stale perfume. She walked rapidly to the rail of the pier and looked down over the edge. The sea was lapping the stonework with a soothing, monotonous rhythm, the sun slowly slipping down over the bruised blue horizon, and Loveday felt a great surge of gratitude rise inside her. She knew something important had happened in the tent, but for the life of her had no idea what it was. All she knew was that she must get away from Ben and Daisy and go home. She needed safety, and above all, the love the gypsy had spoken of. She needed Aunt Janet and Uncle Davey.
 
         Voices followed her as she went rapidly down towards the pier entrance. She knew she should stop and tell her friends all that had happened, but her need was greater than theirs. She just waved and went on walking. And soon she was back on the beach, on the promenade, back in the town among normal people and ordinary houses and shops.
 
         And then, there was Market Street and she was home. She was safe.
 
         Back in the house, she heard bumps and scrapings and discovered Aunt Janet in the attic, her hair tied up in a duster and a sackcloth apron tied around her. ‘I’ve never seen so much litter!’ she said crossly as Loveday peered into the small room. ‘How could I have let it get like this? Just look – all the old clothes that I thought Davey had thrown away, all stored up here just in case he might use them again … dearie me, what a hoarder that man is!’
         
 
         ‘Let me give you a hand.’ Thankful for the chance of returning to everyday tasks, Loveday took charge of the boxes of rubbish and old clothes and carried them downstairs into the back yard. There might just be a few things still useable – perhaps some of the poorer people down by the docks would welcome them. She was quite sure that Uncle Davey would organize something like that – if he was allowed to get his hands on them.
 
         She made a pot of tea and persuaded her aunt to come down ‘Just for five minutes, then I’ll go up and finish it.’ They sat at the kitchen table, both weary from their exertions. Janet sighed, removed the duster, fluttered it over the range and folded it in her lap. ‘I didn’t realize it was so bad. Are you quite sure, child, that you don’t mind going up there to sleep?’
         
 
         Loveday said stoutly, ‘Just as long as Jem repairs the roof and I have that nice new mattress you talked about I shall be quite happy, Aunt. Now, why don’t you sit here for a few minutes longer while I go and clear up the rest of the mess? You’ve done enough for today, and I don’t mind working for a bit longer. Yes, really—’
 
         ‘You’re a good maid.’ Janet sighed again, looked quizzically at Loveday and then allowed herself to smile. ‘I’ll see about that mattress first thing tomorrow. And some new curtains. You deserve a pretty room.’
 
         In the attic Loveday stood and assessed the possibilities of turning this small, heavily beamed and sloping roofed space into a comfortable bedroom. The window was small and filthy. She found a piece of rag, spat into it, somehow managed to get her hand outside and rubbed hard at the ancient glass. A hazy view appeared – once the bird droppings and bleary rain spots were cleared – of next door’s roof. Loveday shook her head, but smiled. Never mind, she’d only be here at night. And the gentleman at the shipyard wouldn’t stay for ever – but then it came to her that she might not be here for ever, either.
 
         ‘I shall be nineteen very soon. Isn’t it time I decided what I really want to do? I do love Aunt Janet – as she does me – but I do so need to be free, to do something exciting.’
 
         She left the window, took a last look around the shabby little room and sighed. Everything seemed dull and without the promise of better things to come. But, as she went slowly downstairs, Madame Chance’s voice was there in her mind.
 
         The sea. The magic of love. A journey … a destiny to fulfil … and although, at the time, Loveday had told herself it was all a load of make believe and nonsense, suddenly she began to think differently. Why shouldn’t it become true? And she realized, with a startling sense of having stumbled upon the truth, that life is what you make it.
         
 
         So yes – start the journey. Set out towards that predicted destiny….
 
         When she rejoined Aunt Janet in the kitchen, she was smiling, her head already full of amazing plans and therefore not prepared for her aunt’s sombre face and slow words.
 
         ‘You were asking about Margaret Hunt the other day.’
 
         Loveday’s smile faded as curiosity grew. She sat down on the opposite chair. ‘Yes?’
 
         ‘Well, she came to call this afternoon, bringing one of Mrs Sothern’s gowns to be mended – the lady had tripped, her heel piercing the hem.’
 
         ‘Good. A small commission, then Aunt. And the chance to see your old friend again. I’m so glad for you.’ Sitting down by the banked-up fire, Loveday looked at the severe face on the other side of the table. If she hoped for a warm smile and enthusiastic reply, she was doomed to disappointment.
         
 
         Janet Jenkins sat up even straighter, picked up one of Davey’s socks which she had been mending, began weaving her needle in and out of the gaping hole and said quietly, without meeting Loveday’s eyes, ‘Margaret will be coming to tea on Sunday, which is her afternoon off. But you don’t need to be here to meet her. She knows you are usually with your friends at that time.’
 
         ‘I see.’ Loveday thought hard. What was going on inside Aunt Janet’s mind as she calmly darned the sock? ‘But I’d quite like to meet her and to know how she’s getting on with Mrs Sothern,’ she said obstinately, and saw the busy needle suddenly stop in mid stitch.
 
         ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea,’ said Janet firmly. And then, not giving Loveday time to argue, ‘Goodness, I must start cooking. Your Uncle will be here at any minute, wanting his tea.’
 
         No, it wasn’t the time to ask why, and all the other questions that suddenly raced through her mind. Loveday watched the mending being tidied away, pans being put on the range, saw Janet’s hands mixing pastry and for the first time in her life kept quiet so that she could think the more.
 
         A strange feeling of elation filled her, and she sensed that the journey had started.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         The woman looked at him across the counter. ‘Thinking of leaving, are you, Amos? I heard as ’ow you’ve had enough of this cold ole place.’ She smiled invitingly into his deep set blue eyes. ‘Or p’raps jest lookin fer a new woman?’
         
 
         He wavered for a second – two, three – yes, she looked warm and soft despite the skinny bosom beneath the soiled blouse as she boldly flaunted her body across the counter. He recognized the old weakness, but it was a dead thing now. He drank half the ale in his mug, wiped his mouth on his jacket sleeve and said coldly, ‘I’m off to St Johns. I want work. No more women. I’ve had enough o’ them.’
         
 
         She stood back, thinking he looked dangerous. Everybody knew Amos Hunt was big and powerful with a mind all his own. Nobody willingly upset him – he had a maggot in his brain, stabbing him with thoughts of something he longed for but had never found. Keep clear of him, they said.
         
 
         ‘We’ll miss you,’ was all she said and turned away to serve the next customer.
         
 
         He drank the rest of the ale, banged the glass down on the counter and left. If he didn’t find work in the capital, what would he do then?
         
 
         Thinking yet again of the far land, he trudged back to the cabin. His belongings were few and, as he packed them into the old canvas bag which had seen so many dangerous journeyings and sailings across wild, cruel seas, memory began playing tricks. No more did he think of cold and danger, but of a small boy brought out from England by parents seeking work and brought up in this hard land.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Sunday – not a day of rest for everyone and certainly not in the Jenkins household. Janet was up early with Davey limping down the stairs not far behind her. Loveday knew she mustn’t loiter so she, too, leaped out of bed and hurried down to breakfast.
 
         ‘If you’re playing the organ you must look your best,’ said Janet anxiously. She stared disapprovingly at Loveday’s frock of pale green linen with darker braiding. ‘I think that’s too dressy for church – you’d better change into your grey. And wear your dark coat. That will be far more suitable. And make sure your hair is well pinned up. We shall all be looking at your back, remember.’
         
 
         Loveday sighed. Yet another whim of her aunt’s that must, of course, be obeyed. She had thought the green linen was just the right dress for a lovely May day, but perhaps Janet was right. A church organist must, at all events, appear respectable, so up she went and changed. And pinned her best hat on very securely, wishing she could add a flower or two to the dull straw.
 
         ‘No, don’t bother with the dishes,’ said Janet, waving her away. ‘Just go along – you mustn’t be late. Everybody will be wondering about you playing, and you must be there in time to welcome them as they come in. Your uncle and I will follow in a few minutes.’
 
         ‘Really, Aunt, you’re making a great fuss about it,’ said Loveday, slightly irritated. ‘I’ve played in the church before, you know, and the world didn’t end because of it.’
 
         Janet frowned at the sarcasm. ‘Yes, but I understand the Sothern’s are entertaining a guest who will be there. And so of course you must look your best, and play as well as you can.’ She hung the tea towel above the range, and went upstairs to get ready, calling from half way up, ‘Davey – have you polished your boots?’
 
         Loveday smiled to herself as she heard his muffled reply from the back yard, where the shoe cleaning box was stored. Did he never rebel against his sister’s bossiness?
 
         Leaving the house with time to spare, she walked unhurriedly down the street towards the harbour, deciding to give herself a few calm minutes before going to the church.
 
         From the far end of the beach, the summoning bells pealed and suddenly all the peaceful beauty of the scene rushed into Loveday’s mind: the sun shining on the quietly lapping sea, and here, in the harbour, looking upriver, the view of Dartmoor blue and hazy against the skyline in the far distance. On the quay she stopped, watching the gulls lazily flapping up the estuary towards the sand flats, and looked at the huge, moored ships along the docks awaiting tomorrow’s unloading. She relished the quietness, with all the customary noise and shouting of men around the harbour absent today. But there was still the familiar, ever present smell of size and resin, paint and the stink of fish and she realized that living around the harbour, as many of the fishermen did, life must be far less pleasant than living in Market Street and the Jenkins household.
         
 
         She continued walking along towards Polly Steps and watched a couple of small boys sitting on the quay edge, baiting their homemade rods and hopefully waiting for the John Dorys to bite. Watching them also was a tall boy with shaggy fair hair and untidy clothes, leaning against the wall. Their eyes met as she strolled the length of the quay and she smiled. ‘A lovely day.’
 
         The boy, aged, she guessed, about fourteen, nodded, but said nothing. Abruptly he turned towards the moored ships, looking at them with a wide, intent gaze. Again he turned, walking alongside the river as it flowed past and she saw him staring at everything around him – the lumpy shape of The Salty in the middle of the harbour, the boats lined up on Shaldon beach on the opposite side of the river, and then back again at the moored ships. Searching for something, or someone, she wondered idly?
 
         And then, hearing the carillon of bells cease and knowing she must hurry, she walked back towards the promenade and the church at the far end of the beach.
 
         She was early and so able to relax in the quietness of the familiar silence and candle scent. The verger nodded at her as she entered and then she heard a familiar voice behind her. ‘Well, maid, ready with those hymns, are you? Good of ’ee to take over for me,’ and there was Frank Benedict in his Sunday-best dark suit, shabby shirt and well-worn embroidered waistcoat, smiling at her with his old, rheumy eyes.
         
 
         ‘Hallo, Mr Benedict. I’m feeling a bit nervous – all the Sotherns are coming, I think. Mustn’t play any wrong notes, must I?’
 
         He came to her side as she stood beside the organ in the sanctuary. ‘Don’t take no notice of they, maid. What do they know ’bout music?’
 
         Loveday opened her hymn sheets and put them in place. ‘Well, no – but I don’t want them to think I’m not qualified enough to teach Miss Eleanor.’ She smiled at the old man. ‘After all, I haven’t taken any examinations, or anything like that. I only know what you taught me.’
         
 
         ‘An’ that’s enough to get by. Why, other folks give pleasure by scraping on ole out o’tune fiddles, and playing squeaky accordions and things. When I were a boy the fishermen all played something.’
         
 
         Loveday was silent for a moment or two. Then she said quietly, ‘You mean like my father did with his fiddle. That pretty tune he played – I can’t ever forget it.’
 
         Frank Benedict looked at her and nodded. She thought he was about to say something more, but he just sighed, then turned and made his slow, limping way down the nave and to a pew at the back of the church.
         
 
         Still standing by the organ stool, Loveday looked around her. People were filing in at the main door, their voices suddenly lowered and only the swish of the ladies’ skirts and loud footfalls of men breaking the quietness. She saw the gentry arrive, with Mr and Mrs Sothern and Miss Eleanor at the head of them with a stranger, a man with bright hair – their guest, of course. They settled in their pew at the front of the nave, and Eleanor looked up, meeting Loveday’s gaze and lifting a gloved hand to wave. But Mrs Sothern, looking in the same direction, frowned and slapped down the child’s hand.
 
         Loveday felt resentment rise and wished she was well born enough to ignore Mrs Sothern’s frown and wave to the little girl. But I mustn’t. I know women are trying to gain more freedom these days, but if I cause trouble Aunt Janet and Uncle Davey will suffer because of me.
         
 
         So she turned towards the organ, sat down and opened the music on the stand in front of her. Removing her gloves and rubbing her hands together she prepared to play the opening notes – this waiting was awful. Inside her a short, selfish prayer announced itself – please let me play well.
         
 
         She gave one last look around the filling church, saw Aunt Janet and Uncle Davey kneeling in the benches behind the gentry pews, and then, at the far end where the servants sat, had a glimpse of Frank Benedict rubbing his knees as he endeavoured to kneel.
 
         And suddenly she saw, right beside him, Margaret Hunt, her dark hat and plain dress making her an almost anonymous figure among the crowded benches. But Loveday’s eyes remained on her for a long moment and for some unknown reason she found it difficult to look away, until the signal came from the verger and she knew she must start playing.
 
         The notes came easily, rolling grandly around the church and calling an echo from the stone walls and ceiling. And at the same time, came the procession of choir boys from the vestry, looking angelic in their white surplices and ruffs, followed by the vicar and his attendant curate. And then Loveday’s thoughts were centred completely on her fingers and her feet and the glorious music she was making, which seemed to be taking on a life of its own.
 
         She played hymns, psalms, accompanied the choir’s well-rehearsed anthem, bowed her head in prayer, and then sat quietly while the vicar climbed into the pulpit, adjusted the spectacles on his plain, angular face, and preached for the requisite half hour.
         
 
         Fidgetting, coughing, even an occasional sneeze, were the only sounds overriding his voice and Loveday saw one or two heads nodding. But at last the sermon was over, she played a final hymn while the collection was made, and then, after the choir had processed back to the vestry, the congregation began to stir and the church was again full of sound and movement.
 
         An organ voluntary was the custom at this time, and although Mr Handel’s piece which she had been teaching Miss Eleanor was on the stand facing her, Loveday found herself playing her father’s tune instead. It just came from nowhere, its haunting melody and simple chords whispering around the church and turning a few heads as if they wanted to question the organist’s right to play anything but religious music.
         
 
         But as they all dispersed, one head still looked in Loveday’s direction and one face alone expressed a deep emotion. As Loveday finished playing, gathered her music and stood up, she faced the back of the church, and saw, to her surprise, Frank Benedict talking to Margaret Hunt. And now Margaret’s head was bowed, she held a handkerchief to her eyes, and Frank had his knobbly hand on her shoulder.
         
 
         Loveday felt a pang of something that startled her: not just pity for a weeping woman, but an urgent sense of having to help in some way. How, she didn’t know, but perhaps if she went to them – beside Margaret, beside Frank – some good might come of it. What was it that Aunt Janet said when disaster struck among the community? ‘Do what you can to help, even if it’s just to be there, picking up the pieces.’
 
         Putting her music under her arm, she walked quickly down the nave, watching the verger trying to get rid of the last of the lingering congregation. She hurried, hoping she could join Frank and Margaret Hunt outside before they went their separate ways.
         
 
         The sun shafted down on the churchyard where groups of people still stood and chattered. She saw the Sotherns waiting by the main gate for their carriage to come down the Exeter road. Miss Eleanor looked back, again waved at her – secretly this time and with a mischievous smile – while Mrs Sothern nodded peremptorily at her husband and then turned to look up at her guest, giving him a smile from down-tilted eyes.
 
         Loveday turned her back on them. Frank and Margaret Hunt were far more important and there they were, by the small gate leading to the beach. She hurried towards them and then stopped. What should she say?
 
         Frank Benedict came to her rescue. In a quiet, slow voice, he said, ‘Here you be, then, maid. They hymns sounded fine to me. Well done. Now – this is Margaret Hunt, who works up at the Sothern’s house and who has to hurry back there, so she can’t stop.’
         
 
         He paused, watched the woman’s face as he added, his voice sounding strangely tender, ‘This is Loveday Jenkins, Maggie.’
 
         Loveday saw a flash of charged emotion on the tearstained face as she met Margaret’s startled eyes. She felt uneasy, not sure what to say next, but just nodded quickly, wondering what was happening as she watched the gloved hands clutch the handkerchief more tightly, saw the rapid sideways glance at Frank as if to ask for reassurance – or was it help?
         
 
         The moment dragged on, and panicking, knowing it must end, but not understanding how or why, she smiled and made herself say politely, ‘We’ve met before, haven’t we? Last Monday, in the big house, when I was on my way home from teaching Miss Eleanor.’
 
         ‘Yes. Yes, of course—’ The subdued, uneven words died away and Margaret Hunt bowed her head, but not before Loveday had seen a rapid, hastily concealed, expression of pain spread across her face.
 
         She tried again, this time her voice bright and friendly. ‘You’re coming to visit my aunt and uncle this afternoon, Mrs Hunt, aren’t you?’
 
         ‘Yes. Yes, I am. It’s my afternoon off. But I have to go now – to help Mrs Sothern change her gown before luncheon – and—’ A pause while Margaret Hunt and Frank exchanged glances. And then, turning, already walking rapidly away, there were a few last words over her shoulder. ‘I look forward to seeing them. And you?’ But the question was lost among the gulls’ cries and the noise of horses’ hooves pounding along the road as churchgoers returned home.
 
         Loveday watched the small, darkly clad woman walking away up East Cliff and then met Frank Benedict’s wary eyes. She saw how cautious he looked, as if he was afraid of what she might say. Why? Was there some strange mystery attached to this meeting? Was it a friendship? Had they met before? Or had he just offered sympathy to a disturbed stranger who happened to sit next to him? And then, why was Margaret crying and why was Frank so clearly awkward about introducing her? Loveday decided it was a mystery, and she must ask him about it.
         
 
         But here her upbringing reminded her that personal questions should never be asked. Yet she needed to know so, walking beside him as he turned towards his home, she said very quietly, ‘Mr Benedict, how nice for you to meet an old friend – you obviously know Margaret Hunt – I mean,’ she floundered, hoping he wouldn’t resent her being so personal, ‘I saw you were comforting her—’
 
         She slid a glance at his lined face and read obstinacy in every wrinkle. ‘A weeping woman needs a word o’comfort,’ he said steadily and avoided her eyes.
         
 
         ‘Yes.’ She dared to go on, stumbling a bit over the words. ‘I suppose she’s an old friend – just as she and Aunt Janet were once.’
 
         Frank Benedict reached his garden gate, opened it, went inside, closed it again and looked at her over the paint-stripped wood. ‘You’re a determined maid,’ he said, and allowed the hint of a smile to brighten his faded eyes. ‘Yes, Maggie and I were friends a long time ago. An’ that’s all I can tell ’ee.’ He turned and limped towards the door, one hand out to Crystal, a bundle of sun-burnished fur, who got up from the window ledge, stretched and ran to greet him.
 
         At the door he looked back at Loveday. ‘So now you can go home and eat Janet Jenkins’s good roast dinner while I put the ole pot o’soup on the fire.’ There was amusement in his croaky voice. ‘So off you goes, maid, and keep practising yer hymns. You played well.’ He disappeared into the darkness of the cottage and Loveday was left, knowing that Frank would always keep his secrets.
 
         She walked back along the beach, asking herself what the mystery about Margaret Hunt could be. Why had Aunt Janet been so silent and forbidding?
 
         The music of the gentle waves scalloping the golden sand was comforting and calming, and before she turned back on to the promenade she came to the conclusion that there was only one way of discovering more about Margaret Hunt’s return to Teignmouth. She must definitely be there when the guest arrived for tea, this afternoon.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Janet Jenkins said nothing as they ate their dinners except to remark on Loveday’s playing. ‘You did very well. I was proud of you. And you looked respectable from the back.’
 
         Davey smothered a laugh by putting a napkin to his mouth, but Loveday picked up the bait.
 
         ‘So, Aunt, it didn’t matter to you that my foot slipped on the G pedal in the first hymn and caused a chord to sound all wrong? Not as long as my hat hid my awful red hair and my coat concealed the rest of me?’ But she laughed and was glad to see that Janet’s mouth lifted, hinting at wry amusement, though she said firmly, ‘You may think appearance isn’t important, child, but believe me, it is. And if you are going to better yourself, as you keep telling me you will, you must always be neatly dressed and in possession of good manners. Now, have another potato and stop being so saucy.’
         
 
         It was while they washed the dishes, with Davey safely half asleep in the parlour – only used on a Sunday and therefore cold, cheerless and unwelcoming, thought Loveday resignedly – that she dared to make the all important suggestion.
         
 
         ‘I’m so looking forward to meeting Margaret Hunt that I’ve decided to stay at home this afternoon.’
 
         Janet’s back stiffened and her busy hands paused among the hot water and dishes.
 
         ‘But you always go out on a Sunday afternoon and meet your friends. You know that Ben and Daisy will be waiting for you. Much better that you should be out in the fresh air – I mean, working in that hotel all the week isn’t very healthy. No, go along as usual, child. I should be happier if you did.’
 
         ‘No, Aunt Janet, I’m not going.’
 
         Janet turned, looked with shocked eyes at her, and said flatly, ‘You’re disobeying me.’
 
         Loveday sucked in a big breath. ‘Yes.’
 
         They stared at each other and she saw on Janet’s face a flurry of emotions not usually released in public and so was emboldened to add, ‘Aunt Janet, I know there’s something mysterious about your friend Margaret, and I want to know what it is.’
 
         The tight lips pursed further and Janet returned to the dishes in the sink. ‘Such nonsense,’ she said brusquely. ‘Of course there’s no mystery. You and your imagination – I’ve always said it’ll be the end of you. Now, go along – leave me to finish here; get your hat and go and enjoy yourself.’ She gave Loveday one last, compelling look. ‘You heard me, child. Let’s have no more argument.’
         
 
         Loveday dried the glasses already rinsed on the draining board, then put down the towel and carried them to the dresser, put them in their appropriate places and looked again at her aunt. She knew, with a knot in her stomach, that this was a huge moment of decision. So far, her life had been spent giving in to Janet’s orders, but it had to stop. And now was the time.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Aunt – I’m staying here. I’ll go out for ten minutes just to please you, but I’m coming back for tea. I want to see Margaret Hunt. Can’t you understand? I’m not a child any longer. I earn wages, I’m capable of making my own decisions. I’m a grown woman—’
         
 
         ‘And a wayward one,’ growled Janet, rinsing the last dish and stretching up to put it on the plate rack over the draining-board.
         
 
         ‘No,’ Loveday retorted, ‘just someone who wants to live her life independently. Please don’t try and stop me.’
         
 
         Perhaps their raised voices had awoken Davey, for suddenly he  appeared in the doorway, mild face clearly anxious. ‘What’s all this  about?’ he asked and Janet snapped back, ‘Loveday insists on meeting  Maggie.’ and then blinked and set her mouth into an expression of  annoyance for having clearly said the wrong thing.
 
         Davey looked at Loveday, standing by the kitchen dresser, her face taut  and her frown demonstrating her own disturbed feelings. He said quietly,  ‘Perhaps it’s for the best, Janet,’ nodded, and then went back to the  parlour.
 
         Janet Jenkins’s outraged sigh was a loud one. She glowered at  Loveday, took off her apron and hooked it behind the door. ‘Well,’ she  exploded, ‘what with the two of you telling me to do things I think are  completely wrong, I wish I’d never asked the wretched woman to come  and visit. But she’ll be here soon, so I suppose I must make the best of it.’  She disappeared down the passage, towards the parlour, and as Loveday  went upstairs to her bedroom, she hear her aunt whispering to Davey,  ‘Keep quiet, if you can, you foolish creature.’ There was a pause before  hardly audible further words. ‘- keep it secret – I just won’t let you tell—’  And then the door shut and she heard no more.
 
         Upstairs, Loveday sat on her bed willing the tightness in her chest and  the quick anger raging through her mind to still. She hadn’t wanted to  upset Aunt Janet but somehow it had happened; as if, she thought  numbly, something inside me was wanting to get out. And now I’ve not  just angered, but probably hurt her too. But did she think I was always  going to be a child who obeyed her every word?
         
 
         The minutes passed. She heard Uncle Davey go out to the yard, filling  the coal bucket and guessed the parlour was being made ready for  Margaret Hunt’s visit. Cushions would be plumped up, Uncle Davey told  to go and make himself look more presentable, and then Aunt Janet  would be in the kitchen again getting out the best bone china tea set and  opening the cake tin, ready for her unwanted guest.
 
         Suddenly Loveday knew what she must do. Go out, as she had  promised her aunt, for a short stroll, chat to Ben if she met him, and then  wait for Margaret Hunt who, no doubt, would be walking down East  Cliff and along the promenade as she made her way to Market Street.
 
         Downstairs, she encountered her aunt in the passage and felt regret at  their altercation spreading through her. ‘Aunt Janet,’ she said impetuously,  ‘I’m sorry I upset you. You know how I love you and Uncle Davey  … but—’ 
         
 
         She stopped. Janet’s implacable face was stony. She met Loveday’s eyes  and nodded. ‘Very well, child. We’ll try and forget it. Now – going out  for your walk? Good. Breathe in the sea air and just think about teaching  your pupil tomorrow morning. I’m sure the Sotherns will have been  impressed with your playing this morning. No doubt they’ll recommend  you to their rich friends and then you’ll certainly better yourself, as you  seem to be so keen to do.’
 
         Turning away, she went upstairs and Loveday knew that her aunt would  be making sure her dress was tidy, and that she looked neat and  respectable in order to greet her guest. She smiled, accepting that nothing  in the world could upset Aunt Janet for long, and that she would always  remain obstinate, dogmatic, and very loving – in her own curious way.
 
         The afternoon felt warm and relaxing as she slowly walked towards  the promenade, watching the people enjoying the spring weather. There  were already plenty of holidaymakers. The donkeys were on the beach,  plodding along with their small riders perched on their backs, the pier  was alive with visitors, and a Punch and Judy stall was just opening up  beyond the bathing machines. And yes, there was that photographer  again, setting up his tripod – she thought there was something slightly  familiar about him but then he disappeared behind a black cloth and her  thoughts took a different direction.
 
         She felt an overwhelming urge to forgo her wish to meet Margaret  Hunt and instead take a dip in the appealing blue-green sea. The water  would be cold as yet, so early in the season, but just to feel it around her  would be the usual dose of sheer contentment. She pondered as she  walked on that there was something about the sea which spoke to her,  and she knew that when immersed in its slowly rolling waves she felt  more truly in her element than here, out in the open air.
 
         Yet what had Madame Chance said? ‘… not always a friend – it’s  cruel …’ and suddenly Loveday’s spine prickled. Yet again the haunting  words flashed through her busy mind, staying all enjoyment and for a  long second, bringing a darkness that dismayed her. Lost at sea….
         
 
         And then, into this darkness, a welcome light shone as a quiet voice  said, ‘Loveday Jenkins – I’m just on my way to visit your Aunt and Uncle.  How very nice to see you again.’
 
         Blinking away her fears and distress, Loveday looked into brown eyes  that were full of something that was comforting and warm. And then,  slowly, she was able to smile, and to say, quite simply and with sincerity,  ‘Mrs Hunt – yes, we’re all looking forward to your visit. Shall we walk  back to the house together?’
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