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Chapter One


There was once a little girl called Bird Janet, or Birdy for short. She lived with Papajack, her father, and Mamalucy, her mother, in a cottage where three things met. These three things were a road, a river, and the sea.


Papajack had a stout little boat, called Grey Goose, and he worked as a ferryman, rowing people across the river, and saving them a long walk inland to the bridge upstream.


Mamalucy baked buttery bannocks on the black range in the cottage kitchen. She could often sell a bannock to one of the travellers on the road, or to someone taking shelter in the cottage porch while they waited for Papajack to come back from the further side, and row them over the river.


Birdy was too little to help much, but she did her best to be useful to her mother, milking the goat when she got up in the morning, and gathering the rough-shelled dark mussels that clung to the rocks on the sea-shore, to help fill the supper pot on the range.
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Now, most of the people who came on the road to the ferryman’s cottage wanted only to be rowed to the other side of the river, but just now and then someone came who wanted to be rowed to the offshore island, where there were a few wind-swept farms.
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Then Papajack had to row across a mile of rowdy water, where the white horses gambolled and raced.


When that happened Mamalucy would leave her work, and Birdy would leave her play, and the two together would stand at the cottage window, and watch the ferryboat all the way over and all the way back.


“Aren’t you frighted. Papajack,” asked Birdy, “riding the bucking water…?”
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“No, I’m not frighted, Birdy,” Papajack told her. “But I am careful. The sea is full of danger, although it means no harm. It makes me think what I’m about; but it doesn’t make me tremble as a robber would, or a ghostie. And it’s daytime work too, when a man can see everything around him, and reckon what’s what.”
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