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We Cry the Sea

The Moth and Moon, Book Three

Glenn Quigley


To Mark. None of this would exist without you.


 

FIFTY-ONE YEARS AGO

 

In the village of Blashy Cove, the infant Robin Shipp is found aboard a boat named Bucca’s Call. His father will raise the boy alone.

 

FORTY-ONE YEARS AGO

 

His father’s best friend is apparently murdered on the same night his father leaves the island under mysterious circumstances. Soon after, his father dies at sea. Robin, declared the son of a murderer, is shunned by the community at large and believes himself an orphan. He works alone as a fisherman on his father’s boat.

 

LAST SUMMER

 

A hurricane strikes the island and changes the course of Robin’s life. It leads him to reconcile with his former partner after years of estrangement, to find love in the arms of his best friend, to prove his late father’s innocence, and to discover his mother living in the very same village.

 

LAST WINTER

 

Robin and his friends travel to Blackrabbit Island. There, Robin’s lover, Edwin, finds his own mother living in a shanty town of people made homeless by the hurricane. While on the island, Edwin is asked to father a child with his friend, Iris. He says yes. Together with Robin’s new-found half-brother, they help foil a plot to overthrow the ruling council of the island. In the battle, Robin’s hand is badly injured.

 

NOW

 

It’s September, 1781.


Chapter One

Finding a gull in one’s bathroom has a way of bringing into sharp focus just what massive beasts they truly are. They certainly appear large when harassing people at the seafront, or circling overhead, but coming face to face with one in a domestic setting really shows them in a whole new light. It wasn’t actually using the privy, of course, though its demeanour suggested it could have if it wanted to. Rather, it seemed content to simply sit there and wait out the bad weather.

It wasn’t until Robin Shipp approached that it began to caw and squawk furiously, flapping its wings with an air of indignity, as if protesting at him having the temerity to walk in without first knocking. Which, in all fairness to the gull, he had done, but then it was his lavatory and up till that point he’d never known it to be frequented by any type of wildlife whatsoever.

Despite his name, Robin had little affinity for, or interest in, birds. Especially gulls. He found them pests, for the most part. He was a fisherman and spent more time than he’d like trying to shoo them away from his catch. This one in particular was known to him as the Admiral, one of a pair of seagulls who fought a never-ending battle for supremacy of the harbour. Robin stood there, in the whitewashed room, shouting at the bird to leave for a good five minutes before accepting it wasn’t going to be quite so easy.

He slowly slipped off his woollen overcoat and held it open, advancing as cautiously as his enormous frame would allow, then flung it quickly over the toilet. The gull was not amused, nor was it shy in expressing as much. After some kerfuffle, Robin managed to bundle it up in his coat, fearful the whole time of injuring its wings. He didn’t like gulls, but he’d never be needlessly cruel or violent towards them either.

He wrestled the creature out of the room, across the narrow hall, and into his bedroom. The doors to his balcony were open. The method of admission, he suspected. He shook his coat open and the gull tumbled out, mewing loudly, before plodding to the balcony and flying away into the rain. It looked back to squawk at him one last time. An insult, Robin was certain. He shut the doors and sighed. He was late.

He pulled closed the front door of his tall, thin house and trudged down towards the harbour. He tugged his flat cap low over his eyes though the weather was already beginning to ease. With his meaty thumb, he rubbed the palm of his left hand. Injured the previous year, on the night of the winter solstice, it had never properly healed. His hand was always stiff now, with a deep ache and a white, weblike scar. Rubbing helped as he found it seized up if he neglected it too long, especially in cold weather. He’d been advised by the local doctor to keep rubbing it as often as possible as it kept the blood flowing, or some such.

Robin didn’t really understand the mechanics of it. He’d been eager to resume fishing after the worst of the winter season had passed but quickly discovered his efforts hampered by his injury. He tried to pass it off as a minor inconvenience, but deep down he knew it was serious. He’d been a fisherman all his adult life, and before. He’d started when he was a young boy after his father had died and he couldn’t imagine any other way of living, didn’t want to imagine it, even. The hurricane of the previous summer, just over a year ago, had turned his whole world upside down and while he couldn’t have been happier about it, the upheaval had been daunting. What he craved now more than anything was some peace and quiet.

With his bull neck, jug ears, and hooded eyes, Robin had never considered himself an especially attractive man, so quite what the undeniably handsome Edwin Farriner saw in him, he couldn’t rightly say. Yet there Edwin was, sheltering from the rain against a market hall pillar, waiting for him. He was tall, though not as tall as Robin, in his early forties, so ten years Robin’s junior, with receding and close-shaved ginger hair. His smile never failed to light up Robin’s heart.

“You’re late,” Edwin said. “He won’t be happy.”

“Ho ho! When is ’e ever ’appy?”

The rain stopped and the clouds broke. They stood gazing at the roof of the Moth & Moon, shielding their eyes from the midday sun. Atop the enormous inn, workers hammered nails and sawed wood. A framework was coming together—six sided and spacious enough to comfortably fit ten men. Robin pulled his cap lower and cupped a hand around his mouth.

“Oi! Duncan!” His deep voice carried clear across the little harbour. “Time to eat! Come on!”

From the rooftop, Duncan Hunger waved and began to climb down the many ladders strapped to the rain-slick tiles. The Moth & Moon was expansive and ever-changing. A hunk of wood, glass, and lime wash, which seemed to regularly sprout fresh bay windows, bud whole new rooms, and blossom balconies. Its roof, or rather roofs, rose and fell like the sea—a tiled wave here, a slate swell there—and took some skill to navigate. Duncan grasped one of the numerous chimney stacks and used it to swing himself around to firmer footing. When his boots finally touched the ground, he shook raindrops from his coat.

“You’re late,” he said.

“Only a little!” Robin said. “I ’ad a visit from the Admiral.”

“It’s all well and good for you two to swan up whenever the mood strikes you,” Duncan said, “but some of us have work to be getting on with.”

Robin chuckled again. Duncan’s natural state was irked, and he never needed a particular reason to complain. He cleaned all the lenses in his unique spectacles with a handkerchief. Small, round, and fixed with multiple thin armatures, they were of Duncan’s own design. He was forever fiddling with them, setting first one lens in place and then another. Robin wondered if Duncan would be forced to add even more arms with even more lenses as he grew older. Duncan was Edwin’s age but a couple of heads shorter. He was squat, burly, with wavy black hair, long sideburns, and an expression that indicated he had somewhere more important to be, so if you wanted him to stay, you’d better make it worth his while.

“’Ow’s it goin’?” Robin asked, pointing upwards.

“Slowly,” Duncan said, fixing the spectacles back into place on his button nose. “We should have been finished with the basic frame by now. The others are dragging their heels.”

“Nothing to do with you resetting the wood every ten minutes and telling everyone they’re doing it all wrong?” Edwin asked.

“Whoever could have told you such a thing?” Duncan asked. “It’s a gross exaggeration and a terrible slight on my good name. Can I help it if I’m a perfectionist? I want this new bell tower to stand the test of time, to be…”

Duncan trailed off and pointed out to sea. “That boat’s coming in a bit fast, isn’t it?”

Robin turned and squinted before reaching into the pocket of his long, navy-coloured overcoat from which he produced a battered copper spyglass. He extended it to its full length. The glass was a touch foggy, but it was enough to determine a single occupant at the helm of the lugger.

“Can you see who it is?” Edwin asked.

“No,” Robin said. “I can’t see ’is face. But whoever ’e is, ’e needs to slow down or ’e’ll run aground.”

Robin ambled down to the pier, quickly overtaken by the much sprightlier Edwin and Duncan. All three men frantically waved their arms and shouted, trying to alert the sailor to the danger. The sailboat began to turn, taking it away from the harbour and straight towards the headland. Straight towards the rocks.

With a terrifying crack that landed like a lightning strike, the boat splintered against rocky outcrops, and its occupant was flung into the water. Without a moment’s thought, Robin ditched his cap, overcoat, and jumper. He hopped around, pulling off his boots, before diving into the sea. Edwin followed suit. They splashed about in the choppy waters, unable to find the man.

“Robin!” Duncan said. “Over there! To your right! No, the other way… Starboard, man! Starboard!”

Robin kicked his massive legs furiously to avoid being dashed against the rocks himself. With one deep breath, he dived beneath the surface to search where Duncan had indicated, but there was no sign. Underwater, Edwin was pointing furiously. Robin turned to find the figure of a man floating limply. Together, he and Edwin grabbed the victim and brought him to the surface. Robin’s lungs were burning, and he gasped for air.

Once ashore, they lay the drowning man on his back. He was breathing and coughed up some seawater. Blood poured from his left eye, dying part of his white beard crimson. He was huge, as big as Robin himself. A crowd gathered around them. Robin brushed the man’s lank hair away from the wound.

“Easy, easy,” Robin said. “You’re safe now. What… Wait. Vince?”

“Hello, brother,” Vince said. His usually growling voice was weak and cracked.

“Let’s get him to the inn,” Edwin said.

“No,” Vince said, grabbing firmly onto Robin’s arm. “Too many people.”

“We’ll take you to my ’ouse, then,” Robin said. “It’s not far.”

They loaded Vince onto a borrowed cart and took him up the steep slope of Anchor Rise. He placed one huge arm across Edwin’s shoulders, the other across Robin’s, and together they all sidled through the blue front door of Robin’s home. Scarlet dots gathered on the black and white tiles of the hallway floor as blood dripped from Vince’s eye, yet still he stared at the oil painting on the upstairs landing. Once inside Robin’s front room, they put him by the fireplace and wrapped bandages around his head and leg. They would have to do until Doctor Greenaway could be summoned.

“I didn’t recognise you under all the hair,” Duncan said.

“Haven’t had much chance to get it cut,” Vince said. “Been busy.”

“Too busy to visit us, like you said you would.”

“Here now, aren’t I?”

Edwin handed him a mug of water and Vince sipped it, then pawed at his throat, obviously in some discomfort.

“How did you end up running aground?” Duncan asked.

Vince sipped his drink again but said nothing.

Robin frowned. “Vince? Did you ’ear ’im? What—”

Edwin coughed and placed his hand on Robin’s arm. “Let’s just give him time to get his head clear. He’s obviously had a terrible shock.”

Robin had only met Vince once before, around the same time he’d injured his hand. Before then, he didn’t even know he had a brother. They’d promised to stay in touch, and they did, after a fashion. A couple of short letters had been exchanged but nothing more.

“Well, you can stay ’ere as long as you like, of course,” he said. “My ’ome is your ’ome.”

“How’s he going to manage all those stairs with his leg the way it is?” Duncan asked. “You’d be better off staying with me, I suppose.”

Vince growled something approaching gratitude. “Help me up,” he said.

“You don’t ’ave to go right now,” Robin said, as he once more he let Vince lean on him.

“Hallway,” Vince said.

Robin guided him back out onto the black and white tiles. Vince pointed at the painting upstairs.

“Who’s he?”

“Oh, right, you never met ’im. It’s our dad, Captain Erasmus Shipp,” Robin said. “It were painted a few years before ’e died.”

Vince shook his head. “Can’t be Dad.”

“Why not?”

“Because just this morning, I saw that man in Wolfe-Chase Asylum.”


Chapter Two

Duncan cleared away his carvings and drawings to make room for his guest. He was a toymaker by trade and often spent his nights in front of the fire, whittling away at blocks of wood or sketching up plans for his next project.

Robin helped Vince into the living room, bumping into a table and chair as he went. Robin was taller than anyone else in the village and broader too. Vince was similar in stature—stout and brawny—though Robin’s round belly eclipsed Vince’s own. Robin set Vince down as carefully as he could, which meant he landed with a thud on the sofa. It creaked under his heft, much like the floorboards beneath Robin’s feet. Duncan’s little blue house on the hill wasn’t designed to accommodate two giants at once.

“Doctor Greenway will be along to see you soon,” Robin said. “’E’s out at the Trease farm, but ’e’s been sent for.”

Vince nodded, then grimaced and held his head. Bramble, Duncan’s cat, sauntered into the room, tail curled round the door as though he were trying to pull it closed behind him. He rubbed first against Robin’s leg and then Edwin’s. He stopped when he spotted Vince and hissed before running out of the room. Robin cleared his throat and put his hands in his pockets.

“Now,” he said, in a tone of voice completely unfamiliar to Duncan, “what’s all this about you seein’ Dad?”

“Lady Wolfe-Chase has started moving people from Blackrabbit Gaol to the asylum,” Vince said. “People who need looking after, not punished. One of them is a thewy man with long white hair and bright-blue eyes. Gotta be in his seventies at least, but big, like us. Strong. Been imprisoned for about a year, maybe less. Never says a word but keeps drawin’ these symbols over and over. Anchors wound with snakes. It reminded me of somethin’ but took a while to put my finger on it—the pendant on your cap. And my tattoo.”

“Dad’s sigil,” Robin said.

“Didn’t think much of it, till I saw the paintin’ in your house. He’s listed at the asylum under the name Bill Barrow but it’s him. I’m sure of it.”

Robin was silent for a good long while. Duncan shuffled about uneasily. The death of Robin’s father had a profound impact, not simply on Robin, but on the whole village. Everyone had thought Captain Erasmus Shipp murdered his closest friend, Barnabas Whitewater, and fled the island only to die on a whaling ship shortly after.

The truth had come out in the aftermath of the hurricane the previous summer. Barnabas Whitewater died in an accident the same night Erasmus Shipp left to protect the village from an old enemy of his. If Erasmus Shipp was still alive, it meant he’d stayed away from the village—from Robin—for forty years. Duncan couldn’t begin to imagine what thoughts must be going through Robin’s head.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do today,” Edwin said. “Why don’t we leave you to get settled? We’ve brought you some of Robin’s clothes. You’re both around the same size; he’s bound to have something to fit you. At least they’ll be dry.”

Duncan saw them to the door, where Edwin leaned in close and whispered, “Are you sure? Just the two of you alone here? He’s a dangerous man. I wouldn’t like to see him in a bad mood.”

“He’s not as bad as he used to be, I think,” Duncan said. “It’ll be fine.”

Robin grabbed him by the shoulder and squeezed a bit too tightly. “Thanks for doin’ this, Duncan.”

Edwin took the reins of the horse as Robin hopped onto the back of the trap, causing it to rock under his considerable weight. Duncan closed the door and went out to his workshop. There he rummaged around amongst his tools and offcuts until he found what he was looking for.

He returned to his front room to find Vince leaning against the fireplace, stripped entirely naked save for the blanket across his broad shoulders. His burly, heavily tattooed body was covered in bruises and scars—some old, some new. He had the distinctive mark of a gunshot wound in his side. Duncan had been present for that one. Indeed, it had been Duncan’s own former lover, Baxbary Mudge, who had inflicted it.

On Vince’s hefty upper arm was a tattoo of the same unusual anchor adorning Robin’s cap, with its spindle of rope held in its crown. The symbol used by Robin and Vince’s father. Across the rest of his powerful body were ships, mermaids, and all manner of animals. One could spend all day reading his skin. And what a pleasant day it would be.

“Didn’t know where else to put them,” Vince said of his clothes.

Duncan made no effort to avert his gaze. “That’s perfectly fine, don’t worry. Here, I thought you could use this.”

He handed over a walking stick carved from ash wood. The grip was made of silver and shaped like an octopus, with tentacles curling down and around the shaft.

“Pull the top,” Duncan said.

Vince tugged at the bulbous head which came away to reveal a long-bladed dagger. “Didn’t realise life here was so dangerous.”

“It isn’t,” Duncan said. “Which is why it didn’t sell, I suppose. I made this one too long for a normal person anyway, but it might be right for you.”

“Aren’t I normal, then?”

“Not in the least,” Duncan said.

Vince turned the blade over, examining its edge. Standing there naked, wounded, bathed in firelight and brandishing a knife, he looked savage, powerful, primal. Duncan’s throat fluttered; his heart pounded in his ears. He scooped up the wet garments.

“I’ll fetch you some more blankets. Why don’t you go and lie down? You should probably be resting after your ordeal. You can take my bed.”

Vince slotted the knife back into the walking stick and leaned on it, trying it for size. “You goin’ to ask me what happened?”

“Not unless you want me to,” Duncan said. “Do you need some help?”

Vince grunted as he limped to the bedroom, but it might have been a laugh, Duncan wasn’t sure.

*

Upon leaving Duncan’s house, Robin and Edwin returned the borrowed horse and trap to the stables of the Moth & Moon. They knew the village would be full of speculation about Vince, so Robin suggested they stop in for a drink and a chat with the chief gossip—his mother, Morwenna Whitewater.

They found her in her usual spot at the large round table close to the main fireplace. She was in her early seventies, with sharp features entirely unlike Robin’s, and was rarely seen without her red shawl. She was attended, as usual, by some of the elder men and women of the village. Her circle of Tweed Knights, as they were lovingly called, were joined for the evening by the sailor with the scarred eye, Mr. Penny, and the jack-a-dandy, Mr. Kind.

“She wants me to stay home with the baby,” Mr. Kind said. “Can you imagine? These clothes covered in…spit…and who knows what else?”

“She wants you where she can see you,” Mr. Penny said. “She knows you too well.”

“Mum,” Robin said as he leaned down to kiss her on the cheek.

His mother shooed away some young children from their seats to make room for Robin and Edwin.

“What’s happening?” asked Mrs. Hanniti Kind, without looking up from her knitting.

“Who was on the boat?” asked Mrs. Greenaway.

“How did he run into the rocks?”

“Was he injured?”

“Is it serious?”

“Will he die?”

Robin held up his hands and chuckled. “Wait, wait,” he said. “The man was Mr. Vince Knight, from Blackrabbit. My brother. Well, ’alf-brother, strictly speakin’.”

“Oh,” said his mother. “Him.”

She hadn’t taken the news of Vince’s existence tremendously well. Robin was himself a product of an affair, as his parents had never been handfasted, but there’d been no hint of Erasmus Shipp having fathered other children. His mother had bristled when he had told her about Vince. She had said she was happy for him, of course. For someone who had thought himself an orphan, finding more family was never going to be a problem in Robin’s eyes, but still in her words there had been the lingering hint of, what, betrayal? Loss? A longing for what might have been?

“He was badly injured,” Edwin said. “He’s recovering at Duncan Hunger’s house.”

Robin appreciated Edwin’s tact. He wasn’t sure exactly how Vince had received his injuries, but he suspected they weren’t all caused by his accident. He thought it best also not to say anything about the patient at the asylum until he had the chance to speak to his mother in private.

“Really?” said Mrs. Kind. “How very thoughtful of Mr. Hunger. Tending to the man in his hour of need. I’m told there’s a strong family resemblance between you two, Mr. Shipp.”

“I’m not sure what you’re gettin’ at…” Robin said.

“I’m not getting at anything, Mr. Shipp. After all, Mr. Hunger is well known for his hospitality and warm demeanour.”

“I ’ope you’re not suggestin’ Duncan has any…intentions…towards Vince?”

“I would never suggest anything of the sort,” Mrs. Kind said as she raised an eyebrow and carried on knitting.

Robin’s mother tapped her cane on the wooden floor as she often did when peeved. Beside her, the dishevelled sailor, Mr. Penny, was speaking to his friend, the always immaculate Mr. Kind.

“We were there when Mr. Shipp pulled him ashore,” said Mr. Kind. “We actually met him once already. Last Midwinter, in Port Knot. We didn’t realise who he was then.”

“The infamous Vince Knight,” Mr. Penny said, raising his eyebrows.

“Infamous?” Robin’s mother asked.

“Vince is notorious in Port Knot,” said Mr. Penny. “The red hand gripping the town by the throat. Every stream of criminality runs through him. You daren’t so much as pick a pocket there without getting his permission first. Ah, not that I would, of course.”

“Of course,” said his mother.

“I’m surprised at you associating with his sort, Mr. Shipp,” Mr. Kind said.

“’E’s family,” said Robin.

“Well, yes, quite, of course, of course,” said Mr. Kind. “Didn’t Mr. Shipp tell you about him, Mrs. Whitewater?”

Robin’s mother tapped her cane sharply again. “He told me some things,” she said, “but it appears he left out some of the more salacious details.”

“Keep an eye on him, Mrs. Whitewater,” said Mr. Penny. “Family or not, he’s trouble.”

Robin wanted to object but even he had to concede Mr. Penny wasn’t wrong. Vince used to be everything Mr. Penny said he was. He was a ruthless, violent criminal at the very top of the pecking order. By the time Robin first met him, he was already trying to turn over a new leaf, but they’d had little contact since then. What if Vince hadn’t been true to his word? What if he’d gone back to his old ways? Perhaps those injuries he suffered had been at the hands of a rival gang, or even the Port Knot watchmen? He had more questions than answers.

He took some solace in the fact Duncan seemed to trust Vince, at least to a certain extent. They’d known each other for years, albeit not well, from the time Duncan had spent living on Blackrabbit Island. One had to earn Duncan’s trust; it wasn’t given lightly. Robin hoped on this occasion it wasn’t misplaced.

Mr. George Reed, the innkeeper, arrived with drinks and put them on the table before turning away, coughing into a handkerchief. He was a personable man in his sixties, short—shorter than Duncan, even—with neat grey hair and beard and kind eyes.

“That sounds nasty,” Robin said.

“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry,” George said. “It’s just something doing the rounds. Oh, actually, I need to speak to you—when you get a minute?”

“I’m free now,” Robin said.

“You’re certain? May we talk in private?”

Robin followed George through the bar area, under some staircases sprinkled with paintings, down some steps and up some others. They travelled along curving hallways—some carpeted, some bare—and through rooms Robin would swear he’d never seen before in all his years visiting the inn. A room filled with maps led to one stuffed with chairs, which in turn led to one filled with nothing but dolls. Undiscovered rooms were something of a hallmark of the inn, along with staircases, numerous and varied in style, that almost never took you where you wanted to go. The simple act of getting from the ground to the top floor might require navigating a dozen or more of them. The shortest distance between two points may be a straight line but in the Moth & Moon the line was likely to be twisted into a fisherman’s knot.

“Somethin’ on your mind, George?” Robin asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” George said. “You’re very quiet.”

“Got a lot to think about,” Robin said.

“I’m sure you have. Between Edwin’s child coming, your brother arriving the way he did, and your hand.”

Robin frowned.

“There’s nothin’ wrong with my ’and,” he said.

“Then why have your catches been so light lately? And why have you been rubbing it for the past few minutes?”

Robin looked down and sure enough he was massaging his palm again. He hadn’t realised he was doing it. “I didn’t think anyone would notice.”

“Well, your friends have noticed. And we’re worried about you.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll work somethin’ out. You know me,” Robin said, forcing a smile. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“You’ll see,” George said with a little cough.

They went around a corner, up some flights of stairs, and down a wallpapered hallway until they stopped at a sash window. George heaved it open and climbed out onto a flat part of the roof. Perplexed, Robin followed, finding the window much more of a tight squeeze than the diminutive George had done. Across the rooftop he was amazed to find a door.

“Where are we?” he said. “You can’t even see the bell tower from ’ere.”

“The Moth has lots of hidden places like this,” George said as he undid the bolt.

He stepped inside to a shallow, bright room containing a writing desk and a large porthole window overlooking the sea. Robin was flabbergasted.

“The only way in ’ere is across the roof? What is this place?” Robin asked.

“It’s my writing room,” George said. “You can’t see the window from outside because of how the roof is arranged. I only discovered it a few years ago, if you can believe it. I think it was originally meant to be a temporary storeroom when this section of the inn was being built. The Moth guards his secrets well.”

“His?”

“Oh yes. The Moth & Moon feels like a man, don’t you think? Ever-spreading waistline, craggy features, filled with ale?”

“I suppose ’e does, now you mention it,” Robin said, chuckling.

He pawed at the stack of papers on the desk. A quill rested beside them.

“What are you workin’ on?” he asked.

“I’ve been writing down everything I know about the island. All the history of the village, of its people. All of our stories.”

“Ghost stories an’ all?”

“Especially those—they’re my favourites.”

Robin lifted a page and slowly read aloud. “The old gods returned to their forests and deserts, their mountains and streams, their ’omes and ’earths. Spirits of air and land and sea. Woden and Frig, The Wild ’Unt and the Buccca, piskies and mermaids, the Green Man and the wights, all were changed, made kinder and gentler by their brief exile.”

He turned more sheets over in his hands. “I didn’t realise you were writin’ the ’istory of the world.”

“Just a bit of context, is all.”

Robin didn’t entirely understand what he meant by that.

“People did return to worshipping the old gods for a little while, after the Romans fell, though less fervently,” George said. “I think it’s poetic to imagine those evicted deities returning to the fields, climbing under the hills, settling in lakes and forests again. Grateful to be remembered. But after a while, people realised they no longer needed them. They were a childhood fantasy we outgrew. I shudder to think what the world would be like if we hadn’t.”

“I should give you my dad’s journal to read, there’s some of my family ’istory in there. Plenty o’ tall tales too.”

“That would be helpful, thank you. Nobody has written the history of the island before and I’ve been privy to plenty of it over the years. I don’t want our stories to be lost. After all, I won’t be around forever.”

“You’re soundin’ a bit ominous now. You feelin’ your age, Georgie-boy?” Robin said with a laugh.

George sat in the room’s only chair. “In a manner of speaking,” he said. “I’ve had several long discussions with our good Doctor Greenaway, and I’ll spare you the grisly details, but the long and short of it is… Well… I’ve got only a handful of years left. If I’m careful. If I’m lucky.”

Robin’s face dropped. He thought he’d fall over, and he steadied himself with a hand on the cold stone wall. “Oh, George…” he said, removing his cap as a mark of respect. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I’ve made my peace with it. But it has rather set the clock on things.”

“Is that why you’ve been coughin’? Mum’s been doin’ it too, is she…?”

“No, no, the cough is something new. Mr. Penny already had it and made a full recovery; we will too. No, my illness has been with me for a while.”

“You never said anythin’.”

“Not in my nature. You know me. This is why I wanted to talk to you. I need to know the Moth & Moon is in good hands once I’m gone. I don’t have children, none of the staff are in a position to take over, nor do they want to, truth be told. The Moth is a commitment. A lifelong commitment. It takes time to run. And money.”

“An’ I ’ave both.”

“And you have both.”

“Not enough to buy the place though.”

“I’m not selling it. I’m giving it to you. Well, leaving it to you.”

Robin was stunned at the offer. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined such a thing. The Moth & Moon was an institution, the heart and soul of the village. It was like being offered the sea, or the sky. “It would be…a massive ’onour.”

“It would be a massive responsibility. During the hurricane, Lady Wolfe-Chase made me see how running the Moth is also being custodian of the whole village. The Moth needs to be placed in a safe pair of hands. And I can’t think of a safer pair than yours, Robin.”

“Even now?” Robin said, holding up his scarred palm.

“Even now,” George said.

Robin welled up. From the news or the offer, he couldn’t say. George hugged him tightly.

“I know it’s a bit overwhelming. I probably should have waited to ask you, but time isn’t really on my side.”

“No, no, don’t worry,” Robin said. “I’m just… I’m thinkin’ about all the times you were there for me over the years. When most of the village shunned me, you always stuck up for me.”

“I did more than that for you,” George said with a wink.

“True, true,” Robin said, laughing. “You know, Edwin asked me recently why you and I never courted.”

“Hah! Can you imagine?” George asked. “With me as grumpy and foul-tempered as I used to be and you always so jolly. It never would have worked.”

“A lot’s changed this past year,” Robin said.

George’s pale-blue eyes sparkled in the moonlight. When he smiled, his eyebrows slanted upwards and the lines around his eyes deepened. His whole face lit up and his kindness shone through.

“Why did you never settle down with anyone, George?”

“Amazing as it may seem, there isn’t a great demand for stumpy, grumpy old men.”

“You weren’t always old,” Robin said with a grin.

“Running the Moth didn’t leave much time for courting. And I never had any real interest in it to begin with. The odd bit of fun with a stout sailor or a charming fisherman is enough for me, always has been. And I’ve never been short on companionship.” He spread his arms as wide as he could. “I’ve got the whole village in my home most nights! Now, if you’re agreeable, I’ll make the announcement in public, so it’s all nice and legal.”

“Just…let me talk to Edwin first,” Robin said.

“Of course, of course,” George said. He lightly squeezed Robin’s elbow. “You’ve no idea what a relief this is. It’s a weight off my shoulders.”

Robin put his cap back on. He didn’t have the heart to tell George how uncomfortable the idea made him. Not only mentally but physically too. He had to duck to pass through every doorway in the place and he wasn’t a graceful man. He lumbered around, knocking into people, dropping things, breaking them—and that was when he was concentrating. He wasn’t built to be indoors—he needed the sea, the air, the space. The thought of being cooped up indoors all day, surrounded by glasses and chairs and other easily broken objects filled him with a cold fear.

“What are you going to call it?” he asked. “Your book?”

“You know,” George said, “I’m not sure.”

*

The copper pipes carrying hot water around Robin’s tall, thin house rattled and banged, as they usually did. The invention of small, affordable clockwork pumping systems had revolutionised how people washed in their homes, but if you wanted quiet, efficient plumbing, you needed to head to the mainland, to the big cities.

Robin didn’t mind. Noisy as it was, it was preferable to a tin bath in front of the fireplace. Robin lay in the water with his arms and legs hung over the edges of the tub. There wasn’t a bath on any island in which he could comfortably fit. His round belly rose above the waterline and a wooden toy replica of his beloved boat, Bucca’s Call, floated between his beefy thighs. His cap hung on a hook on the wall facing him and he stared at it, unblinking. He might as well have been a thousand miles away, so lost was he in his own thoughts. Edwin stood in the doorway with his arms folded.

“You’ve been very quiet since you got back,” Edwin said. “Do you think it’s true? About your dad?”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Robin said.

He lifted a wet hand to his face and rubbed it across his bald head, stopping to twirl his fingers through the solitary tuffet of short, white hair above his forehead.

“It’s too much to ’ope for, isn’t it? I mean, I always dreamed of findin’ ’im and now there’s actually a chance, it’s too much to take in.”

“You sound more excited than you look,” Edwin said.

Robin chuckled a little. “I am. I really am. I might finally get to find out why ’e left. No more second-guessin’.”

“Robin,” Edwin said. “I’m happy for you, but please, just…be careful.”

“What do you mean? Careful about what?”

Edwin sat on the edge of the bath and took him by the hand. “I… Vince hit his head, so he might not be thinking clearly.”

“I know.”

“The man in the asylum might not be your dad at all.”

“I know, Edwin. I’m bein’ sensible, I promise. I’ve been thinkin’ about what Vince said. Before the asylum, Dad—”

“Or Bill Barrow.”

“Yes, fine, whoever ’e is, ’e were only in Blackrabbit Gaol for less than a year. So where were ’e before then? If ’e weren’t dead and ’e weren’t imprisoned, why didn’t ’e come ’ome? Why didn’t ’e come back to me? To Mum?”

“I’ve been thinking about it too. And…there’s no easy way to put this, but what if he didn’t come back because, well, because he simply didn’t want to?”

“What a terrible thing to say,” Robin said as he gently pulled his hand away.

“I didn’t mean it to sound so harsh, but… Look, your father was a pirate. We know as much from his own journal. Then he moved back here, had you, became a fisherman, but from what your mother had told us, he never sounded particularly happy.”

Robin plucked the little model of Bucca’s Call from the water and fussed with its sails. “’E weren’t ’appy because ’e couldn’t be with Mum because she were married to Barnabas Whitewater,” he said.

“I know, I know,” Edwin said. “But your dad may have been content to let everyone think he was dead so he could…I don’t know…go back to being a pirate again, perhaps.”

“You think ’e were ’appier without me in ’is life? Without Mum?”

“I wouldn’t put it in those words.”

“You sort of just did,” Robin said as he rested the toy boat on his belly.

“You used to idolise your dad,” Edwin said, “and I know finding out about his pirate life was hard for you, but I worry you’re desperately hoping for some noble justification for his actions when there might not be one. I don’t want you to get hurt, Robin.”

“I know you don’t,” Robin said. His brow furrowed and his lip pouted a tad. The model of Bucca’s Call slipped from his stomach and fell into the water, tipping over as he sighed and sank lower into the bath.

“Forty years is a long time,” Edwin said. “A lifetime. Just…try not to pin all your hopes on him.”

Robin forced a smile. “I won’t.”

“You probably will though,” Edwin said with a sigh.

“I’ll try not to?”

“That’s all I ask,” Edwin said, leaning in to kiss him on his forehead.


Chapter Three

Robin awoke to find himself alone in the blue, empty stillness before dawn. He clambered out of bed and lifted a clockwork striker-lantern. He turned the key on top of the little brass lamp and a shower of sparks ignited the candle within. He quickly dressed, then plodded downstairs and found Edwin in the kitchen, wrapping some ham and bread. He was bathed in warm candlelight and Robin couldn’t help but wrap his arms around Edwin’s waist and kiss him. They stood there for a few minutes, holding each other. Robin felt calm in his arms, felt the chaotic world settle into place. A calm soon disturbed by a knock on the front door. Duncan had arrived.

“Vince is still asleep,” he said. “I thought I’d pop round so I could say mean things about him before you left. Are you all set?”

Robin laughed and grabbed his bag from the hall.

“Ready when you are.”

Edwin closed the door behind them and all three men made their way down the steep, cobbled road named Anchor Rise. Duncan’s lantern swung as he walked, casting dancing shadows on the whitewashed houses. He spoke in hushed tones about how much food Vince was eating and how much space he was taking up.

“There’s somethin’ I’ve been wantin’ to say to you both,” Robin said. “I think… I think I’m goin’ to ’ave to give up fishin’.”

Duncan raised his eyebrows and stopped dead in his tracks. “I never thought I’d hear you say those words.”

Edwin took Robin’s injured hand. “It’s this, isn’t it?” he said, lightly tracing the cobweb scar with his finger. “It’s worse than you’ve been letting on.”

Robin nodded sheepishly. “I ’aven’t been tryin’ to ’ide it. I promise. I wouldn’t lie to you about it. I were tryin’ to work through it, is all. I thought it were only a matter of gettin’ used to it, of findin’ some way to cope with it, but…”

“It’s slowing you down,” Edwin said.

“A lot more’n I thought it would,” Robin said. “An’ I’m not gettin’ any younger. I’m already older than most fishermen out there. My joints are goin’ too, and it’s only goin’ to get worse.”

“It’ll be hard not to think of you as a fisherman any more,” Edwin said. “It’s part and parcel of who you are.”

“I know, an’ I feel the same way. I don’t want to give it up, but things change, don’t they? This past year, everythin’s changed for me. I suppose it makes sense for this to change too.”

“Well, I’ll be honest: I’ll feel a lot better in some ways,” Edwin said. “I always worried about you out at sea, all alone. Anything could happen.” Robin motioned to object but Edwin held up his hands. “I know, I know, you’ve been sailing since before I was born and you’re better at it than anyone in the village. Doesn’t stop me worrying.”

“You don’t actually need to work, though, do you?” Duncan said. “Not like the rest of us. You have the money your father left to you.”

“’E left me enough to get by, but I need to keep busy.”

They arrived at the pier, where Bucca’s Call was moored. Robin threw his bag down into her.

“What will you do instead?” Duncan said.

“I ’aven’t decided yet, but George has made a proposition.”

“Doesn’t he know you’re with Edwin now?” Duncan said.

Robin made a face. “Not that sort of proposition, you smutty dog,” he said. “George, well, ’e wants me to take over the runnin’ of the Moth & Moon.”

Edwin was shocked. Duncan looked confused.

“When?” Edwin said.

“Soon as possible, I think. Don’t tell ’im I said, but…’e’s not well. I don’t know the particulars, but ’e’s makin’ plans for when ’e…for the future. I’m in two minds about it; I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

“It isn’t,” Duncan said. “I’m not being cruel, but let’s be honest, Robin, you can barely get through breakfast without smashing a cup or a plate. How are you going to cope with the hundreds of glasses in the bar? Will you even fit behind there? Didn’t George have the floor raised because he’s so short?”

“The floor can be lowered again. And there’s more to the inn than serving behind the bar,” Edwin said.

“Oh yes, I can just picture you changing bedclothes and emptying chamber pots, Robin.”

“The Moth is the heart of the village,” Edwin said. “It’s where handfastings, funerals, and everything in between happens. It needs someone strong and dependable at the helm. Someone the people trust. I think George chose the very best person.”

“Well, you would think so,” Duncan said, rolling his eyes.

Robin and Edwin carefully picked their way down the slick stone steps to the water’s edge and climbed aboard Bucca’s Call.

“Whatever I decide,” Robin said, “there’s somethin’ I need to know first.”

“Your dad,” Edwin said.

“My dad. I need to know so I can put that night behind me, once and for all. The night he disappeared.”

“Interesting timing on George’s offer,” Duncan said as he undid the mooring line and threw it down to Robin.

“In what way?” Robin asked.

“Well, Edwin has worked hard lately to give up drinking and you start running a tavern.”

“Oh!” Robin said, turning to Edwin. “I ’adn’t thought of it like that! I won’t do it if it makes you un’appy.”

Edwin smiled and held Robin’s hand again. “Don’t be silly,” he said, “It’s fine. I’m fine. Duncan is just being Duncan.”

He made a face in Duncan’s direction before laughing. Robin hoisted the sails, and they began to gently drift away from the pier.

“So, when you get back and start pouring ale, are you going to scuttle Bucca’s Call?” Duncan called after them.

“Never!” Robin said forcefully. “’Ow dare you even suggest such a thing!”

“You could hang her from the ceiling in the Moth,” Duncan said.

“No,” Robin said.

“She’d make a nice decoration.”

“Stop.”

“You could fill her with plants.”

“Duncan.”

“Or use her for firewood.”

“Duncan!”

*

Bucca’s Call was a scarlet-hulled, two-masted lugger, easily big enough for them both and more besides. Still, Edwin did his best to stay out of Robin’s way as he deftly guided them across the sea between Merryapple and Blackrabbit. Edwin clasped the neck of the whiskey bottle kept tucked under a thwart for emergencies, turning it round and round.

“What’s up with you?” Robin asked as he slipped his meaty hands around Edwin’s waist and hugged him tightly.

“What makes you think anything’s up?” Edwin said.

“The look on your face,” Robin said. “You’re ’ere but your mind is someplace else. You thinkin’ about ’avin’ a drink?”

“Hmm? Oh, this,” Edwin said, lifting the bottle. “No, no it was something to keep my hands busy. If I was going to drink, it would be scrumpy, anyway.”

Robin leaned forward and kissed the back of Edwin’s lightly freckled neck. It made Edwin close his eyes and sigh. It always did.

“It’s getting close,” he said.

“Ho ho, what, already?” Robin said.

“Not that,” Edwin said, turning on his seat so they were face to face. “The baby. It’s almost here and I’m almost a… I’m not ready.”

“Is anyone ever ready?”

“I don’t know, I suppose not? But I still feel… I don’t know.”

A gull screeched overhead, marking the break of dawn. A blaze of orange blossomed into the purple sky.

“You feel like inside you’re still the same young tearaway who got drunk every night and climbed trees naked?”

“They weren’t always trees,” Edwin said, “but yes, I suppose. It’s such an enormous responsibility. Sometimes, I wish they’d asked you to be the father.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re so much more…settled than I am. More mature and I don’t mean your age—I mean inside.”

Robin chuckled, his round belly bobbing up and down.

“Mature,” he said. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Doesn’t matter what I look like on the outside, because inside I’m still a ten-year-old boy who just found out ’is father died. I’m still the boy who woke up one day and found out ’e were all alone in the world. Should I live to be an ’undred, I don’t think I’ll ever be anythin’ else.”

“But you’ve done so much, survived so much.”

“So ’ave you. You’re stronger than you know.”

“It’s… I look at Duncan and what happened with his dad and I worry.”

“You could never be like ’is dad. You could never be violent.”

Edwin stood and grasped some line or other. He was sure Robin had told him the name of it a dozen times or more, but he couldn’t remember what it was called if his life depended on it.

“I’m not saying I would be, but I can’t help but worry. Then there’s you and your dad.”

“My dad never laid a finger on me.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean… Ah, I’m sorry, I’m not explaining myself properly. Look, on the one hand you have Duncan who hates his father and on the other there’s you, who idolizes yours. Or you used to, at any rate. Maybe you always will, a bit. I don’t think I could cope with either scenario. And what if something bad happens to me and I end up scarring my child for life, like your dad did to you?”

“Isn’t it somethin’ every parent thinks about?” Robin said. “And aren’t you forgettin’ somethin’?”

“What?”

“Well, on the one ’and there’s me, on the other ’and there’s Duncan, and in the middle, there’s you.”

“The middle hand?”

“Forget the ’ands!” Robin said, laughing again. “I’m talkin’ about your own dad. Didn’t you ever speak to ’im about all this?”

“Sort of. A bit. I tried to ask him how he’d felt before Ambrose was born, but he simply shrugged and said he didn’t think much about it. He said it would be like worrying whether or not the sun was going to rise tomorrow. It was a part of life.”

“That were Nathaniel all over,” Robin said. “Kept ’is ’ead down and got on with what needed doin’.”

“He said the same about when I was born too. It’s like everything in his life was sort of…planned out in advance. Fated to be. He’d gotten married, had children, ran the bakery, passed it on to me, all according to plan. He didn’t make waves; he didn’t fight back. He was carried along on life’s tide, right from the moment he was born till the moment he died.”

“Maybe there’s somethin’ to be said for ’is approach to life,” Robin said. “Takin’ each day as it comes.”

Edwin didn’t find the idea particularly comforting. He’d found his father sleeping, or so he’d thought, by the fireplace barely two months earlier. He tried to rouse him, but when he touched the icy cold skin of his hand, he knew there was nothing to be done.

Nathaniel Farriner was buried in the island’s cemetery—a wild-flower meadow with a single yew tree in the centre. His gravestone read “Father & Baker.” He’d left instructions that Edwin’s mother, Sylvia, wasn’t to be mentioned on it. Edwin had travelled to Blackrabbit shortly after, to the asylum, to tell her about his death, but she hadn’t understood him, hadn’t reacted at all. Edwin wasn’t sure if that was a kindness or the most upsetting thing he could think of. The woman who had tormented his father for their entire marriage now seemed not to remember him at all. No one in the village spoke of his own late brother, Ambrose, any more. Perhaps it was the destiny of all Farriner men to slip away and be forgotten.

Robin slid the boat past the far larger merchant ships and through to the busy harbour of Port Knot. There they hired a carriage and were soon travelling out of town along the leafy green laneways leading to Wolfe-Chase Asylum. Sunlight dappled the lush, plum-coloured velvet interior of the carriage. Being the size he was, Robin needed a seat all to himself and was sitting with his husky hands pressed between his knees, staring out the window.

Edwin sat facing him, watching shadows from the sun-splashed trees dancing across his pleasant, round face. He wasn’t very difficult to read. Edwin could always tell when Robin was sliding into sadness, when he needed a gentle nudge to bring him back. He also knew when to leave him alone with his thoughts.

When they arrived at the asylum, they disgorged themselves from the carriage and paid the driver. Edwin took Robin by the hand and squeezed. He was forcing him to pause and take a breath, stopping him from blundering headlong into the unknown.

Ahead was the imposing edifice of Wolfe-Chase Asylum, formerly known as Chase Manor. It extended into the distance on either side of them and was built of a pale stone the colour of fog. High above the entrance, Edwin could just make out the glinting front of Moonwatch, the elegant dining room, with its wall and ceiling made of glass held in place by a metal framework shaped like a ship’s wheel with a letter C in the centre. Edwin thought it too grand to be used by just the staff for their meals and wondered if it was also where they fed the patients.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Robin exhaled loudly and tipped his cap back. “I think so. I ’ope so.”

Their heavy black boots crunched on the gravelled courtyard as they walked up the wide granite steps to the oak front doors, which they were surprised to find already open.

“Hullo?” Edwin called.

His voice echoed in the clean, marble tiled hallway. Ahead was the main staircase, a richly carpeted affair which rose to a landing, then split in two. The landing still held the enormous taxidermy wolf which had disturbed Edwin when he first saw it last winter. A commotion could be heard coming from the east wing, so they headed towards it. Fearing the worst, Robin beckoned Edwin to stay close to the tiled wall. He leaned round a corner to where a heavily bearded man brandishing a cutlass was threatening a kneeling nurse.

“Tell me!” the bearded man said.

The nurse pointed a shaking finger to a room in an adjacent corridor. Several other people opened it and in seconds ushered out a very tall, thickset man with a blanket covering his head. They kept him ducked low and guided him through a broken window to freedom. The rest of the asylum staff were being held at musket point by a slight man who kept nervously looking about. All the attackers were dressed in baggy, unwashed clothes. Some wore headscarves. There was only one thing they could be.

“Pirates!” Robin said.

He dashed forward and grabbed the bearded man’s arm to stop him from using his sword. The man yelled out in pain. Edwin helped the nurse to his feet and guided him away to safety. About them, half a dozen more pirates swarmed, cutlasses drawn.

“Let him go,” the skinny man said in a Dutch accent.

Without warning, the bearded pirate punched Robin in the nose, causing him to stagger back momentarily and loosen his grip. The pirates then ran to the window and leapt out. The skinny man with the musket was the last to leave, and he kept his weapon trained on Robin the entire time. When they’d gone, Robin and Edwin leaned out the window as the pirates made their escape through the grounds of the asylum. Mrs. Honor Knight, the fearsome warden of Wolfe-Chase Asylum, barked orders at her staff to check on the other patients.

“There’s a little beach about a mile over there,” said Mrs. Knight. “They’ve probably got a longboat waiting for them. What are you two doing here, anyway? Well? Are you going to answer me or stand there gawping?”

Edwin’s heart was thumping so hard in his chest, he could hardly think straight.

“We, well…” Robin said. “We were… You see… Vince said…”

“Vince!” Mrs. Knight said. “Have you seen him? My son? Where is he?”

“He’s fine,” Edwin said. “He came to us in Blashy Cove.”

Mrs. Knight held her hand over her chest and exhaled. “Nobody’s seen him since the hullabaloo yesterday. What happened to him?”

“He looked like he’d been attacked.”

“Yes, that sounds about right. He was supposed to be working out in the old groundkeeper’s cottage. There had definitely been some fighting in there as well. One of the pirates talked about something happening ‘too early.’ Clearly they wanted Vince out the way before the raid.”

“Were they really pirates?” Edwin asked. “What did they want?”

“They came to free one of their own, from the looks of things,” Mrs. Knight said. “I suppose they sent someone after Vince first to get him out of the way.”

“Who did they take with them?” Robin asked.

“An elderly man recently sent here from gaol,” Mrs. Knight said. “Mr. Bill Barrow. Why?”

Edwin and Robin exchanged glances. Edwin felt a cold dread creep over him. “He’s someone you know. We believe—Vince believes—this Bill Barrow person might actually be Captain Erasmus Shipp.”

“Ridiculous,” Mrs. Knight said, folding her arms. “Don’t you think I’d have recognised him? The father of my only son?”

“Would you, though? It’s been, what, fifty years, give or take, since you last saw him? And Vince said he has long hair now and wears a beard.”

Mrs. Knight thought about it for a moment. “He wasn’t here long,” she said. “And he kept avoiding me, turning away from me. I never heard him speak. I mean, I suppose it could be him. But I thought he was dead?”

“We all did,” Robin said, quietly. He tipped his cap to Mrs. Knight, turned on his heels and marched out.

“Robin, wait!” Edwin said.

“No time. I’ve got to get after them,” Robin said.

He hurried as quickly as he could out of the asylum. He wasn’t built for speed, and Edwin caught up with him easily and ran on ahead.

“Wait for me!” Robin called after him. “We don’t know what them pirates will do if they get you.”

Together they rushed through the gardens and across the fields beyond. A copse of sweet chestnut trees stood between them and the small, rocky beach. In the distance, Robin spotted a longboat. He pulled out his spyglass.

“Well, is it him?” Edwin asked.

“Can’t make ’im out,” Robin said.

Farther out, in deep water, sat a brigantine with a distinctive masthead in the shape of a charging bull.

“There’s their ship,” Robin said. “It’s not flying any colours.”

They hastened back to the asylum courtyard and Robin climbed, panting, into the waiting carriage in the courtyard.

He bellowed at the driver. “The ’arbour! Quick as you can!”

Edwin jumped in and sat facing him as the carriage rumbled across the loose gravel. “What are you going to do?”

Robin was struggling to catch his breath. “I’m gettin’ Bucca, and I’m goin’ after ’em.”

“And then what? What if they’re already underway by the time you reach them?”

“I dunno, I’ll ’ave to follow ’em, I suppose.”

“For how long? You don’t even know where they’re going! This is madness; please, Robin, wait and—”

“No!” Robin said with a force Edwin hadn’t experienced before. “No, Edwin, I’m sorry, but no. I’m done waitin’. I’ll not lose ’im a second time.”

“Then I’m coming too.”

Robin leaned forward and clasped Edwin’s knee. “No, you’re not, my darlin’. You’ve got the bakery to think about. Iris, the baby. And you’re no sailor. I can’t be out there worrin’ about you on top of tryin’ to find Dad.”
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