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About the Book

Emmeline Powell had been born a country girl, in a small, whitewashed cottage on Honey’s Farm. When her father died, Emmeline, bereft and lonely, married Joe Harries, a man much older than herself and one of the fishermen of Oystermouth.

The wives of the oyster catchers were sturdy, stoic women, used to helping their men with the catch, and they didn’t like the frail outsider who had married into their community. Nina Parks especially didn’t like her – Nina was a widow who thought Joe Harries should have been hers. Emmeline – Eline – grew more isolated, more unhappy, trapped into an ill-matched marriage without friends to help her. And then she met Will Davies.

Will was to open new worlds to her, worlds of personal achievement, the unfolding of a talent she never knew she possessed, and the realisation that she knew how to love. As tragedy and passionate feuding began to erupt in the oyster village, so Eline clung to her integrity, her ability to work, and her hopes for the future.

Continuing the compelling Cordwainers series, begun in The Shoemaker’s Daughter.
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In memory of my dear friend and 
fellow writer Julia Fitzgerald who
 pointed me in the right direction


CHAPTER ONE

The seas were rough that morning, washing against the shore in short, angry gusts. The shells rattled furiously, dragged along the beach by the strength of the tide. The wind whipped white foam against the stark rocks.

Eline Harries hauled on the ropes of the open boat, straining to draw it towards the sea, her hands chaffing in the coldness, her back almost breaking.

She glanced over her shoulder at the women who were pulling the boats along the resisting sand so easily and frowned; they were gossiping good-naturedly together as though there was no hardship in putting to sea the small crafts in readiness for the menfolk.

Eline’s arms ached and she paused for a moment to gather her strength, determined not to be defeated by the unresisting wood that seemed to sink into the sand as though in defiance of her efforts.

She envied the strength of the village women. These were wives of the men who were ready to face the elements, to bring in the oysters to the safety of the perches near the shore. And now she must try to be one of them, for she, too, was married to an oyster fisherman.

She sighed, that was possibly the only similarity between them for while the women of the village of Oystermouth were sturdy and stoic, used to the harshness of the sea-faring life, Eline was a country girl, born Emmeline Powell in the small, whitewashed cottage on Honey’s Farm near Swansea. She was different and she was made to feel it.

‘Come on, merchi, put your back in to it!’ Carys Morgan was a short but stout woman with shoulders and arms, bared now as she toiled, like those of a man, strong and well-muscled.

‘Leave the girl alone,’ Annie George shouted, ‘she’s not another Nina Parks and neither is she built like a Welsh dresser like you, Carys!’ There was laughter and though Eline pretended to join in, she felt a sinking despair at the barrenness that her life had become over the past weeks.

At the age of seventeen, Eline had married Joseph Harries, a man older than her by twenty years. Joe was kind, a long-time friend of the family and a vigorous man in the marriage bed. But Eline didn’t love him.

Why, she asked herself, had she married him? Was it because when Dad had fallen sick from working so hard on the hill farm, Joe had been there at her side, supporting and helping her?

When Dad had given in to the lung disease, Eline felt so alone and lost and, as she’d stood at his graveside in Dan y Graig cemetery, she felt there was no one left in the world to care about her. No one but Joe.

Joe had taken command then, he had been a tower of strength, taking charge of Eline’s affairs, selling the small farmhouse, Honey’s Farm, that had been in the family for generations because he deemed Eline too young and too frail to manage it alone.

And so she had come with him to the village of Oystermouth, to the gossip and suspicion of the other villagers who considered her an outsider and probably always would. It had been the widow Parks who had always been the one to take Joe’s rowing boat to the water’s edge.

There was no doubt that she resented Eline for taking the task from her and Eline knew that she had made an enemy. But Eline was Joe’s wife, not Nina Parks.

Eline had felt more than a pang of loss when the money from the farm had gone to buy a fine, new skiff, but she realized she must trust her husband to know best; he was far older and wiser than she was.

The Oyster Sunrise was fine, clean and new, and Joe had been convinced that now he had two boats, he would make his fortune. Eline was warmed by his enthusiasm believing that one day, when he had made his fortune, he might take her back to the farmlands to live, back to her roots.

Joe’s first boat was weathered and seasoned, well used and faithful. He had named it for Eline, shortly after her birth, the Emmeline he had called it and it was ironic to think that the boat was almost as old as she was.

The Emmeline was now bobbing cork-like out on the moorings, the sails were patched and faded, but it seemed they stood up well to the fresh winds that came in off the Bristol Channel.

‘Day-dreaming again, merchi?’ Carys leaned over her shoulder. ‘Thinkin’ of that fine man of yours, are you then? And who could blame you? Joe Harries always was a handsome buck, all the village girls fell for him, many would have married him given half a chance, but he was waiting for you to grow up, he always said so.’

Eline laughed. ‘What if I’d been as ugly as sin, wouldn’t he have changed his mind then?’

‘Looks isn’t everything, my girl,’ Carys said sagely. ‘If a man’s got a notion in his head about something there’s not much we women can do to change it.’

The boats were ranged now on the edge of the sea and the men were coming on to the shore drawn by an instinctive sense of time that had more to do with the sky and sea than with any clock. They were shouting to each other in loud jovial tones, bluff hearty men who loved the sea and all its moods.

The fishermen scarcely looked at their wives, engrossed as they were in the province of a wholly masculine domain where a man battled the elements to make a living. The sea was a man’s mistress, his love, his life and she had all the attention on this blustery morning.

‘The weather will be better soon, man.’ Skipper George was a tall, rugged man, his face a startling red against the blue of his cap, his eyes far-seeing and wise. ‘No doubt about it, the wind will die within the hour and we will have a fine haul, our dredges will be overflowing.’

‘Duw, you’re like a preacher there, man.’ Joe Harries spoke warmly for George was held in great respect. He was the oldest fisherman in the village who had seen more storms than most of them had lived years and had gathered the oysters from the lanes with an unerring skill, almost as though he could see the trails of oysters along the ocean beds.

Eline sat in the boat with Joe while he rowed towards the Emmeline; he was preoccupied, looking beyond her, examining the sky intently. In this light he appeared to be a stranger, far removed from the man who had laboured above her in the marriage bed only a few hours ago.

Eline was aware of the laughter of the other women as she took the oars from Joe, attempting to steady the boat while he climbed aboard the Emmeline.

Doggedly, she wielded the oars and awkwardly turned the boat which seemed heavy and unresponsive now, and made her way back to the shore.

The other women, their first task of the day over, retreated back along the shore towards the narrow road that wound through the village. Carys hung back, waiting, and then fell into step beside Eline. Carys was perhaps, being young, more sympathetic than the other women.

‘There’s goin’ to be a new boot and shoe shop in the village,’ she said importantly. ‘You know them Grenfells from Swansea? Well, they’ve had workmen putting shelving and such in empty premises just outside the village.’ She dug a meaty elbow into Eline’s ribs.

‘Should see the young gent who owns the place, real handsome he is, brother or something to Mrs Hari Grenfell, so the rumour goes. Duw, he’s a cariad.’

Eline smiled. ‘I suppose you know everything about him, do you?’

‘Right enough!’ Carys agreed immediately. ‘William Davies his name is and he’s in his early twenties, I suppose. Just the age when a man is at his most vigorous, I’d say.’

Eline was silent; Joe had enough vigour to last her a lifetime even though he was twenty years older than she was.

‘Aye,’ Carys continued, ‘I suppose you knew all about Hari Grenfell’s shoemaking when you lived near the town.’ Carys said the word ‘town’ with a turning down of her mouth as though it was something sinful.

Eline nodded. ‘Mrs Grenfell’s boots and shoes are known all over the country.’ She looked at Carys drily. ‘Not that I wore fine shoes to work the farm, mind, full of muck is a farmyard on a day like this and hard work enough for anyone.’

Carys rested a plump hand on Eline’s shoulder. ‘I know we tease you, merchi, and I suppose some of ’em round here think of you as soft, you not being a village girl but there’s no malice intended, mind.’

‘I know,’ Eline said softly. She stepped from the beach on to the road and stared back at the sea. The skiffs were edging out into the bay, vying for position like children at play, sails bellying in the wind.

‘Let’s hope Skipper George is right and the wind drops soon,’ Eline said worriedly. The boats that had appeared so solid and strong tied up at the moorings now seemed like corks, buoyant and frail, receding into the distance.

‘Aye,’ Carys said, ‘he’s always right is that one, don’t you fret about your man. Joe has fished these waters since he was a boy, knows every inch of the bay from the Mixon to Sker Point and then some.’

‘I know,’ Eline said softly, ‘and I’m not fretting, not really.’

‘Of course you are, all we wives worry when our men go out to sea, it’s only natural. But still,’ she sighed, ‘none of us would change our lives for all the money in the world.’

Eline was silent; she couldn’t tell Carys that she was utterly disenchanted with her lot, pining for the life spent in the open air of the corn fields. She sorely missed the soft breezes and the lowing of the cattle at night, and mostly she missed herding in the cows for milking and staring across the hills on a sunny autumn day with the fruity scent of hay drifting around her.

‘Why don’t you have some little ones?’ Carys said suddenly and Eline felt her heart lurch. ‘Not that I’ve any right to speak, mind, being barren,’ Carys added hastily, afraid she’d given offence.

Eline warmed to the woman’s stark honesty. ‘Come in my kitchen and have a cup of tea with me?’ she asked tentatively and Carys smiled. It was a rare offer for Eline was known for keeping herself to herself.

‘Aye, I’ll do that,’ Carys said. ‘I’ve got to pickle a barrel of oysters for some townsfolk, but that can wait a while, I suppose.’

It was cosy in the kitchen with a good fire roaring in the grate, flames of yellow and blue leaping up the chimney. The brasses gleamed and the hob was black-leaded to within an inch of its life. The rag mats on the slate floor were bright and fresh and the white wood of the table was pale with much scrubbing.

‘You keeps a nice house, mind,’ Carys said almost grudgingly. She glanced through to the parlour where the good furniture gleamed, smelling of beeswax, and the walls were hung with a painting of Honey’s Farm on a summer day.

‘Duw, that’s a fine picture,’ Carys said pointing. She moved closer and peered upwards. ‘The corn could almost be real and look there’s your name in the corner, Emmeline, an outlandish name, mind, if you ask me,’ Carys added with a good natured smile. ‘Whoever drew it, though, was very clever. Was it a present?’

‘I painted it as a present to myself,’ Eline said shyly. Carys’s eyebrows lifted.

‘I’m good at painting, anything so long as it’s the bottom of my Sam’s boat!’

She sank into the old rocking-chair near the fire and watched as Eline made the tea. Carys edged close to the fire, hitching up her skirts and allowing the warmth of the flames to play on her plump knees.

‘Duw, my bones are aching a bit today,’ she said. ‘I hope I don’t end up like my mam, gnarled and knotted like an old tree.’

‘I suppose it’s just the coldness of the wind,’ Eline said comfortingly. She sat at the table and put the cups on the scrubbed surface. Sighing she glanced around her. No wonder everything was neat and tidy, she had so much time on her hands now that she was married and it was strange after working all the hours the good Lord made on the farm.

‘What about babbis?’ Carys said, obviously inclined to pursue the subject. ‘Haven’t they come along or don’t you want none?’

Eline sighed. ‘I haven’t been married a year yet, mind, and so far the babies haven’t come along. I don’t know why because Joe is so …’ She broke off, the colour flooding into her cheeks.

‘Don’t blush, merchi,’ Carys winked, ‘there’s many a woman in the village can testify to your Joe’s energy.’ She glanced quickly at Eline. ‘Not since your marriage, mind, and what he did before carries no blame, him being a single man and all.’

Eline digested this in silence, it was a new and unwelcome idea that Joe had loved other women before she came into his life. But then he was a mature man and she could not have expected him to live like a monk all these years. And yet she felt a distinct throb of jealousy at the thought of her husband with another woman. She concealed her thoughts from Carys with a smile. ‘I don’t blame him,’ she said softly and not quite truthfully.

‘But then,’ Carys continued relentlessly, ‘I suppose living on a farm you are used to, well, nature. Males got to have their comforts, like, they won’t go without at any rate.’

‘Who are you doing the pickling for?’ Eline changed the subject abruptly.

‘Oh, just some townsfolk, don’t know who exactly,’ Carys said. ‘My Sam’s idea, it was. I don’t hold with pickling fine oysters, mind, I like them baked between two pieces of beef or cooked in a pan with a bit of bacon. But then a sale is a sale, I suppose.’

‘Joe is lucky,’ Eline said thoughtfully. ‘He’s got a good trade with old Mr Lewis, buys all that Joe can catch he does.’

‘Aye, well, Cal Lewis got the big place up in Swansea, mind, with a lovely oyster saloon at the back of his fish shop and he’s got a smaller shop in the village. Old friend of your Joe’s dad was Mr Lewis, mind, and loyal too. Don’t see much of that these days.’

Carys drank some of her tea. ‘But your Joe is going to have his work cut out running two skiffs, that’s what I think at any rate. Did well with his old Emmeline, he did, but now he has to depend on another man to skipper his new boat.’

Eline glanced at her. ‘Aye, and he’s got no one in mind yet, looking around he is but in no hurry, wants to check that all is working well on the Oyster Sunrise before anyone takes her out.’

Carys put down her empty cup with a clink of finality and rubbed her chapped and reddened hands together. ‘Well, I’d better get on with my work, can’t sit around all day like some.’ She smiled to soften her words. ‘My Sam can’t afford no help but me, and because I have no babbis he don’t see why I shouldn’t work.’

Eline saw her out with no comment and, when Carys had stepped into the cool of the street, closed the door gently behind her. Eline rested her head against the warm wooden planks of the door, smelling the smoke of Joe’s old jacket on the hook, her eyes closed in an attitude of despair. What had she done, marrying a man she did not love and coming with him to live in this strange place? She must be mad.

She pulled herself upright and went to the sink and washed the cups in hot water from the kettle. When she had dried them and put them away she then set about making a pot of cawl for Joe. The soup was rich with mutton and vegetables and soon the smell rose invitingly and Eline realized she was hungry.

She ate a little bread and cheese and afterwards tidied away her dishes. She banked up the fire and stared around her, contemplating another long, empty day.

If only Joe would let her work with the oysters as did the other village women, she would at least have something to occupy her time. But Joe had a slick, well-run routine that had served him for years. Nina Parks worked the oyster perches for him, sorting and cleaning the catch ready for market. And sometimes, when the season was at its height, Nina’s three daughters also worked on the oyster perches.

Eline, curious, had asked Joe about the Parks family once and had been given an unusually curt reply.

‘Nina’s husband was my best friend,’ he said. ‘He was drowned at sea and I decided to look after his widow and children, all right?’

Eline had warmed to Joe then, knowing him for a kind and good man, a man whose boots she wasn’t fit to clean. She shook off her thoughts of the Parks family, not wanting to dwell on the suspicions about Nina that wormed into her mind, and moved suddenly to take her coat from the hook behind the door. She might as well get out into the fresh air, there was nothing to keep her here, tied to the kitchen all day long.

The wind was dropping now, just as Skipper George had predicted and the sea was calmer, washing the shore gently like the tongue of a friendly dog. The skiffs were gone from view but Joe and all the other men would be safe now that the weather was being kind.

She walked slowly. The village was small and all too soon she would reach the shops. Perhaps it would be interesting to look into the new boot and shoe shop that Carys had made such a fuss about.

The shop was situated near the end of the village street, just before the road turned to wind uphill and just before the mullion-windowed village inn. It was a double-fronted shop, the windows swathed in dark silk, the shoes set daintily apart as if to step out into a dance and Eline recognized the influence of Mrs Grenfell in the elegant display.

‘Good morning.’ The voice was close to her ear and Eline turned abruptly to look up at the man, a stranger, daring to speak to her. His eyes were full of laughter, his mouth smiling beneath the fine moustache. There was a dimple in his chin and he smelled of fresh air and shaving soap.

‘I’m William Davies,’ he explained, ‘proprietor of the new shop. May I count on your custom some time in the future?’

Eline tried to look away but something in his eyes held her still. She felt as if she knew this man, as though they had been together in the long distant past. She wanted to rest her head on his shoulder, feel his arms around her holding her tenderly. But that was absurd, she had never seen him before.

‘I’m sorry if I startled you,’ he said easily. ‘Forgive me for staring, but I feel somehow as if we’ve met before.’

From the cultured tone of his voice, it was obvious that William Davies was a man of breeding and stature and the fine cut of his suit and the crisp white of his shirt confirmed her impression.

‘No, you didn’t startle me.’ Eline felt awkward in her everyday coat and her heavy working boots. She swallowed hard.

‘I’m sure I will buy my shoes at your shop, it looks very elegant. Reminds me of Mrs Grenfell’s fine place in Swansea.’

‘That’s very perceptive of you,’ William Davies said softly. ‘Mrs Grenfell and I are old friends, I did my training with her.’

It was no surprise; Eline had known this man was different, a toff who mingled with gentry, the likes of the Grenfells. She tried to draw her gaze away from him, but his eyes seemed to bore into her as if seeking out her every thought and emotion.

‘Not so perceptive,’ she said drily, ‘your shop is the talk of the village.’ She hesitated a moment and then turned away from the temptation of his eyes and his smile.

‘I’d better be going,’ Eline said softly, but she glanced back at William Davies, breathing in the scents of him and feeling that somehow their lives were bound together.

‘Would you like to come inside?’ He spoke quickly. ‘I would like to show you the interior of my shop, if you have time, that is.’

Almost against her will, Eline found herself following him inside, knowing with a sense of joy that he wanted to prolong the moment.

The shop was starkly furnished and the smell of leather permeated the long room. Curtains swathed the walls and William, seeing her glance, moved aside one of the drapes to reveal rows upon rows of boots and shoes in every style and shape.

‘Anything you could wish for is here,’ he said and his words, softly spoken, were imbued with hidden meaning. Eline sighed softly and moved to pick up a high laced-up boot from one of the stands. The leather was soft kid set against highly polished calf and the heel was elegant and well-shaped giving the boot flair.

‘You like that style?’ William asked. His hand, hovering over the boot, touched hers briefly and Eline felt a sudden shock of emotion running through her.

She couldn’t speak, she turned and moved quickly towards the door as though a thousand devils were at her heels. In the chill of the street, she stopped, feeling suddenly foolish, and, turning, lifted a hand in a gesture of farewell.

William Davies was staring after her, a thoughtful look on his face. He inclined his head and turned away, obviously he had more important things to do than ponder over Eline’s strange behaviour.

She returned home, struggling to find some sort of composure. Why was it, she asked herself, that contact with a stranger had set up such a vortex of emotions within her?

Eline paused at the edge of the sea, the tide on the ebb was never far out from the beach at Oystermouth unlike the wide sweeping bay of Swansea where the sand flats stretched for a mile at least.

Out there, on the restless seas was her husband, a good man, hard-working and a fine oyster fisherman. He had shown her nothing but kindness and for him, a certain sort of passion and yet here she was being unfaithful to him, if only in her mind.

‘Duw, it’s fine for some,’ the voice of Carys Morgan interrupted Eline’s thoughts. ‘Day-dreaming your life away like a lady of leisure is what you have the time for now, is it?’

‘I’ve just been to the shops.’ Eline was flustered as though Carys could look into her mind and see the wicked thoughts that were there.

‘Haven’t bought much.’ Carys folded her big arms. ‘Not going to make much dinner for your man with a handful of nothing, are you?’

Eline forced a smile. ‘I was curious,’ she thought it best to stick as closely to the truth as she dared, ‘I wanted to see this new boot and shoe shop you talked about.’

‘Aye and the handsome young owner, too, I suppose.’ Carys laughed. ‘Well, I don’t blame you and isn’t the man all I said he was?’

‘Oh, he’s handsome enough, I’ll agree, but it was a pair of fine kid boots that really took my fancy.’

‘Then you must be a fool or a liar!’ Carys said in amusement. ‘Duw, I’m an old biddy alongside you and yet I felt a stirring inside me when I looked at that wonderful man.’

Eline felt some of her tension drain away. If a sensible woman like Carys could feel drawn to William Davies then Eline couldn’t be at fault for simply agreeing with her.

‘There is something fine about him, I must admit,’ Eline said quietly. ‘But perhaps he cultivates a way with women just to be a good salesman.’

‘I doubt that,’ Carys said. ‘The man is just naturally charming without making any effort at all.’

Eline fidgeted uneasily. ‘You’re right, but I can’t stand here talking all day, I’ve done enough time wasting as it is.’

She moved away. ‘See you later, when the skiffs come in.’

She bought bread from the bakers, hardly noticing the hot, crusty smell of the fresh baked loaf and quickly retraced her steps towards home.

Once in her own kitchen, she hung up her coat and pushed the kettle on to the fire before sinking into a chair. In spite of her light-hearted conversation with Carys, Eline knew that her meeting with William Davies was momentous to her. It wasn’t just his charm or even his fine looks, there had been a rapport between them and Eline was sure he felt it too. The tension when his hand had brushed hers was clear in her memory as if it had just happened.

She allowed herself a few dreamy moments as she made the tea and set the pot on the hob to keep warm. She wanted to savour the experience of the morning because she knew it must never happen again. Her silly fancy for William Davies must be forgotten for she was a respectably married woman.

She poured the weak, glowing tea into her cup and sank down in the rocking-chair, the cup between her hands. She would forget William Davies and the riot of feelings he had woken in her but not just yet. No, not just yet.


CHAPTER TWO

‘I think it will be a great success.’ William smiled at Hari Grenfell across the table of Lewis’s Oyster Saloon. ‘The locals are already curious about the new shop. Indeed I had one potential customer in earlier today and took the trouble to show her round, though I’m not officially open yet, of course.’

He saw Hari smile and a feeling of affection for her washed over him. Hari was respected as the wife of one of Swansea’s leading citizens, but was also accepted in her own right as a successful business woman. Over the past few years, Hari had become a household name in Swansea for finely fashioned, bespoke boots and shoes. And moreover, she was famous countrywide for her work on modified footwear for children born with deformities of the feet.

Her marriage to Craig Grenfell had been the talk of Swansea when it had taken place almost two years ago; the woman from the lower orders who had risen so high now had the unstinting admiration of her fellows. And yet she was still the same lovable, generous Hari he’d always admired.

‘I don’t know what I would have done without you, Hari,’ William said softly. ‘If you hadn’t taken me from that hovel that was my home I would probably be begging on the streets of Swansea today.’

‘I doubt it,’ Hari said drily and changed the subject. ‘From the way you speak about this customer’ – there was a teasing note in her voice now – ‘a certain light in your eyes, I’d say this “customer” was a very beautiful young woman.’

‘Right as always,’ William sighed. ‘I never could keep any secrets from you, could I?’

Hari reached out and took his hand. ‘Well, I should think not! Closer than brother and sister we’ve been to each other, Will.’

He gripped her hand. ‘I know I don’t often say it, but I’ve never ceased to be grateful for all you’ve done for me.’ He spoke softly.

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. ‘You have earned your success by your hard work and your talent and don’t you forget it,’ Hari said firmly. ‘I’m very proud of you, Will, and I know you’ll make a success of the shop at Oystermouth.’

William leaned back in his chair still holding Hari’s hand. ‘What shall I call the shop?’ he asked thoughtfully. ‘Shall I call Grenfell’s after you, Hari?’

She shook her head firmly. ‘No, the shop is yours as well as mine, we are partners, Will.’ She smiled. ‘What about THE WILLIAM DAVIES BOOT AND SHOE STORE?’

Will smiled. ‘That sounds very good,’ he said, excitement gripping him. ‘And one day, if I meet the right woman, perhaps I can change the name to DAVIES AND SONS.’

Hari’s eyebrows rose. ‘I see, talking about offspring already then? This young woman you’ve met must be somebody very special.’

William sighed. ‘I really think she could be. I don’t know anything about her, I don’t even know her name and yet there was a closenesss between us, I can’t explain it, I felt I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her. It was as though she belonged to me.’ He laughed self-consciously. ‘Must be losing my mind, what do you think?’

‘I think you were a bit slow, Will, to tell you the truth. Why didn’t you find out more about this mysterious lady?’ Hari said gently and William knew she was concerned for him. ‘I mean you are so fluent with young ladies usually, I can’t understand you not even learning her name.’

‘I know,’ Will confessed. ‘I don’t understand myself, but I didn’t want to frighten her off by being too forward. She’ll come to see me again, I know she will.’

Hari pushed away her plate. ‘Those oysters were delicious, I must put in my order with Mr Lewis and have some delivered to Summer Lodge today.’

Will knew that she was deliberately changing the subject. Hari was not one to pry, her great gift was in showing her interest without intruding.

She picked up her bag. ‘I’d better get back home, I’m not working today and I promised to take David to the park if the weather holds fine.’

David was Hari’s young son, a handsome boy, the image of his father with the same dark hair and strong features. No one could mistake David for anyone else’s child.

‘And I’d better get back to Oystermouth,’ he said, ‘I’ve some hiring to do.’

Eline bit her lip, the incoming tide was bringing with it fresh storms. The rain clouds were heavy in the sky and the whipping of spray against the rocks was an ominous sight to the women waiting on the beach for their menfolk to come home.

‘Duw, I hope Skipper George is bringing the boats in early’ – Carys Morgan stood beside Eline, her plump arms folded over the fringes of her shawl – ‘otherwise they’ll all be caught in the gale that’s coming. See the lowering clouds over the head? Always means a storm when the clouds gather above the rocks like that.’

Eline was used to looking for signs of weather changes, a storm could be just as bad on a farm as it was at sea. Lives could be wrecked, whole harvests lost but then she could not expect Carys to know that.

‘They’re coming in!’ The call came from one of the women waiting higher up the beach. ‘I can see the sails just coming around the head now.’

Eline’s heart missed a beat, the Mixon Sands just beyond the head were notorious for the strong currents that had brought many a sailor to grief.

Carys seemed to read her mind. ‘Don’t worry, merchi, the men know these seas like the back of their hands, mind; you won’t catch the men of Oystermouth making any silly mistakes.’

But Carys was anxious in spite of her words; there was a feeling of tension about the way she tightened her arms over her plump breasts and her knuckles gleamed white as she clenched her hands into fists.

‘Of course they’ll be all right,’ Eline agreed uncertainly. ‘It doesn’t do to worry.’ She repeated Carys’s words but there was a feeling of emptiness within her as she saw the pitifully frail boats battling against the rising tide.

The boats seemed to be huddled together as if for support but, as the first ones rounded the head, the women sent up a cheer.

‘There we are,’ Carys said triumphantly, ‘once in the shelter of the bay the waters are calmer, the men will be safe now, please God.’

The Emmeline was one of the first boats to come in to anchor near the shore and Eline pushed the row boat quickly into the waves, preparing to greet her husband.

Inexperienced as she was, it was hard negotiating the stormy seas. She attempted to row but it seemed she was forced back on to the sand, her puny efforts to ride the waves thwarted at every dip of her oars.

Nina Parks appeared as though from nowhere and practically ordered Eline to leave the boat. Defeated, Eline complied and watched Nina steadily draw away from her towards the skiffs.

From where she stood, the spray cold in her face, Eline could see that Joe was not attempting to transfer the catch to the small boat. He climbed from the Emmeline and took the oars and with strong strokes pulled for the shore.

‘Good trip?’ Eline shouted above the wind, ignoring Nina.

‘Good enough.’ Joe leaped on to the beach and pulled on the line, drawing the boat on to the sand. The women came forward to help.

‘Catch worth going out for Joe, bach?’ Carys called to him and Joe glanced over his shoulder as he secured the boat.

‘Aye, fair enough day’s work, mind, but I’m glad to be home. There’ll be the very devil of a storm tonight if I’m any judge.’

Even as he spoke it began to rain, huge torrents that washed down from the skies in a relentless sheet. The men and women laboured together to secure the small boats and when finally Eline led the way into the warmth of her kitchen, she was soaked to the skin.

‘Get those wet things off,’ Joe said, brushing the rain from her eyes with the pads of his thumbs. ‘You look like a little girl there with your hair hanging loose down your back.’

Eline smiled. ‘I don’t care what I look like, not going to a grand ball or anything, am I?’ She pushed the pot of stew on to the edge of the fire and hung her shawl over the peg on the door where it dripped rain that formed a shiny pool on the grey flagstones of the floor.

‘I’m going to wash myself down at the pump in the yard,’ Joe said. ‘You see to yourself, love.’

Eline hurried upstairs and quickly undressed: her clothes dropped into a heap on the wooden boards which she kicked aside distastefully. There would be some hard work to do tomorrow, washing the stubborn sand from her petticoats.

As she reached out for a towel, Joe entered the bedroom. He was stripped to the waist, a tall, muscular man, a handsome man. He stood looking at her, his dark hair plastered against his forehead.

‘Duw, there’s lovely you are, Eline.’ He came to her and took her in his arms, rubbing his hands against her spine. ‘So pretty and frail, sometimes I can’t believe my luck that you are really my wife.’

He kissed her neck. ‘I waited so long for you, my love, so very long.’ He kissed her mouth and held her close to him.

Eline pushed him away. ‘Get dressed, Joe, or you’ll be catching your death of cold,’ she said, her heart thumping. She did not want Joe to make love to her, not now when she’d met the most wonderful man in all the world. It would be a betrayal. And yet wasn’t that nonsense? Didn’t she belong to Joe in every way? What right had she to refuse her husband?

His breathing became more ragged. Still holding her with one hand, he drew off his trews, dropping them alongside her clothes on the floor.

‘My lovely, lovely girl.’ He whispered the words in her ear as if they might be overheard. ‘I want you so much, I’ll always want you, my sweet Emmeline.’

He drew her down on to the bed and covered her with his body. ‘Say you love me, just a little.’ He rose above her, staring down at her as though he could read into her very soul.

‘You are my husband, Joe,’ Eline said desperately, ‘of course I love you.’ And it was true, she did love Joe, in a way. But it was not the way a woman loves her man, there was no passion in her love for him, no excitement. And perhaps her love was really gratitude for all he had done for her.

He touched her breasts with the tips of his fingers. ‘So lovely,’ he breathed. Eline closed her eyes as his mouth came down hot on her throat. Joe was crushing her to him, forcing a response from her in spite of herself. He was a strong, virile man and his appetites were great and, she told herself sternly, if she didn’t please him then there were other women in the village who would be only too happy to take her place.

Reluctantly, her arms closed around his broad shoulders. She gasped as he thrust against her, he was gripping her breasts so hard that his fingers, she knew, would bruise her pale skin. But he was lost now on a rising tide of passion, his eyes were closed, his breathing laboured. ‘Emmeline!’ he gasped and then it was over.

He rolled away and rested on his back, his broad chest rising and falling until gradually, his breathing became normal.

‘I love you, Eline.’ He reverted to the diminutive form of her name now that his passion was over. ‘You are mine now and for always and I’d kill any man who tried to take you away from me.’ He spoke with matter-of-fact calm and suddenly Eline felt a chill.

‘No one is going to take me away from you,’ she said quickly. She turned her face to the wall and there were tears in her eyes.


CHAPTER THREE

Eline scrubbed at the grey flags of the floor with an almost angry vigour; Joe walked sand and mud into the small kitchen with little thought for the work he was giving her.

She straightened, easing her back, aware that her knees were hurting from the cold hardness of the flags. And Eline recognized the need to punish herself for harbouring unworthy thoughts about the young man who had come to Oystermouth so recently.

William Davies had been on her mind constantly since the moment she had first met him; she even dreamed about him at night, erotic, passionate dreams that brought a flush to her cheeks when she remembered them in the morning.

She had caught sight of him from a distance several times. It was unavoidable that she should see him, Oystermouth being such a small village, but she had deliberately kept away from the boot and shoe shop that was now open for business and from all accounts doing very well. She knew that her feelings for the handsome young gentleman were misplaced, dangerous even. She belonged to Joe, she continually reminded herself, he was the man who had loved her ever since she was a child.

Eline rose to her feet. The floor was glistening with wetness, the flags given a transient sheen that would disappear as the floor dried to a dull, lifeless grey.

‘Bore da.’ The voice seemed to come out of the blue, startling her. ‘Good heavens, Eline, you’re looking like a thunder cloud, anything the matter?’

Eline turned, recognizing the squat shape of Carys Morgan outlined in the doorway where she stood squarely, blocking out the light.

‘Come in, Carys,’ Eline said quickly. ‘Nothing’s the matter, I just hate the way I have to scrub this floor to keep it clean after Joe’s boots been on it.’

Carys sighed. ‘All fishermen’s wives have that trouble, cariad, you’re not alone, mind.’ Carys tiptoed over the wet floor to sprawl into the rocking-chair that creaked a protest under her weight.

‘I know,’ Eline said, suppressing her irritation as she carried the bucket to the door and tipped it into the street, watching the water wash down the pavement and into the cobbled roadway.

‘Look,’ Carys’s voice carried to where Eline was staring dreamily along the roadway in the direction of William Davies’s Boot and Shoe Store. ‘I’m going to the market in Swansea this morning, what about coming with me?’

Eline turned eagerly. ‘Oh, could I?’ she said quickly, anything to get away from the boredom of the endless round of housework.

‘Would I be asking if I didn’t mean it?’ Carys said reasonably. ‘I want to do a bit of shopping in the market and if you could sell the oysters for me for an hour or so I’d be able to get it all done.’

Eline felt a qualm of dismay. ‘But I don’t know anything about selling oysters,’ she said quickly.

‘What’s to know?’ Carys asked, her dark eyebrows raised. ‘You sits there with the sacks of shellfish and folk come up to you and buy some, nothing to it.’

Carys eyed Eline’s slight figure. ‘You won’t be much use unloading the oysters from the cart, it’s true, but then I’m used to doing that on my own anyway.’ Carys put her head on one side. ‘Don’t mind a good walk, do you? Swansea’s about five miles away, mind.’

‘I’m used to walking,’ Eline said defensively. ‘When I lived on the farm I walked more than five miles every day.’

‘That’s settled then. Get your shawl and don’t wear anything tidy, mind, your clothes will smell of oysters by the end of the day.’

Eline wrapped a fresh, clean, white apron around her waist and took her old knitted shawl from the back of the door. She stood for a moment looking round her uncertainly.

‘If the skiffs come back early, Joe will wonder where I am,’ she said biting her lip. Carys tugged her towards the doorway.

‘Don’t worry about Joe,’ she said reassuringly, ‘I told my Sam before they sailed that I was going to ask you to come to Swansea with me, him and Joe will have chewed over the fat by now, they know everything that we women get up to, don’t you worry.’

An ice-cold finger touched Eline’s spine; Carys’s words seemed to carry a warning and she shivered.

‘What’s the matter, cariad, a goose walked over your grave?’

Eline forced a laugh and drew the door of her cottage shut. ‘Aye, something like that,’ she said softly.

Outside Carys’s house, the old mare stood patiently waiting between the shafts of the cart, head drooping to nuzzle the cobbles. Carys slapped the animal’s rump good-naturedly.

‘No oats down there for you, girl,’ she laughed. ‘Come on, Binnie, we’re going to Swansea and I promise I’ll let you chew some grass on the way.’

As the horse moved off, the cart jolted into motion and the sacks of oysters shifted, seeming to groan with life. Carys urged the animal forward holding the reins loosely in her plump hands as she led the horse out on to the roadway.

‘Nice day for it,’ she observed looking up at the clear skies. ‘Hope the rain keeps off, though my Sam did say there’s some coming later on today.’ She smiled at Eline. ‘We should be back by then.’

As the horse and cart jolted over the uneven ground, Eline glanced over to her left where the doorway of William Davies’s shop stood welcomingly open. The window display had been changed, it was eye catching; a parade of boots seemed to be walking across a stage covered in black silk, bringing to mind an army marching to war.

‘Duw, will you look at them boots,’ Carys said enviously, drawing the animal to a halt. ‘I’d love to see my Sam in something elegant like those high riding-boots.’

Handing the reins to Eline, she made her way across the road to peer in the window, hand against the glass.

Impatiently, Eline fidgeted, praying that William Davies wouldn’t see her wearing her old skirt and a shabby knitted shawl.

He appeared in the doorway so suddenly that Eline gasped, his eyes were upon her, and he was smiling warmly. To her embarrassment, he came out of the store and lifted his hand to greet her.

‘Good morning, fine day, isn’t it?’ He crossed the road and stood close, looking down at her. ‘What’s your name?’ he said softly.

‘Eline,’ she said, almost afraid to look at him. Her colour was high and she wanted to back away from him so intensely did she feel the attraction between them.

‘Eline, that’s beautiful.’ He spoke in a low tone and the words, ordinary in themselves, conveyed an intimacy that was unmistakable.

Unable to help herself, she looked up and her eyes met his. ‘Mr Davies,’ she began, knowing she must tell him she was married, that she was Mrs Eline Harries, but he stopped her with his hand raised in protest.

‘Will, anyone who is important in my life calls me Will.’ He thrust his hands into his pockets as though worried that he had been too familiar.

Eline heard his words in a flurry of excitement, he thought she was important, he wanted her to call him by his first name.

‘I like your window,’ she said in a voice she didn’t recognize as her own, ‘it’s lovely.’ How banal; why couldn’t she think of something clever to say, something meaningful?

‘Thank you, Eline.’ He spoke her name lingeringly and it was like a caress.

The spell was broken by the return of Carys who took the reins of the horse from Eline’s nerveless fingers.

‘Duw, there’s nice to see a toff like you talking to folks of our like,’ Carys said robustly. ‘And there’s good it is to see a fine boot and shoe shop opening in the village. Could do with a bit of style like them town folk, we could.’

William Davies stepped back apace and smiled easily. ‘I hope we’ll see you as customers someday soon, both of you.’

With a last glance in Eline’s direction, he returned to the other side of the road, his long legs covering the short distance easily. At the doorway of his shop, he turned and, though he didn’t move, his eyes were on Eline as she fell into step beside Carys who was already walking along the street.

‘There’s a lovely young man,’ Carys said. ‘Seems to fancy you, mind.’ There was laughter in her eyes. ‘He don’t know you’re married to the finest man in the village.’

Her words were like a dousing of cold water and Eline gasped. ‘I didn’t think to tell him I was married,’ she said and then added defensively, ‘mind, we were only passing the time of day, didn’t talk about anything personal.’

There had been no need for talk, the feelings transmitted between them had needed no words.

‘Well, no harm in that,’ Carys said good-naturedly, ‘he wants customers. Anyway, he’s got charm, just like I said before and he’s a polite young man. More polite to you than to me, mind.’

‘I suppose so,’ Eline said but she knew that the attraction between Will and herself had been far more than politeness.

The sky had become overcast and grey and Carys looked upwards with a grimace. ‘I hope the rain keeps away,’ she said, ‘otherwise we won’t get many customers.’

Eline hardly heard Carys’s words, she was thinking of Will standing so near her and yet not touching. His very words were a caress and the way he spoke her name made it sound romantic, golden and gleaming with sunlight.

He hadn’t seemed to notice her old shawl or the faded skirt; he had looked into her face and into her eyes and he had touched some hidden spring within her that she had not known she possessed.

The roadway to Swansea seemed to be paved with feathers, the day seemed filled with sunshine and even the rattle of the cart-wheels against the hard ground sounded like the tinkling of bells.

The market as usual was vivid with life. Cockle women sat near the gate, baskets at their feet, scallop shells protruding from the beds of cockles waiting to be scooped, a halfpenny worth at a time, into jugs or dishes.

Farmers from Gower were there as usual with produce brought fresh from the rich earth. They called loudly to each other and to the shoppers passing by.

Looking at the earth-covered potatoes and the solid swedes and rich cabbages Eline felt a dart of homesickness for her own farm up on the Town Hill. But it was not her farm now, she reminded herself sternly, Honey’s Farm had been sold to strangers.

‘Look, here’s my pitch.’ Carys lifted a folding table down from the cart and set it up, swiftly covering it with a snow-white cloth. ‘I’ll put the sacks at the side of you and here’s my tin for taking the money.’ She placed her measuring jug on the white cloth alongside the battered tin which contained some loose change.

‘Will you be long?’ Eline said uneasily. ‘I’m not sure I’m cut out for this.’

‘Duw, there’s a worrier you are.’ Carys hauled a sack down from the cart and the oysters rattled together noisily as though seeking an escape.

‘What if I give the wrong change?’ Eline persisted, glancing round with a feeling of panic.

‘Don’t worry,’ Carys repeated, ‘it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Anyway, you’ll find most people are honest and they’ll put you right quick enough especially if you’ve done them out of a farthing or two.’

She drew her shawl round her big shoulders. ‘I’m going to take Binnie out back to graze and then I’ll go round the stalls. I want to buy some wool and some yards of cloth and a nice rich pie for our dinner and then I’ll be back, all right?’

Eline watched Carys disappear into the crowd and bit her lip wondering why on earth she’d agreed to come in the first place.

Her first customer was a serving girl who bent over the sacks, her fingers raking the oysters diligently.

‘Fresh, are they?’ she said in an off-hand manner that put Eline on the defensive.

‘Naturally,’ she said, ‘just out of the sea a few hours ago. If you want fresher you’ll have to dredge them yourself.’

The girl looked at her sharply. ‘No need to be huffy,’ she said. ‘If I give my master a bad belly, I’ll feel the weight of his boot, mind.’

Eline softened. ‘No need to worry, these oysters are fresh, I promise you.’

‘All right then,’ the girl said grudgingly, ‘fill my dish up, to the top, mind.’

She watched as Eline scooped up the oysters in the measure, and tumbled them into the dish. The girl smiled.

‘You gives a bit more than the other woman,’ she said in satisfaction. ‘Bit on the mean side, she is.’

The girl covered the dish with a cloth and dropped some money in the tin. ‘See yer.’

Eline bit her lip, she must remember next time not to be so generous. She glanced into the tin and saw that the money the girl put in was short by a halfpenny. Well, that was her first lesson in selling, folk might not feel inclined to cheat the more experienced Carys, but Eline must count the money carefully from now on.

Eline looked round the market, a wash of women wandered past, servants from one of the big houses no doubt. Some had children with them, others carried loaded baskets over their arms, all of them were engaged in earnest gossip and suddenly Eline felt lonely.

‘Hello again.’ The voice was warm and low and Eline looked up to see William Davies standing over her. Strangely enough she wasn’t surprised at his sudden appearance in Swansea, indeed she had the sneaking suspicion that he had come especially to see her.

‘Hello.’ Her voice trembled and her cheeks were warm, she felt tongue-tied and stupid, staring up at him, not knowing what to say.

A surge of customers arrived at once; they were pressing around her and flustered, Eline began to serve them.

‘Good shellfish, these.’ One of the women picked up an oyster and examined it. ‘Fresh out of the sea if I’m any judge.’

Eline was caught up in a feeling of panic trying to serve everyone at once. Money was clanging into the tin and she had no idea if the customers were paying honestly or not.

She scooped up oysters from the nearest sack and filled a variety of jugs and dishes, aware that her hair was tumbling out of the restraining ribbons, falling untidily over her face.

‘Duw, there’s a crowd you got by here.’ Carys, solid and reassuring was at her side then, taking over the sale of the oysters with the ease of long practice. Soon the panic was over and Carys put her hand on Eline’s shoulder.

‘Take a breather, do a bit of shopping while you got the chance.’

Eline was only too glad to accept Carys’s offer and, with a quick glance round, moved away from the small table.

She had seen at once that William Davies was still standing on the fringes of the crowd. He smiled as he came to her side.

‘Well, that was rather a hectic few minutes,’ he said. ‘You looked as though you were terrified out of your wits.’

‘I was,’ she replied, pushing back her hair. ‘I was never so glad to see Carys in all my life.’

‘You are not a born oyster maiden then?’ he asked, walking easily at her side as Eline made her way distractedly through stalls she didn’t even see.

‘No, I was raised on a farm.’ She risked a glance at him and the colour flooded into her cheeks once more at the look in his eyes. ‘I’m just an ordinary woman.’

‘No, not ordinary,’ Will said. ‘You are so beautiful, Eline, and so vulnerable, I want to take you away and look after you.’

Eline lowered her head, now was the time to tell him she was married, that she had someone to take care of her, she had Joe. And yet the words would not pass her lips.

‘There is something I can’t explain,’ Will continued, ‘a feeling between us that I’ve never experienced before. You feel it too, don’t you?’

Eline nodded, but she couldn’t speak. They stood still in the middle of the crowded market and stared at each other as though each was trying to memorize the other’s face.

Will held out his hand as though he would touch her and then he let it drop to his side. ‘What is it, Eline? Is there something you are not telling me?’

Eline took a ‘deep breath and knew that she couldn’t tell him, she didn’t want to break the magical, fragile bond that was growing between them.

‘I must go,’ she said. ‘I have to think things out, please let me be.’ She turned and hurried away from him and when she glanced over her shoulder, he had gone, swallowed up in the crowd.

The hours seemed to drag after that. Eline and Carys shared a pie, snatching the food between serving customers. Then, at last, the oyster sacks were empty, lying limply on the ground. Carys lifted her tin heavy with money and sighed contentedly.

‘Time to fold up the table,’ Carys said, ‘there won’t be any more customers today.’

Eline sighed with relief; she had been on edge, her eyes searching the crowds, seeing William Davies’s build and bearing a hundred times, only to find out it wasn’t him at all.

Carys transferred the money from the tin into a huge pocket beneath her apron and then folded the empty sacks and handed them to Eline. ‘Let’s pop round the back, fetch the horse and cart,’ she said. ‘We can ride a bit of the way back home, give our legs a rest.’

Binnie was contentedly chewing the grass at the edge of the roadway. Carys untied the reins from round the bark of a tree and stroked the animal’s ears.

‘Good girl, Binnie, come on, we’re going home.’ She threw the sacks on to the back of the cart and led the horse out on to the roadway.

‘Jump up on the cart,’ Carys said, lifting her skirts and hauling herself on board. The cart swayed dangerously as Eline carefully climbed up beside her.

‘Not a bad day’s work,’ Carys said, running her hands through the coins in her pocket. ‘Hope my Sam got a good catch this trip out, got a special customer over at Caswell, a man that runs a tavern, been taking a lot of Sam’s oysters lately, mind.’

The sky overhead was darkening, rain clouds seemed to be gathering over the entire bay, hovering over the craggy headland of Mumbles that was mistily visible from the Oystermouth Road.

Carys sighed. ‘I spects I’ll have a lot of work on the perches when Sam comes back, laying down them oysters is a back-breaking business.’ She glanced at Eline.

‘Your Joe don’t let you do that though, do he?’ she said, eyebrows raised. ‘That’s one mistake you should put right.’ She sighed. ‘Still, you don’t know you’re born having a man like Joe.’

Eline was scarcely listening but she made an effort to appear interested. ‘I suppose I am lucky.’ She glanced at Carys trying to give the conversation some of her attention. ‘Why will you be laying down oysters this trip, then?’

‘Well, I spects most of the big oysters have been dredged by now and the catch will be too small to sell, so the oysters will go on the perches to grow up a bit, see. Them oysters that are big enough to go to market tomorrow or the next day or perhaps next week they’ll stay fresh and lively on the perches under the sea for a time.’

She glanced at Eline. ‘Your Joe should let you work the perches and the plantations instead of having that hussy Nina Park and her girls to do it,’ she said. ‘Then you would be used to the ways of the village, you’d be a worker like the rest of us instead of keeping house like a little china doll.’

Eline looked up quickly wondering if Carys was criticizing her, but there was such a look of frankness on the woman’s face that it was clear she was just speaking her mind with no malice intended.

‘You’re right, Carys, I must talk to Joe again, try to persuade him to let me do some of the work.’ She paused. ‘I know he feels a bit responsible for the Parks because Nina’s husband was his friend.’

‘Is that what he told you?’ Carys said, her dark eyebrows raised. ‘Well, it’s not for me to tittle-tattle between husband and wife, but Nina’s got a son at sea. He should come home and be responsible for her and the girls, not Joe. I’d keep an eye on things there if I was you.’

‘What do you mean?’ Eline asked quietly but Carys was clucking at Binnie, shaking up the reins and urging the horse to a trot.

Eline shrugged; there was so much that had happened in Joe’s life before she was even born that it was pointless speculating about his past.

A salty breeze was coming in from the sea, lifting the untidy strands of hair from Eline’s forehead, tugging at the ribbons, whipping them across her face. She glanced to her left where the tide was bringing in the rain and bit her lip worriedly.

‘I wonder if the men will be in soon,’ Eline said. ‘I hope they won’t stay out all night, it looks as if there might be a storm.’

‘Those men know the sea in all her moods,’ Carys answered. ‘My Sam will never know my moods like he does those of the waters around Oystermouth.’

The horse was picking up speed now, trotting eagerly along the home stretch, sensing the nearness of home. The cart bucked over the hard cobbles and Eline felt the coldness of the wind against her face.

As the cart rolled along past the shops, Eline avoided looking at the boot and shoe shop fearful of seeing Will standing in the doorway. Why did she have to feel this way about a man who was a stranger to her? It was foolish and it was a sin against Joe and her marriage vows.

And yet, as the row of tiny cottages where she lived came into sight, Eline could not resist glancing back over her shoulder at the shops disappearing in the gloom. She thought she saw a lean figure of a man watching her from a doorway but she could not be sure it was William Davies. She saw an arm lift in greeting and responded at once and suddenly she was warm inside. It was Will and he had been looking out for her return.

‘What’s up with you, Eline?’ Carys asked drily. ‘You look as if you’d lost a farthing and found a shilling.’

‘Just happy to be home,’ Eline said quietly. She folded her arms around her breasts as if she was hugging a secret to herself and her eyes watched the figure in the shop doorway until it was no longer in sight.


CHAPTER FOUR

‘You must never let our Tom know the truth.’ Nina Parks stood in the small kitchen, her hands folded across her spotless apron, staring up defiantly at Joe. ‘It would bring shame on the boy to know he was born out of wedlock.’

Joe felt a knot of anger within him; this was an argument he’d had with Nina many times and, as usual, she would not budge an inch.

‘But I need my son,’ he said, making an effort to be reasonable. ‘Can’t you see he could have a fine future sailing the Oyster Sunrise for me?’

‘Tom may be your natural son,’ Nina’s lips trembled, ‘but you have never given him your name, have you, Joe?’

Joe looked away from her, guilt searing him. He rubbed his hand over his eyes. ‘I was young, frightened, I couldn’t face the thought of a wife and a child.’

‘But I could?’ Nina said, her voice rising. ‘I could manage the shame of it all, could I? Duw!’ she went on, ‘if it wasn’t for that good man giving me his name I would have been an outcast in the village and you know it.’

‘I know how good Kevin Parks was,’ Joe said softly, ‘he was my best friend, remember?’

‘I know,’ Nina’s voice softened. ‘He would do anything for you, even take on me and my bastard.’

‘Don’t say that!’ Joe felt pain at her brutal words. ‘I let you down, but Tom is still my son and nothing will ever change that.’

‘Sit down, Joe,’ Nina said, relaxing a little. ‘Let me talk to you while the girls are out and we have the chance.’

Joe seated himself at the kitchen table, big arms resting on the boards, waiting for the lecture that must surely come. He knew he’d been weak, he’d turned his back on her when twenty years ago Nina had come to him tremulously and told him she was with child. How could he, the man, excuse what the boy had done?

‘Listen,’ Nina reached out and rested her hand on his. He glanced down at the reddened, weathered hands, the hands of an honest working woman and felt pity wash over him.

‘It’s like this,’ Nina continued. ‘Tom never knew that you were his father, you know that. To him Kevin was his dad always.’ She stared into his face earnestly. ‘What would Tom think of you if he knew the truth?’

‘I don’t know,’ Joe replied moodily. ‘Perhaps now is the time to find out.’

‘No!’ Nina said. ‘He would hate you. Tom is a young man with no tolerance, he would never forgive you for deserting us both, can’t you see that?’

Joe sighed. ‘But Nina, he can have a great future as my son, he can sail the Oyster Sunrise, take charge of the skiff and the crew, be his own man.’

‘And when your young wife gives you other sons,’ Nina asked softly, ‘what will you do then?’

Joe sat back in his seat, confused; he had not thought that far ahead.

‘It would be years before any such sons could sail for me,’ he said.

‘Agreed, but what about their inheritance? Would you take from Eline’s son to give to mine?’

‘Tom shall have what is just,’ Joe said with less certainty.

‘And how will you do that?’ Nina said. ‘You may have six sons in a few years’ time. It’s all in the hands of the good Lord, isn’t it?’

‘I need a son now!’ Joe was growing impatient and more than a little uneasy at the turn the conversation had taken. Feelings he had kept hidden even from his self rose to the surface.

He had been married to Eline long enough to have filled her with child and God knows it wasn’t from want of trying. With Nina, it had all happened so easily.

It had been summer, the scents of roses perfumed the air and the grass was sweet and lush. They had lain together in the soft darkness, hearing the call of the owl and clinging together as though they would never part. And then, a few weeks later, she had come to him whey-faced and tearful and he ran.

When he’d returned to the village, Nina was married to Kevin Parks and had given birth prematurely, so it was said, to a fine boy.

Nina touched
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