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Chapter 1: Winter of Hunger
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The winter of 1912 came down on Hillcrest like a heavy curtain of ice.

The little English village, tucked between bare hills and endless fields, was no stranger to cold, but this year the snow fell heavier, the nights stretched darker, and the wind howled with a cruelty that cut through the thickest shawl. 

The people of Hillcrest, a village barely more than a cluster of cottages, struggled as best they could. Jobs were scarce, and food even scarcer. Those with a few coins stashed away clung to them carefully, spending only when the weekly steam train hissed into the station, its wheels screeching as it brought in bread, coal, and supplies from the larger towns. 

For the rest — the poor labourers, the widows, the men desperate 

for work — the train was a reminder of what they could not have. In a tiny cottage near the edge of the village, Sophia

bent over a two-plate iron stove, coaxing a thin flame from damp twigs and wet leaves. Smoke curled into her tired eyes, 
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and she wiped them with the back of her hand. The baby was wrapped in an old quilt on the bed 

Whimpered softly, a sound more delicate than the wind but sharper in its sting. Sophia began singing lullabies for Lisa.

“Shh, little one,” Sophia whispered, leaning over the bundle. “Your papa will bring us something tonight. He will, you’ll see.” The baby’s golden hair peeked through the edge of the blanket, her tiny fists clenched as though she were already fighting to stay in this world. Sophia pressed her lips to the child’s forehead, tasting the salt of her own tears.

The child’s name was Lisa. A gift in the middle of hardship. The villagers, though poor themselves, had brought scraps of cloth, a knitted bonnet, and a few cast-off dresses for the baby. Nothing new, but treasures all the same.

That evening, Richard had not yet returned. 

Sophia stood by the window, her shawl pulled tightly across her shoulders, her breath clouding the glass. She had prayed before, but tonight her words felt heavier, desperate. “Bring him home, Lord,” she whispered. 

––––––––

[image: ]


“Just bring Him home. Much later, he was home with only a piece of bread in his cold hands.

Lisa’s blue eyes followed the flickering flames with quiet fascination, though now and again her tiny hands pawed at her mother’s chest, searching for milk. Sophia could no 

longer spare.

Richard Harding, tall and weary, stood at the door fastening his frayed coat. The boots on his feet had been patched so many times that they seemed made more of string and stubbornness than leather. He placed his hand gently on Sophia’s shoulder.

“I’ll go as far as the market,” he murmured, though both of them knew there was little chance of finding work. 

“Perhaps the vicar needs help with the carts, or a farmer will give me a day’s labour.” Sophia looked up at him, her face pale and thin but still carrying traces of the beauty that had first 

turned his head. “Richard, the snow is heavy. What if you don’t make it back?” He bent low, pressing his lips against her temple. 

“I’ll always come back. For you. For Lisa.”

But his eyes betrayed a heaviness that no words could cover. 
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He lingered at the cradle, brushing his hand softly against Lisa’s cheek. 

She gurgled faintly, reaching her tiny fingers toward him. 

He smiled, but it was a smile laced with sorrow; then he 

straightened and pulled the door shut against the wind.

Sophia sat still for a long moment, listening to the echo of 

his footsteps fade into the white silence. 

She drew Lisa closer and, humming an old lullaby her own mother had sung, trying to drown out the nagging fear rising in her chest. 

The wind began to blow even harder, and Sophia’s anxiety grew with every gust. 

Where would Richard find work? The food was almost gone, and there was hardly anything left to sustain them. 

Since Richard had lost his job, their struggle had only deepened. 

Before Sophia’s pregnancy, she had worked at the village 

bakery, earning a few pounds when she could. 

The owner, seeing her situation, sometimes gave her leftover bread. Luxuries, however, were never part of their lives. 
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Every day was measured in survival: a crust here, a handful of potatoes there. They had once dreamed of leaving — of escaping the godforsaken village, away from the endless hardships — but they did not know how. 

They did not know what awaited them in the bigger town beyond the hills. Here, at least, they had some kind of 

shelter, even if it was meagre, even if it barely kept the snow and cold out.

And now, with Lisa’s arrival, everything had changed. A 

tiny life, so delicate and beautiful, had arrived in the midst 

of their struggle. 

Suddenly, their meagre home seemed even smaller, their worries even heavier. 

Every day, Sophia felt the weight of responsibility pressing down on her, knowing that the survival of this little girl depended on them — and that Richard’s absence and 

uncertainty made every hour more desperate than the last. Every time Richard left the cottage and stepped into the storm, Sophia’s heart clenched with worry. She would stand at the small window, hands pressed against the frost-covered glass, 
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eyes straining to see him disappear down the narrow, snow-covered lane.

She whispered prayers under her breath, over and over, asking that he return safely. 

Please, Lord, let him come back. Let him come back tonight. The fear never left her. She imagined every misstep, every frozen path, and every cruel gust of wind threatening him. What would she do if he did not return? How could she care for Lisa alone? 

The questions haunted her every hour, every moment, and sometimes, in the depths of night, when the wind rattled the shutters and the snow piled against the walls, she would feel 

a cold dread creeping through her chest.

Sometimes he did not come home at all for the evening. 

Then she knew he had found some place to rest for the night. She never questioned where — it could be under the arches 

of the old railway station, behind the shuttered shops, or a small corner in the bakery’s shed. 

All she knew was that he carried only his worn brown coat, the same one he had for years, threadbare at the elbows and stained from work and snow. He carried with him two flattened 
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cardboard boxes he had taken apart to make a small, insulated patch of floor to sleep on. 

He tried to make it sound less worrying, telling her he slept 

in the “Wendy house” of a friend — a little wooden shelter set up in someone’s yard — so she would not imagine him shivering on the frozen ground.

Sophia would wrap Lisa tighter in their quilt, huddling with the baby near the tiny stove, whispering soothing words she hoped would reach both of their hearts. 

Outside, the wind howled and rattled the walls, but inside, 

Sophia’s thoughts roamed the streets after Richard. She prayed for warmth to reach him, for food to reach him.

For his safe return, she wished more than anything that she could be with him in the cold instead of waiting helplessly in the little cottage. The winter nights seemed endless, each one a test of patience, love, and faith.
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Chapter 2: The Last Walk
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Richard’s boots crunched against the frozen road as he trudged toward the town. The storm had eased, but the air was sharp and cruel. His breath came in frosted bursts, and his bones ached with every step.

The market was nearly empty when he arrived. 

A few carts stood idle, their owners stamping their feet for warmth, selling stale bread and thin broth. 

Richard begged for work — to unload sacks, to chop wood, to carry loads — but each man shook his head.

“Too many hands already,” one said.

“No coin left in this town,” muttered another.

By dusk, Richard’s strength was spent. His legs trembled, 

and his chest burned with the cold. 

He found himself in a narrow alley between two shuttered shops, the wind slicing through like a blade. 

He sank against the wall, clutching his coat tighter. Memories swam before his eyes. Sophia’s laughter when they first met by 
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the river, the way she had sung as she hung laundry. 

Richard often thought back to the days when he and Sophia first 

met. She had been such a lovely young lady, full of life and dreams. They were both still young, having just graduated from school. 

Sophia had wanted to become a teacher, and he had dreamed 

of studying to be a veterinarian. But then the years of depression came. There was no money, and often no food.

On certain days, they had to stand in long lines outside an old school building. 

Each person clutched a sixpence in their hand—just five cents—and for that small coin, you could buy a packet of sugar and a packet of flour. People kept their distance, waiting silently until the mobile market, as they called it, came rolling in. 

The old man would swing open the flaps of his worn-out truck, and each person could step forward to buy what little they could afford. Every Monday, it was the same. 
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Then came the great drought. 

With money gone, there was no chance to study further. Sophia found work at the bakery, 

earning a few shillings and sometimes bringing home 

leftover bread. 

Richard worked at the garage, nothing more than a helper, learning to repair cars. 

In time, they managed to save just enough to buy a small 

house in the backstreets of the town of Hillcrest —a forgotten little place in England. The house was half-falling apart, but with patience and effort, Richard and Sophia made it livable, turning it into a home.

After a few years, Sophia fell pregnant, and soon little Lisa was born. They were not ready—money was scarce, and their hearts were anxious—but when Richard held the tiny, 

beautiful baby girl in his arms, his fears eased. 

He knew he had to find better work, for their family’s sake.

But then the town suffered one last great blow. Most of the shops closed down, unable to survive with so few customers. 
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Everything grew more expensive, and life turned harder than ever before. 

After a few days, Richard began to feel unwell. His chest ached, and the bitter cold only made it worse. 

Sophia tried her best, giving him homemade remedies for his cough, but nothing seemed to help. 

Slowly, night after night, the damp ground and icy winds where he slept wore him down even further.
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