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            Kept me guessing and gave me proper chills in several places. Una is a brilliant main character – so brave and clever – I was rooting for her from the start.

            Jennifer Killick

            The Doll Twin is exquisitely spooky, with creepy curiosities, vintage vibes and an utterly enthralling mystery at its heart.

            Hana Tooke

            A marvellous, storm-filled adventure. Equal parts spine-chilling and dreamlike, The Doll Twin is wholly original, whilst capturing the nightmarish spirit of Neil Gaiman’s Coraline. Una shines as the guiding light in a captivating story about the true meaning of family and the unbreakable bond of friendship.

            Damaris Young

            Exciting. Thrilling. Scary! And a twist I did not see coming. More than that, The Doll Twin explores themes of overcoming prejudice and the strong bonds of friendship. An immersive read.

            Julie Pike ii

            I absolutely loved it! Una is a wonderful strong and brave, relatable main character, and she carries the story so well in her trembling hands. I also very much enjoyed the snippets of lighthouse history and the friendship between Una and Mary… It’s so nice to read a female friendship storyline without toxicity or rivalry!

            Emma Read

            A middle-grade ‘gothic’ horror, you’ll have to go a long, long way to find one better or more skilfully written. Steeped in atmosphere, this is one adventure not to be missed, as it has it all.

            E.M. Watson (Netgalley)

            Oh my goodness! This story had me hooked from the very start and it didn’t disappoint. It was tense and full of atmosphere … an emotional rollercoaster.

            Louise Samson (Netgalley)
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         November 1, 1925

          

         Dear Mary

          

         Today I went back to the house. That big abandoned mansion. Sea spray had rusted the doorknobs and warped the window frames, making the shutters crash and bang in the wind. It looked like a shipwreck. No smoke from the chimneys, tiles falling from the roof, the garden cluttered with weeds and rotting leaves. Everyone thinks it’s empty. 

         You and I both know it’s not.

         But I had to go back. I’ll have to do this for the rest of my life. Maintain the light, beat back the dark. Those words are written in my bones. One day they’ll be carved on my gravestone.

         I hope that you are safe. And having fun being you, out in the world of automobiles and jazz, bobbed hair and bangles, movie stars and aeroplanes and dashing adventurers.2

          

         But I wonder.

         Do the villagers ever hear music in the night?

          

         I pray she never comes back. 

          

         Your friend, always,

         Una
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            Chapter 1

         

         Five years earlier

          

         Una sat in Matron’s office, heels hard against the floor, her battered suitcase on her knees. It contained the only treasures she had been allowed to keep: pieces of driftwood, books on lighthouses and sea creatures, her paintbox, and her father’s pristine watch, sent back from the trenches. The suitcase had been her mother’s and she was lucky to have it still. Matron tried to burn anything connected to victims of the Spanish flu.

         Una had never wanted to leave the Home so badly. It was a place of thin damp mattresses; displaced, war-shocked children; enforced cleanliness and constant desperation. She never felt quite at home with groundlings, though she tried her best to make friends. Everyone loathed Matron and supported each other against her.4

         Una’s overalls and home-knitted clothes had been replaced by drab grey smocks, and her gannet-pale eyes and odd behaviour infuriated Matron. Not only did Una fill her pockets with pebbles and feathers, but she had also been caught up on the roof at nights, gazing at the stars as if they were long-lost friends. Asked to tell the time, she would reply ‘six bells’ instead of three o’clock. Una used what Matron called ‘strange words’ like cobalt and rusticle. Once, she’d run out into a storm instead of indoors, entranced by the lightning in the bruised and wounded sky. It was no shock to Matron, as she was fond of telling her, that no one wanted to adopt such a strange, disobedient child.

         Potential new parents did come to the Home: dashing men in crisp suits and smart hats, ladies in silk or georgette dresses and rounded cloche hats that revealed their daringly short hair. At first, Una hungrily drank in the sight of these strangers. She clung to the lucky feathers in her pocket and prayed for a new family.

         Yet two years had passed with no offer of adoption. Una’s poor opinion of groundlings was not improved by these visitors. One man thrust a page of sums under her nose and snorted when she confused fractions 5with light refraction. A woman holding tightly to her purse eyed Una disparagingly and muttered, ‘What terribly bright red hair! And so short. Does she know any hymns?’ Una did not, and the woman adopted a little girl who had been a parson’s daughter and knew more hymns than nursery rhymes. After this, Matron gave Una a new nickname: Una the Unwanted.

         Now, suddenly, unexpectedly, she had been summoned to Matron’s office.

         Beyond the doorway loomed shadows. Matron cleared her throat meaningfully, and Una stood up so fast her knees clicked. When the Smiths entered, her breath caught painfully hard.

         Curly-haired Mrs Smith was all smiles in bright lipstick, a green tweed coat and jaunty hat with a feather, while Mr Smith radiated old-fashioned comfort in a patched brown jacket and glasses. He took off his hat to greet Matron, revealing pale hair poking up to circle a balding spot. Kindness and good humour overflowed from every pore.

         Mrs Smith tugged at her kid gloves. ‘How utterly enchanting to meet you, Una dear.’

         ‘Hello, young Una,’ murmured Mr Smith shyly, settling himself in the chair Matron offered him.

         Una’s heart twisted into sheet-bend knots. Quickly 6she dug a feather from her pocket and handed it to Mrs Smith. ‘This is very rare; it’s from a Bounty Island shag,’ she burst out.

         Matron groaned, but Mrs Smith looked charmed. ‘I shall look after it carefully,’ she assured her. ‘We live near the sea. Did you know? In a big old house; in fact, it’s a little like a lighthouse.’

         ‘I miss the sea fantastically,’ said Una, pressing her hands to her heart. She broke off, seeing Matron’s glare, but Mrs Smith only nodded encouragingly. ‘I miss helping my father with the lighthouse, and baking crab cakes, and catching fish, and watching storms roll in. My family, the Wexfords, we always tended the light, that was our first duty, and the island was so beauti—’

         ‘Her spelling is adequate, as is her grasp of mathematics,’ cut in Matron.

         Mrs Smith’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Thank you, Matron. We’re very glad to hear that, but we’d like to chat with Una and get to know her, what makes her tick. That’s more important to us than her educational records.’

         Matron frowned, which made Una feel even warmer towards the Smiths. Matron didn’t approve of the sea or lighthouse families, but this couple actually seemed delighted by Una’s strangeness.7

         Mr Smith fumbled with his glasses, glanced at Matron, and lowered his voice to an even shyer whisper to confide in Una. ‘I restore carousels. Merry-go-rounds.’

         ‘Carousels with a clockwork mechanism?’ breathed Una, causing Mr Smith to chuckle and Matron to stare at Mr Smith as if he had declared himself a snake-charmer.

         Mrs Smith bent forward too, smelling pleasantly of cake and violet talcum powder. ‘We are old-fashioned,’ she said. ‘And we don’t have any brothers or sisters for you, I’m afraid. But I know we will love you.

         ‘We never had a child of our own and we are so lonely without one in our big old house. I restore antique dolls and Hugh has his carousels, but if we don’t have a young one in the house, we’re in danger of turning into a pair of fuddy-duddies. I think the most important question, Una, is whether you approve of us as adoptive parents?’ She glanced at Matron, and discreetly winked at Una. ‘Our mathematics is quite sound and our spelling is more than adequate.’

         Right under Matron’s eye, Una laughed. Laughter, forbidden in the coldly correct Home, broke a hundred rules and seemed to cement Matron’s belief 8that the child was of unsound mind. The Smiths were welcome to her and the sooner the better.

         ‘I’ll arrange the paperwork,’ she said stiffly.

         Una hugged her suitcase to her chest, waves of joy crashing through her ribs, while the Smiths leaned back in their seats, beaming like beacons.

         ‘I knew we’d find you,’ Mrs Smith whispered to Una. ‘Our darling little lighthouse child. Look at you. Clever fingers, sharp eyes, good with delicate machinery. You are just the child we’ve dreamed of. You will fit in perfectly at Copperlins.’
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            Chapter 2

         

         ‘The Smiths live in a town called Knifely Stifling,’ said Matron, standing at the front door of the Home. ‘A respectable place, and the Smiths are respectable people. You’re a fortunate child.’ Her tone said that Una didn’t deserve it. ‘On the sea, as well. It’s what you’re used to, I suppose.’

         Una thought of the Razors, the legendary rocks where ships had foundered before the lighthouse was built. Her mum endlessly cleaning the lighthouse of sand and salt. Her dad working on his logbook, while Una completed homework to send back to the mainland by supply boat. She fixed her gaze on the front gate.

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         Happiness zoomed around inside her like a golden bee.

         I’m leaving! Great sparks, I’m going to be near the sea again! 10

         ‘Well, you’d better not ruin this chance.’ Matron straightened her starched apron and discharged her last words of warning. ‘The Smiths have a big house and they’re well off. You need to behave for them, do you understand?’

         Una almost laughed at the absurdity of the suggestion. As if she needed to be told! For years her nickname had been ‘Una the Unwanted’. Oh yes, she would behave. She had done her best with her appearance, fastening a clip in her roughly bobbed hair, tugging up her loathed stockings, fiercely polishing her shoes with her sleeve and spit. She felt no grief in saying goodbye to her fellow orphans. Only a boy called Timothy – ears red from Matron’s constant cuffings – had stared at her, wide-eyed. Timothy was subject to strangeness he usually kept hidden; he had told Una that he had dreamt of his father’s death in the trenches two days before the telegram came announcing it.

         ‘Una, listen. Stay away from that house,’ he whispered.

         Una stared at him blankly. ‘Why?’

         Timothy shook his head, chin tucked down. ‘It’s a bad house,’ he murmured. ‘I dreamed about it. It’s dangerous.’11

         Nightmares, Una thought. She bent down to hug him reassuringly, but he veered away from her like a seagull from the snap of a shark.

         Now Matron moved aside on the doorstep and the Smiths approached, ready to take their new daughter home.

         ‘I hope you’ll be happy with us, Una-girl,’ said Mr Smith, kindly taking her suitcase for her and nodding goodbye to Matron. ‘We’re going home by train. Ever been on a train before? Bit of a treat, eh?’

         ‘I’ve never been on one. I can’t wait!’ Una tripped over a loose shoelace in her excitement, and Matron sniffed behind her, but the Smiths only smiled. Sunshine broke through a grey cloud, and Una left the Home without a backward glance.

         To Una’s delight they had a train carriage all to themselves. The Smiths encouraged her to make the most of it, so she sat glued to the window, eagerly picking out anything beautiful – a tree of red-golden leaves, a cat snoozing on a windowsill. She loved the smooth motion of the train, the effortless, magical way it sped past towns and farmland while they sat comfortably in a warm, enclosed room. House after house shot by, some with elegant gardens and children’s 12swings, some with terraces or balconies. She even saw an automobile barrelling down a road, a sleek black machine with glass headlamps, the driver in goggles and gloves at the wheel.

         Oh, it was wonderful to be out of the Home! And with the Smiths, who seemed so comfortable and funny, so different from her dear, but sometimes difficult, lost parents.

         Mrs Smith asked Una right off to call them Mother and Father.

         ‘My name is Mona, such a dull one, don’t you think? I’d much prefer “Mother”. And I wouldn’t like Mummy or Dad; that belongs to your real parents, doesn’t it?’

         Una felt the glow of being understood. ‘Thank you. I’d like that – Mother.’

         ‘We must tell you more about us,’ Mother continued. ‘I’m the academic one. Hugh is the handyman. Loves tinkering with spanners and motors. He’d adore one of those dashing new automobiles, but they’re so expensive, and smelly and noisy too. You’ll have fun with those carousels and he’ll love some company, someone to share his hobby.’

         ‘It’s not a hobby,’ said Father, in mild protest. ‘It’s 13a vocation. A calling!’ He opened a newspaper and flashed a little smile at Una. She relaxed further, letting her back touch the train seat.

         ‘Now we have you, everything’s fallen into place,’ said Mother, patting her hand. ‘You’re the perfect age. And you’ll enjoy Knifely Stifling being near the ocean. Can you swim?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, then compelled by honesty, muttered, ‘not amazingly well, just well enough.’ Her dad had taught her, on rare calm days by the rocks. You learned to swim fast when you had to wear a rope around your waist to keep you from being pulled away in a current, knowing how deep the water was below your belly, and that an occasional shark visited the chasm. A calm, tranquil, groundling-type beach with softly lapping waves might make a pleasant change.

         ‘Well, the water at Knifely Stifling’s too rough for most swimmers,’ Father said apologetically.

         ‘But we could afford swimming lessons if you wanted them.’ Mother put in. ‘We’re decently off.’ She leaned in confidentially. ‘And I’m a good cook. Nothing spectacular, I couldn’t run a restaurant at the Ritz, but I’ll put some meat on those bones. No more of that awful Home food!’

         The thought of home-cooked meals made Una’s 14mouth water. When they saw her expression, her new parents burst out laughing.

         ‘I can cook,’ Una added belatedly, remembering how adults liked helpfulness.

         Mother smiled – perhaps she didn’t believe Una, who was after all only eleven – and drew a tin of gingerbread from her bag. ‘My speciality,’ she said proudly, and Una took a bite.

         It was the most delicious, gingery-sweet, treacly, chewy thing she had ever tasted. Only good manners kept her from gobbling it up like a seagull. Her hopes grew and swelled in her narrow chest. Una had loved the lighthouse greatly, but in its cramped rooms she could not have many books lest they get mouldy. She couldn’t set out her collection of feathers without fearing they would be blown away or thrown away by her fastidious mum. Perhaps the Smiths would allow her a room of her own, in this Copperlins place. She would accept whatever came, as long as she was allowed to stay with them.

         Rain began pattering down as the train rattled into Knifely Stifling. Una saw a crooked little station, bare and wind-whipped through the blurred windows. As they disembarked, Mother opened an umbrella while rain spat coldly on the back of Una’s neck.15

         ‘It’s not far from the station, the house,’ Mother said cheerily as they crowded under the umbrella. ‘And a walk will do us good. We’ll head straight past the sea.’

         When they reached the beachfront, Una’s dream of swimming on a quiet beach quickly evaporated. This was the ocean that she’d known at the lighthouse, surrounded by turbulent tides – the infamous Iron-Hearted Sea. It thrashed against the shore, tearing at the beach, clawing at the land.

         Waves hurled seaweed onto the sand, leaving driftwood sticking up like grave markers, and the houses lining the shore huddled together with salt-whitened windows. A church with a needle-sharp spire seemed to gaze out to sea, straining to find something lost. Una noticed that the houses had ship-like names: The Lady Grace, Homeward Bound, Polestar. And nearly every dwelling had an iron horseshoe over its door.

         ‘Oh yes, that’s a Knifely Stifling tradition,’ said Mother, when Una questioned her. ‘They’re meant to protect the local fisherfolk, because they’ve suffered from terrible storms in the past and countless shipwrecks, having no lighthouse. There’s one further north, but they can’t afford to have them everywhere. 16I hope you don’t mind a bit of local superstition.’ She chuckled.

         Una barely nodded; tales of drowned sailors were no joke to her.

         The Smiths stopped outside what Una thought was an old hotel on the seafront, a massive three-storey stone edifice with towering chimneys, rows of narrow windows and an impressively overgrown garden. The bricks, Una thought, could be assigned to the paintbox colour ‘Mouldy Green’.

         ‘Here we are,’ said Mother. ‘Copperlins. Isn’t it lovely?’

         ‘Oh.’

         There was no horseshoe over this door. The salt-speckled windows were covered by heavy curtains, and the front gate squealed on its hinges as if it were in pain.

         ‘How lovely,’ Una stammered, her tongue flopping like a landed fish. She felt as if the house was listening. No, it’s nothing of the kind, you silly squid. It’s like the lighthouse, stark and fierce against the sea. What did you expect, a flowery cottage? You’re living like a groundling now, so learn to like it.

         A pale smudge like a face caught Una’s eye at the topmost window. She squinted up at it, her vision blurred by raindrops, and the smudge was gone.
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            Chapter 3

         

         ‘Rough corner of the country,’ observed Father, as the wind swiped at his glasses. ‘It gets all the weather straight off the water. Bracing! I like weather with force to it. I suppose you do too, eh, young Una?’

         Unlocking the front door, he led them into a musty-smelling hallway. A long, thin chandelier tinkled overhead, suggestive to Una of a drifting sea creature.

         ‘A bit brisk in here,’ admitted Mother, unbuttoning her gloves. ‘Hard to heat. But we thought it was a bargain.’

         Removing her hat and scarf, Una noticed the way the thick carpet underfoot muffled sound. Mirrors lined the walls in ornate golden frames, reflecting her face from every angle. Una had never been anywhere so sumptuously old and rich-feeling. It was the complete opposite of the lighthouse, their clean cottage and the 18even cleaner Home. Brass doorknobs, thick crimson carpets, glittering chandeliers, candelabra. The chandelier droplets made her think of the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, a legendarily beautiful lighthouse lens. It gave Una a brief flash of homesickness for the life she had lost.

         A plush sofa reclined by a gilt cage that once must have held a canary or an exotic, emerald-tailed parakeet. Una twisted her toes nervously in her shoes. The Smiths must be not only comfortably off, but wealthy. They simply had strange taste in houses, and an endurance to cold. Despite all the elegant furnishings, she could feel that the house held no heat. It was icy to its plaster and brick bones.

         Una took her suitcase back from Father, comforted by its weight against her knees. She would not find fault with this house. All she had to do was get used to it.

         After the hall came timber flooring, which made echoes of Una’s footsteps as Mother continued to talk. The place was so large, Mother explained, that they only lived on the ground floor and first storey. The second they left alone. A cellar served as a workroom for Father’s hobby of restoring carousels, and Mother had a study for her research into antiques. She showed 19Una the room, with its bookshelves, desk, ancient furnishings, and row upon row of dolls.

         ‘These all came with the house,’ Mother explained. ‘Left by the dollmaker who lived here years ago. Aren’t they extraordinary? It takes a lot of work to dust them, but they are marvellously well-made. Not quite as good as her best work, though, her Animated Curiosities.’ Mother’s voice was fiercely reverent. ‘Automatons, or automata. Her masterpieces, clock-work dolls that could move.’

         Clockwork dolls. Una had heard of these; advanced automata that resembled the Tin Man in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. ‘Are there any here?’ she asked breathlessly. They sounded even more interesting than the carousel.

         ‘Oh, who knows what will turn up? Now, what do you think of these?’

         Una’s smile was as stiff as driftwood. She had never seen so many dolls at once, and there was nothing mechanical about them. Porcelain dolls with tiny white teeth and lips of candied cherry, their uncanny stares suggesting that Una had rudely interrupted their conversation. Boy dolls in suits, curly-haired girl dolls in faded velvet dresses, hairless baby dolls with soft, sprawling kid-leather limbs. There were dolls 20in national costumes and dolls in yellowing antique lace. Heads tilted, plump fingers reaching out, glassy eyes unblinking.

         ‘They’re … very pretty,’ Una managed to say.

         ‘You’d almost think they could walk and talk.’ Mother brushed one shining cheek with her finger. ‘But I’m afraid you can’t play with them, dear. They’re museum pieces.’

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dare touch them.’ Una turned away from the rows of wax and porcelain faces. Mother opened a drawer or two. ‘Look at all the things the dollmaker left behind! A treasure trove.’

         Una gaped at a row of glass eyeballs, shaded from light blue to hazel and deep brown. Beside them, in swatches, were samples of hair: auburn curls, straight black hair like raven feathers, and platinum blonde. For a girl who collected tern feathers and penguin bones it was not a shocking sight. All the same, Una’s skin crept.

         Eyeballs, in this fancy room? She nodded politely, not touching anything.

         ‘What a good girl,’ praised Mother. ‘Now, let’s get you settled in your bedroom.’

         Those magical words. Una forgot the dolls in the thrill of a whole room to herself again, after so long: 21a bed with feather pillows and the softest handmade quilt, a smooth timber desk, an actual fireplace and a handsome bookcase. Fluffy towels were neatly folded on the end of the bed, waiting for her to sink into the deep porcelain bathtub in the bathroom just along the hallway.

         The bedroom smelled of damp and cold ashes, but Una didn’t care. Like the tiny lighthouse cottage with the sea near her window and the smell of kelp, briny pools and sun-baked rock, this was a place where she immediately felt loved and welcome.

         From the window she could see the garden, including an ugly plaster statue of dancing fairies or goblins, Una wasn’t sure which. She wrinkled her nose; she didn’t care for the statue.

         Her late mum, Alice Wexford, would have been thrilled to see such greenery, living as she had for years on the lighthouse rocks. There were little pathways that led nowhere, clammy moss, and flowers peering under swifter-growing weeds. Birds’ nests perched amongst the thinner branches away from predators. Una could open the window and hear their song whenever she wanted; no bossy Matron ordering it shut.

         Best of all, she could hear the ocean. No 22lighthouse-born child could stand being long away from the sea.

         As soon as she opened the window Una smelled the seaweed-flavoured broth that was the ocean stirred by a rainstorm, and heard the purr and crash of waves, pierced by the screech of seagulls.

         ‘I missed you, old beast,’ she whispered to the sea.

         Mother peered at Una from the doorway, her smile hopeful. ‘Do you like it?’

         ‘I love it!’

         ‘I’m so glad. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to enrol you in the local school as soon as possible. We’ll give you a few days to settle in first. It’s a nice school, with lots of new faces. I’m sure you are good at lessons.’

         ‘Oh, well,’ said Una, picking at the grey cuff of her sleeve. ‘I know about focal planes and knots. But I’ve never been to a proper school, just the correspondence school and some lessons at the Home.’ She doubted that normal schools offered subjects like candlepower, merchant ship measurements or nautical speeds. Groundling students wouldn’t eat Flotsam Pie.

         Mother waved a hand. ‘That doesn’t matter a smidgen, Una dear. You will work hard, I’m certain, and Hugh will help. Mathematics is his strong point.’23

         ‘Let’s show her the cellar,’ said Father, bouncing on his toes. Una remembered, with a thrill, that Father’s hobby was restoring carousels.

         The cellar was bigger than Una expected. Father unlocked it with a massive key he kept by the door, explaining that the place was once used to hold precious wines. The door was iron, reinforced by a bolt, which reminded Una of the lighthouse. ‘Took a while to get rid of the smell of wine,’ Father said, ruefully. He tapped the solid door. ‘Someone wanted to make sure none of the bottles were stolen!’

         Now it smelled pleasantly to Una of wood shavings and paint tins, and there was an electric fan for ventilation. Father gestured proudly to the carousel. ‘What do you think?’

         If Una was a squealing sort of girl, she would have deafened the Smiths. Instead, she stepped forward and ran her hands over carvings and colour.

         The carousel was all scarlet and flaking gold paint, worn leather saddles and prancing ponies. Their colours belonged to paintbox names like Circus Top Red and Royal Crown Gilt. Twisted golden poles like barley-sugar held the ponies in place, while a dozen mirrors shone, polished to glossy perfection.

         ‘Not bad, eh?’ A twitch in Father’s smile betrayed 24his pride. ‘Had to take it all apart to get it in here. How about you help me to bring back its glory? It can be your special project, seeing how good you are with lighthouses. I bet you’re a cracker with machinery, young Una.’

         ‘Me?’ A carousel of her own, to paint and restore? The lighthouse had only ever been painted white; this was a glory of colours, music, fun, fantasy.

         Then Father held his palm out to Una and, instead of showing off the mechanisms, he helped her to settle aboard a horse and take the faded reins. He pushed a lever, circus music tinkled and lights flashed into life, illuminating Una’s face as the horses sailed up and down, around and around.

         Una’s smile made her cheeks hurt, and she leaned her head against the barley-sugar pole, hoping this would go on forever. She would never be too old for this, not if she lived to be ninety.

         Mother and Father stood holding hands, glowing as Una whirled by. Una’s heart danced like sun-diamonds on the ocean. Every time she passed the Smiths, she saw the same expression; joy that they had their dreamed-of daughter at last.
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            Chapter 4

         

         From birth, Una had been aware of the dangers of life at sea. Her baby cradle was crafted from shipwreck timber, the family’s furniture nailed together from debris that had washed ashore. Their kitchen table, marked with candle grease, had once been a captain’s. Una’s mum had loathed it. ‘I can’t eat at a dead-man’s table,’ she had wailed to her husband.

         ‘It is a reminder,’ Mr Wexford had replied, un­perturbed. ‘We have the fiery hearts of Wexfords, and we must always, always maintain the light.’ He quoted the family motto:

         
            
               ‘Maintain the light, beat back the dark,

               to safeguard lives we tend the spark,

               here stand the Wexfords, steadfastly,

               against the Iron-Hearted Sea.’26

            

         

         Consequently, Una slept lightly, and when there were thumps or creaks from the second storey of Copperlins at night, she woke up puzzled, wondering what caused them. Could there be rats or owls up there? She didn’t want to ask her new parents, in case they were insulted or upset. The house was old and old houses made noises.

         In the morning, she convinced herself that those sounds, even those like dropped shoes or whispers, were only trees brushing against the windows.

         The day after her arrival, Una woke to see Mother sitting by her bed in the moonlight, sketching a picture of her face. When she saw Una blinking up at her, Mother leaned forward and lightly patted her shoulder.

         ‘I’m sorry to have woken you, dear. You will think me a soppy old thing, but I want to draw a portrait of our new happy family, and if I sketch you while you’re sleeping you won’t have to sit around posing. I still can’t believe I have a daughter like you.’

         And Una smiled at Mother with a tidal rush of love in her veins, because she understood how Mother felt. There had been times during the night when Una wanted to check that her new parents were in bed, just to reassure herself that they were really there, that she had not imagined them. She still had occasional 27nightmares about the Home and of the deaths of her natural parents, and all the griefs of the Great War.

         She felt a surge of gratitude that she had the Smiths to care for her, and that she had found the home she longed for.

          

         On her first day of school, a few days after her arrival, Una felt like a boat approaching those infamous rocks, the Wexford Razors. The Smiths had fussed over her, loading her lunchbox with treats, assuring her that she would make friends in no time. She must study hard, especially science, for she was a clever girl with clockwork engines and they were counting on her to help them with the carousel.

         Una’s fingers itched to soothe cranky gears and coax bad-tempered cogs, but now a fat bubble of apprehension swelled in her chest with every step.

         On the short walk to the school, following her parents’ directions, she caught the eye of a few people – a lady walking a dog, a man delivering newspapers – and saw their gaze flick over her almost fearfully. They did not greet her, and Una could have sworn they hurried to get away from her.

         Groundlings, Una thought, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt.28

         At the school gates children shouted, giggled and bickered, but Una was uncomfortably aware that many looked strangely at her. She was obviously a newcomer, gripping her new schoolbag, her hair ribbon tied into a double carrick-bend knot, and Una couldn’t help feeling that their eyes, like those of the adults she had passed, were distinctly wary, as if she had a contagious illness.

         Her stomach twisted and churned as she told herself to be brave, a steadfast Wexford against the sea. She had to be, if she was to survive at this groundling school, this solid, dull brick building that didn’t even face the ocean.

         Oh, Una, she scolded herself. It’s meant to look dull. It’s a school. Maintain the light, you silly squid.

         ‘Look at your hair!’

         Una jumped. It was a girl who addressed her; one her age with enviably curly black locks halfway down her back. The girl looked comfortably, happily messy, but more importantly, her tone of voice was genuinely impressed, and her eyes were warm and friendly.

         ‘Yes, it’s always been this red,’ Una explained. ‘My dad said it was like a beacon.’

         ‘Are you pulling my leg?’ The girl gaped in admiration. 29‘The cut! It’s so modern. So unconventional! You look like Colleen Moore.’

         Self-consciously Una touched her bobbed-off locks. ‘Who’s Colleen Moore?’

         ‘You don’t know? Colleen is a movie starlet, a jazz-baby, the funniest girl ever. She wears dresses up to here. Tell me you’re fond of jazz music.’

         ‘Um…’ Una’s knowledge of music was mostly of sea shanties.

         ‘Lord above,’ said the girl, who Una noticed was wearing a flowery perfume. ‘If you don’t know jazz or Colleen Moore, how did you get away with that haircut?’

         ‘My mother had to cut it at the lighthouse,’ Una explained, ‘otherwise it got too knotty from the wind. And at the Home, Matron hated fussing with hair, and she said long hair was a magnet for lice. I haven’t got lice,’ she added hastily.

         ‘A lighthouse!’ The girl whistled. ‘And you’re a war orphan? That’s rotten, but I still love your hair. My mother would kill me if I cut this lot off, she really would, but I’m going to do it one day and head straight for Hollywood. I’ll spend every day in California eating fresh oranges.’

         Una wondered what Hollywood was. She was sure 30it wasn’t a lighthouse. ‘But I’d love to have hair like yours. It’s Storm Cloud Black,’ she blurted out, then blushed. That was the kind of comment Matron had hated, earning her unpleasant nicknames. Una the Ungainly. Una the Unstable. Una the Unwanted.

         The girl only laughed. ‘You wouldn’t if you had to comb it. I hate combs. Now, I don’t blame you for hanging back out here, this school is a bore and the teachers are a bunch of cold fish. And none of them, let me tell you, know a thing about the movies. I have to go out of town to see one, would you believe, and Ma says I spend too much money on film magazines. But how else am I supposed to learn about acting? And how to wear furs and diamonds and dinner suits? Even ladies can wear them now; I’ve seen the pictures.’

         A bell rang, and Una blanched.

         ‘You’ll be in my class,’ said the girl, taking her elbow. ‘I’m Mary O’Connor. I’m not scared of you like some people, they’re a bunch of rabbits in this town. Giving the cold shoulder to outsiders, superstitious as they come. It’s so tedious. I like to be bold. Now, what’s your name?’




OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
Janine Beacham

Frretly





OEBPS/images/9781915444486_cover_epub.jpg
QQAMNE BEAC AM c?






