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18 March 1899, Porthstennack

      The weather was still winter-nasty. Clouds were building, almost purple in places, and the air was damp and heavy, with a stiff, chilly breeze that snapped at the hedgerows. The hill from beach to home seemed steeper than ever today, but Freya was smiling as she shifted her grip on the bucket, and ignored the rub of sand between her fingers; what did a little reddened skin matter when there was a birthday tea waiting?

      Although it was nice to be special for the day at school, Saturday birthdays were so much more fun, and this one had been the best of days from the start. Papá had walked with her down to the sea after breakfast, as he usually did on Saturdays, but today his friends had greeted her as if she were already an adult: ‘Good morning, Miss Pen’aligon!’ ‘Happiest of birthdays to you!’ and ‘Mornin’, my lady,’ and bowing and smiling… It was lovely to be eight years old, and she shook her head pityingly for her seven-year-old self; such a baby, and she’d never realised it. Perhaps now she was even old enough to be a big sister, at last; her biggest wish might come true after all.

      She huffed as she swapped her bucket from hand to hand. Wet fingers slipped on the handle, but once her grip was secure once more she turned her face towards the cottage, and made her legs go faster. Rare treats awaited, Papá had gone home early especially, although he’d pretended it was for something else. He might even have written her a new story for bedtime. That would be the best gift of all. And tomorrow the beach would be waiting, always waiting; each wave newly made and bringing any number of treasures tumbling onto the shore. Or none. That was the joy of it, to be the first to know.

      She paid a visit to the privy before going into the house, and put the bucket against the door where she could look at it while she sat. Today’s treasures were still covered in sand, and it looked as if something was moving in there too, but it was hard to tell with all the sliding and shifting of shell and stone, weed and wood. She must get a bigger bucket… but then how would she carry it? She frowned, kicking her dangling feet against the wooden front of the privy. Perhaps if she collected everything she wanted into a bag she could wear over her shoulder, instead? Or asked Papá’s friend Mr Fry if he would look after it until Papá could bring it home each day?

      She was still musing on this as she straightened her skirts over her chilled legs, grateful for the thick material even if it was damp. As she threw a handful of ash down the hole in the seat she had made up her mind to speak to Mr Fry, and by the time she reached the back door, and raised her hand to the latch, she had disregarded the problem and her thoughts moved forward to the tea that awaited just beyond. She heard voices, and habit froze her into a listening pose while she worked out which of the more troubling moods had taken her parents today. It took no more than a few seconds to find out.

      ‘… was right,’ Papá was saying, his voice low and tight, as if he was barely controlling his temper. Mama was the fiery one, but when Papá was roused he could be frightening too. ‘I should never have re-named the Julia for you.’

      ‘I never told you to!’ Mama flashed back. Her accent always came out stronger when she was angry. If Freya closed her eyes she could imagine a lady like the ones in Granny Grace’s Spanish books: dark-eyed beauties in bright colours, smiling… but there was no smile in Mama’s voice now. ‘I never told you to do that, Matthew! You cannot blame me for what has happened.’

      ‘I did it because of you!’

      ‘Because you thought it would make me love you again?’

      There was a silence and Freya held her breath. When Papá spoke again his voice was just tired. ‘I didn’t realise you’d stopped.’

      ‘I…’ Mama hesitated. ‘I was so young. But I did love you. I still do.’

      ‘But you want more.’

      ‘We deserve more, Matthew! Not just Freya and me, but you too… where are you going?’

      Freya’s eyes widened and she picked up her bucket again, preparing to hide around the corner if she heard Papá coming to the door.

      ‘To the Tinner’s.’

      ‘No! Not today! Freya will be home soon, and you will not spoil her birthday.’

      ‘No,’ Papá said, his voice dropping. ‘Of course not. I was forgetting.’

      Freya readied herself anyway, taking a step back just in case.

      ‘Did you finish the story?’ Mama wanted to know, and Freya was relieved, though not surprised, at the sudden change in her tone; everyone had learned to sway with the wind of her moods.

      ‘Yes,’ Papá said, ‘I think she’ll like it.’

      Freya’s heart settled a little; whenever Papá wrote something for her it meant he was happy, or at the very least not in a black despair. Some of his tales were hard to follow; filled with incredible creatures and troubled children, but the children always triumphed, and their adventures left her breathless. She hoped her special birthday tale would be a sea-story, those were always the best.

      The arguing had fallen silent now; and Freya decided it was time to let them know she was home, so she pushed open the door. The smell of baking filled her nostrils, and she ignored the strained looks on her parents’ faces, and beamed at them both. ‘Cakes! Are they for me?’

      ‘Of course for you, mi tesoro!’ Mama stooped to hug her, heedless of her wet coat and her sandy hands and face. ‘But first you must clean yourself, and Papá will give you his gift. Then the cakes will be cooled enough for you to eat.’

      ‘Well,’ Papá said, ‘the important thing is what have you brought back for tea?’ He examined the contents of the bucket, making slurping noises and licking his lips, which made Mama laugh, and the last of the tension in the room drained away.

      Freya ran upstairs to change into dry clothes, shivering at the low rumble of thunder that rolled around the valley, trapped by the steep fields on either side. Thank goodness Papá was home tonight, not putting to sea in the Isabel. As she changed she pondered on what she’d heard; it was no secret that his boat was now named for Mama, but Freya had forgotten it had ever been anything else. Now she remembered it had once been Julia. She’d heard the sad story of Papá’s little sister, who had died as a child from a simple chill… Thunder sounded again, and Freya swallowed hard and removed her wet clothes faster. Changing the name of a boat was supposed to be a bad thing, even she knew that, but could it really be why Papá’s catch was so low? Surely the fish didn’t know he’d changed the name, and suddenly learned how to avoid his nets? Could fish even tell which nets belonged to which boat? They couldn’t read, anyway.

      No. It was what her Granny Grace would call ‘a complete nonsense’. And now there were happier things to think on: Papá had written her a story, and that cost nothing so she needn’t feel bad about it. And Mama’s cakes… Freya’s mouth watered at the thought of them.

      Downstairs again, dressed in rough but warm and dry clothing, Freya was glad to see her parents looking at one another without scowling.

      ‘There you are.’ Papá’s fingers twitched over the cooling rack. ‘You’re just in time. You’d better hurry up, else I’ll eat them all myself.’

      Freya took one and bit into it. The warm sponge crumbled on her lips, and she made a wordless sound of delight at the rush of sweetness and the tang of the hidden fruit. Her mother’s face softened, and she heard her father’s low chuckle behind her, and it was one of those perfect moments when she noticed all the good things around her. The kitchen was warm from cooking, and the smell of the fruity cakes still hung in the air, the sound of the rain just made it all seem cosier instead of making her shiver. Just this once it was nice to be the only child in the house; brothers and sisters might have stolen this moment.

      ‘I have a gift for you,’ Papá said.

      ‘A story!’ Freya forgot she wasn’t supposed to know, but it didn’t matter now.

      He shook his head. ‘Something else.’ He raised an eyebrow as her face fell. ‘Don’t you want a birthday present? I can give it to someone —’

      ‘Of course I do!’ Freya spluttered bits of cake over her hand, and Mama clicked her tongue and gestured her over so she could clean her up. ‘What is it? Liquorice?’ Her favourite.

      ‘No. Granny Grace and Grandpa have some of that for you though. Wait here a moment.’

      While Mama wiped sticky fruit from Freya’s mouth, Papá went into the pantry and came back with a large wooden box, which he placed on the table. Freya brushed away the last of the crumbs on her shirt-front, her eyes wide and fixed on the box, and then lifted the lid. Inside nestled a wooden boat – a Cornish lugger just like the Isabel, but with no name yet on its polished side.

      ‘What do you think?’ He sounded suddenly anxious, and Freya turned and wrapped her arms around him. She felt his hands shaking on her shoulders, as he returned her embrace. ‘Does that mean you like it?’

      ‘Yes!’ She returned to the box, and carefully lifted the boat out and put it on the table where she could see all over it. It must have taken him months to make, since he was so rarely home; every detail was perfect. She couldn’t wait to tell Juliet all about it in school on Monday. ‘What’s its name?’

      ‘Her name,’ he said. ‘And it’s whatever you want it to be.’

      Freya pulled a face. ‘Why does it have to be a girl boat?’

      ‘Most are, it’s good luck. So what will you call her?’

      ‘I don’t know yet.’ With the echoes of their argument about re-naming the Isabel in her mind, Freya was determined to choose wisely. She brushed her finger over the polished wood, and peered more closely at the hand-stitched sails. ‘Mama, did you make these?’

      ‘No, that was your Grandmama Grace.’

      Freya hoped she had imagined the tightening in her mother’s voice. ‘She can’t make cakes as good as you can though.’

      ‘As well as,’ Papá corrected.

      ‘As well as. Can I have another one?’

      Mama smiled, then. ‘Supper first, and then one more. And then you must go to bed.’

      ‘But aren’t I allowed to stay up later now I’m eight?’ Freya made her eyes very wide; Mama usually found it hard to refuse her when she did that.

      Mama laughed. ‘Ah, but tomorrow you will not sleep later than you did when you were seven, will you? You will be out of bed just as early.’

      ‘But if I promise to try?’

      She saw her parents exchange a glance, then Mama shrugged. ‘Tonight only, since it is your special day, and Sunday tomorrow. You may stay up until nine o’clock, and not one minute later.’

      Freya grinned. ‘I’m going to wash my treasures, and dry them, and put them away, and eat my supper, and play with my boat, and —’

      ‘You will have time for half that,’ Papá pointed out. ‘It’s already almost eight o’clock.’

      ‘Supper,’ Mama said firmly. ‘Sit now, and we will think about washing your treasures after we have eaten. Matthew, take the boat off the table and set the places.’

      Supper was happy enough; there was no sliding back into those harsh voices and dark looks, and if Papá was worried about money, and Mama was cross with him for blaming her, they didn’t show any of it. After Freya had helped clear the plates away, she and Papá emptied out her bucket and sorted through what she’d brought back. She’d been right, something had been moving in there; as she lifted one of the bigger stones off the pile a tiny crab came scuttling out.

      Mama, passing the table with a jug of water, shuddered. ‘Take that thing away!’

      Papá winked at Freya and picked up the crab, and put it back in the bucket along with the stone and some seaweed for it to hide under. ‘We’ll take it back down to the beach tomorrow,’ he promised. ‘Now, you wash your hands and I’ll go and find my book. I have a new story for you.’

      ‘But I haven’t played with my boat,’ Freya protested. ‘Please, Papá?’

      ‘It’s late, and anyway you can’t play with her until you’ve named her.’

      ‘I’ll think of a name while I’m in bed,’ Freya said. ‘And then tomorrow, can I take her to the beach?’

      ‘We’ll see. Now go on, see you’re clean and ready for bed when I get there.’

      ‘Goodnight, Mama.’ Freya picked up her boat, so she could look at it and find a name after Papá’s story was over. ‘Will you come to tuck me in?’

      ‘After the story,’ Mama promised. ‘I must put your clothes to dry for tomorrow. And clean the rest of the plates. And the table needs to be scrubbed now you have emptied sand all over it.’ Something about her tone made Freya look at her again, and she was certain she saw a glimmer of tears in Mama’s beautiful dark eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry we made a mess,’ she stammered, her heart sinking. ‘You work so hard.’

      ‘We all do.’ Mama sniffed and shook her hair back, making an effort to look cheerful. She smiled at Freya, but the smile slipped when she looked at Papá. ‘I chose this life, after all.’

      ‘You did,’ he said tightly. ‘And we’re all together. That much we can be thankful for, can’t we?’

       

      Freya was dutifully pulling the covers to her chin when her Papá came into her bedroom, his journal in his hands. She felt the anticipation like a tingle in her tummy, and couldn’t help bouncing on the bed a bit as she waited for him to settle into the chair next to her. Like a seven-year-old. She stopped quickly at that thought, but not before she had seen the smile tug at Papá’s mouth.

      ‘This story is called The Scarecrow and the Whale,’ he said, and when he opened his journal Freya could see lines and lines of close-packed writing, each one of those words written just for her, and it gave her a feeling of such happiness she wanted to hug him again. But she sat quietly and closed her eyes, and Papá began.

      His voice was soothing and low as he read, and Freya left her room and went with her favourite group of children to a faraway island, where the whales played offshore and the mysterious Scarecrow made his appearance; a tall figure, gaunt and unsmiling, reading poetry printed in white on a bolt of black cloth. Freya worked with the children to build a fortress against the Scarecrow, helped them uncover the secret hidden in the poetry, but before she learned what role the whale was to play, Papá closed his journal.

      ‘We’ve been longer than I promised your mama.’ He sounded as regretful as Freya felt.

      ‘Will we finish it tomorrow?’ She was disappointed, but her voice was soft with fast-approaching sleep.

      ‘Not tomorrow. I’m going out with Mr Fry and his crew.’

      ‘But why?’ Wide awake again now, Freya sat up straight. ‘It’s Sunday! Besides, you have your own boat.’

      ‘A boat which isn’t making any money,’ Papá reminded her. ‘And I know it’s Sunday, but Roland – Mr Fry – has offered me a place on his night catch. Ned Scoble’s been taken ill again. That’ll mean money to buy you a bigger bucket,’ he added, dropping his voice as if they shared a secret, ‘so you can find a bigger crab to frighten your mama with.’

      But Freya didn’t smile back. ‘I’m sorry I made a mess.’

      ‘She wasn’t cross about that.’ Papá leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. ‘She just gets homesick sometimes, and misses her family. That doesn’t mean she’s not glad she’s here with us. But, well, they have more money than we do, and I think your mama feels a little let down by the way things have been going…’

      He seemed to catch himself then, perhaps he thought he shouldn’t be telling her these things. But she wanted to hear them, and now she was older she was starting to understand why, more and more often, Mama’s pretty face became clouded and sad. It sounded as though there was nothing she could do to help though, at least until she was big enough to leave school, and get a job gutting and scaling with the other girls.

      Echoing the darker direction her thoughts had taken, the thunder growled outside the window once more and a splatter of rain hit the glass. Papá looked up, as if he could see through the curtains to the night beyond, and then smiled at her again.

      ‘Don’t worry about your ma, she’ll be happier again when the spring comes. You know how she loves the sun. The catch will rise again, and we’ll have money to buy nice things.’

      Freya nodded, happy again. ‘Will I see you in the morning, before you go?’

      ‘I’ll be leaving later than usual, so I’ll take you to the beach,’ he said. ‘We can let Mama’s new friend back into the salt water where he wants to be.’

      He leaned over and turned the lamp to its lowest, leaving a faint glow which he would extinguish later, after she was asleep. By its dim light she could just make out the shape of the new boat on her dresser. She closed her eyes and wondered if she would dream its – her – name.

      Papá kissed her again. ‘Goodnight, Lady Penhaligon,’ he whispered, and Freya smiled. No dreams needed.

       

      The morning brought high winds, and Freya was forbidden to go to the beach after all. The roof of Hawthorn Cottage was rattling where the slates had loosened, and Mama kept glancing at the ceiling, as if she could work out where Papá would need to climb. She wanted him to stay home and fix it today, but he couldn’t miss a chance to work, especially a night catch, where he would take on Ned Scoble’s role as skipper. He left after a late breakfast of bread and dripping, taking Freya’s bucket as promised.

      Freya watched Mama’s eyes following him through the small yard and out onto the lane. With his hat pulled down over his ears, and his collar up, he might have been anyone but for the way he carried himself; Freya would recognise that easy, long-striding walk anywhere. Her bucket looked so small in his large hands, and she felt again the disappointment of not carrying it herself. She didn’t even mind running to keep up, as long as it was towards the sea. Her friends would be there; not one of them her own age, and all busy, but they always had time to say good day, and ask what she’d found.

      ‘Come away from the window now,’ Mama said. ‘If the weather clears you may go down this afternoon. But now we have work to do.’

      ‘Aren’t we going to chapel today?’

      ‘No. There is too much to do. The water is already on the fire, you can fetch the tub from the outhouse.’

      Freya sighed, but waited until Papá had passed out of sight before turning away from the window. She obediently fetched the big tin tub, and scrubbed it clean ready for the water Mama was heating. Then she scrubbed the big laundry stick too, and sat down with the suet grater to grate blue, mottled soap into the water. If only it were still her birthday! But she supposed Mama always worked on her birthday, so next year Freya decided she would do the same, it wasn’t fair otherwise. It would be the grown-up thing to do.

      Idly stirring the soap into the water, Freya pondered again the question of boats’ names. She thought of Mr Fry’s boat, the Pride of Porthstennack. That wasn’t a girl’s name. Or perhaps it was ‘bride’, and not ‘pride’; she’d never taken any notice of the words painted on its side. Whatever it was called, it would have put out to sea by now, and Papá would be working alongside all the others. It wasn’t the same as running his own boat, but at least Mr Fry was giving him a chance, and perhaps that would mean Papá wouldn’t want to drink so much. It was puzzling; the less money he had, the more he wanted to spend it in the Tin Streamer’s Arms up at Caernoweth. That didn’t make any sense at all, as far as Freya could see, and just upset Mama even more.

      Later, as she worked the small, upright mangle in the outhouse, Freya kept looking hopefully out at the sky. It wasn’t clearing, in fact it was getting worse. The outhouse door repeatedly banged closed so she pushed it as far open as it would go, and wedged a rock against it. Five minutes later the rock slid away and the door slammed shut again. Standing in the dark with her heart hammering, Freya felt the first tremor of real fear for her father. She went in search of her mother, who was stripping the sheets from hers and Papá’s bed.

      ‘Can I go to the beach?’

      Mama shook her head. ‘Everyone is too busy to watch out for you, and the rain is coming down harder now. Besides,’ she straightened, and nodded to where Freya’s coat was spread to dry on a rack. ‘You’ve nothing to wear.’

      ‘Will he be safe?’

      ‘Of course he will, mi tesoro,’ Mama said, more gently. ‘Mr Fry is sensible, he would not let his skipper put to sea if he thought it was dangerous, and in any case Papá would soon turn back if things got worse.’ She pulled the eiderdown straight, and adopted a brisker tone. ‘Now listen. Tonight Grandmama Grace will be coming to stay with you. I’m going to meet a friend in Plymouth. She is all the way from London, and only staying a day or two. I’ll return in the morning, but you will already be at school so I shall see you at dinnertime.’

      Freya couldn’t remember hearing about this friend, but that was no surprise; she often got bored when grown-ups were talking. ‘Does Papá know you won’t be here when he gets home?’

      ‘I told him,’ Mama said shortly, ‘but whether or not he remembers, I cannot say.’

       

      Granny Grace arrived just before teatime. She was Papá’s mother, and had come from money a couple of generations ago, so she spoke almost like a toff but she had a tough streak in her that came out now and again – especially with Grandpa Robert. Her manner of speech had come down through Papá too; he didn’t sound like most of the other fishermen. Freya was actually pleased whenever other children poked fun at her for talking the same as him, but when they saw their teasing was having the opposite effect to the one they hoped for, they soon stopped bothering with it.

      Granny put her overnight bag in Mama and Papá’s room, and saw Mama off with a wave. As soon as the door was closed, shutting out the wind that rattled the cupboard doors, she planted her stick firmly between her feet and leaned on it.

      ‘Now then, Miss Freya, let’s get the important matters out of the way.’ She reached into her pocket and withdrew a paper bag. ‘Liquorice, for the birthday girl!’

      ‘Thank you!’ Freya dipped into the bag and withdrew a piece of the sticky black sweet.

      ‘Do you like your boat?’ Granny asked.

      ‘Oh yes, I love it… her! Have you seen her with the sails on?’

      ‘I have. Your pa showed it to me when it was all put together.’

      Freya frowned. ‘Mama doesn’t like me to call him pa.’

      ‘Well Mama’s…’ Granny cleared her throat. ‘It’s not their way, where she comes from. But he’s a Cornishman, and you’re a true Cornish maid, for all you’ve got your mother’s looks.’

      ‘Have I?’ Freya couldn’t help but be pleased with that. Mama was like a painting, with her tiny waist and her clear skin, and her clothes fit her so well and made her look like a lady even though she was just a fisherman’s wife.

      ‘So, what’s the name you’ve chosen?’ Granny prompted.

      ‘She’s the Lady Penhaligon.’

      Granny smiled. ‘Well if that isn’t perfect, I don’t know what is. Grandpa Robert will paint the name on her for you, if you bring her up to the shop.’ She looked out at the darkening night. ‘Tomorrow will be soon enough for that, I think. You can come back with me after breakfast.’

      ‘Granny?’

      ‘Yes?’ She was already bustling about the kitchen, and it was clear she was actually glad Mama had gone out and left her in charge.

      ‘Why don’t Papá’s friends visit us now? They’re nice to me at the beach, but they never come here no more.’

      ‘Any more,’ Granny corrected absently as she put two plates on the table. She didn’t answer for a moment, but Freya waited and at last Granny sighed. ‘Last year there was an accident, a bad one, you must have heard about it?’

      ‘Mr Fry’s accident?’

      ‘Yes, that one. You remember his son, that used to be your pa’s best friend?’

      ‘James. I don’t remember him, but I’ve heard Mama and Papá talk about him sometimes.’ Those conversations had usually been short and sharp; James and Papá had stopped being friends a good while ago now.

      Granny Grace nodded. ‘Well, he was never a natural fisherman really, not like your pa. He left to become a stone mason’s apprentice. Anyway, the Isabel wasn’t doing too well, so Roland offered your pa James’s place on the Cousin Edith. That was Mr Fry’s other boat he had at the time, the mackerel seine boat. He hasn’t got it anymore.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Do you know those young lads they take out, the ones that swing the minices into the water to scare the fish into the nets?’

      ‘Is that the rocks, on ropes?’

      ‘That’s the ones. Well one of the boys never heard Mr Fry shout for them to stop, so your pa went over to him. But he tripped, or… stumbled somehow, right into the boy.’

      ‘Did the boy fall in?’

      ‘No, but the minice came around into the boat instead of into the water. Hit Mr Fry square on the knee and almost cost him his livelihood, as well as his life. As it was he had to sell the Cousin Edith, and came close to having to sell his cottage, too. It was only thanks to his crew, and the people he’s helped over the years repaying his kindnesses, that he’s kept his home and his trawler.’

      Freya swallowed, feeling a little bit ill at the thought. Her own knees seemed to shrivel. ‘I didn’t know he was so badly hurt.’

      ‘It was a dreadful business,’ Granny Grace said. ‘Doctor thought he was going to lose the leg, but he was lucky. He can walk again, with a stick, but he’s still not right and can’t work.

      Dismay aside, Freya was still puzzled. ‘But he still likes Papá, he’s asked him to go out on his big boat tonight because Mr Scoble’s not very well.’

      ‘He’s always had a soft spot for your pa. Always prepared to give him a chance. But the crew thought what happened was your pa’s fault.’

      ‘And was it?’

      ‘No!’ Granny pursed her lips and picked up the bread knife, then she shrugged. ‘Well, maybe. And even if it wasn’t completely his fault, trust is easy lost when men depend on each other.’

      Freya took this in, feeling very grown-up now she knew a little bit more. ‘Granny?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Was Papá drunk?’

      Granny didn’t answer, but she began slicing bread with more vigour than usual. Freya decided it was best not to press for an answer, but she didn’t think she needed to anyway.

      ‘Granny?’

      A heavy sigh. ‘Yes?’

      ‘When will Papá be home?’

      ‘When the work’s done. And before you ask, the work’ll be done when it’s done.’

       

      Later Freya lay in bed, listening to the sounds of Granny Grace getting ready for sleep. Her footsteps along the creaking hallway were soothing, and even the door closing on Mama and Papá’s room was a comforting sound – unlike the rain hitting the window, and the rising shriek of the wind. She looked over at the Lady Penhaligon, sitting safe and dry on the dresser, and tried not to think of Papá out there on the wild seas. Maybe he’d be on the beach by now though, unloading the catch, or separating the nets for mending from the ones that would survive another trip out.

      She dozed, and drifted, remembering the Scarecrow and his poetry, and the children who battled him to escape the island. What could the whale possibly do? Maybe he would swim close enough to the island’s shores for one of the children to swim to. They could climb on its back and he would take them to safety on the mainland where they could fetch help. She wondered if the brothers and sisters in that story ever argued, or if they were too happy to have each other, just like she would be to have a big family. She wondered too, if there were any whales off the Cornish coast…

      A sharp crack of thunder brought her wide awake again, her eyes open but blind in the darkness. She must have slept longer than she’d realised; Granny Grace had come in and extinguished the lamp already. Or maybe Papá had come home and done it? He must have been very quiet. She slipped out of bed, and pulled the curtain aside and peered out; lightning stabbed at the side of the hill, and she barely had time to draw a breath before the thunder followed; a rumble that went on longer than ever before, growing much louder before it finally faded.

      Freya listened for snoring from downstairs, where Papá would be sleeping on the couch, or for sounds of him changing into the dry clothes Granny had left for him in the kitchen. But there was nothing except the storm. She lit the waxy blob that was all that remained of her candle, pulled her dressing gown from the back of the door, and went out onto the landing. At the top of the stairs she listened again, but there was still nothing. Her toes curled against the cold, but she made them open out again, and went down to the front room. The couch was empty, the clock ticked, deep and impersonal as it marked the passing time, and a glance at it told Freya it was well past midnight. She went to the kitchen. There was the pile of dry clothes, just as Granny had left them, along with the hunk of bread and the butter dish, ready for Papá’s supper.

      Her heart was thudding painfully now. She looked at the door, as if hoping fiercely enough that it would open at any moment would make it happen. The door remained closed. The kitchen was a flickering confusion as lightning flared and died, and flared again, and the thunder was almost constant. ‘Papá,’ she whispered to the empty room, ‘where are you?’

      The image returned, of her exhausted father making his way up the beach, dragging his feet in sodden boots, his bag weighted down with his portion of the catch Mr Fry shared out. That’s if they had caught any; Mama said they would come home if the weather worsened, and it had certainly done that. She would go to meet him, then. Sleep would never come to her anyway, not until he was home and safe. The thought of telling Granny Grace came and went in a flash quicker than the lightning; she would refuse, and would insist on sleeping in Freya’s bed too, to ensure she remained there.

      Her coat was still in her parents’ room, so, as quietly as she could manage, Freya took down Granny’s coat from its hook by the back door, and found her own boots. They were still wet inside but it didn’t matter. She pulled the enormous coat tightly around herself, over her dressing gown, and tied the belt. Then she blew out the candle and let herself out through the back door, and into the snapping teeth of the storm.
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      The strength of the wind took Freya’s breath away, until she learned to turn her head to the side and down. She waited until she was able to see a little better, and watched her own feet as they sloshed through puddles towards the gate of Hawthorn Cottage, and then onto the lane. Now she could hear the sea, and smell it too, that fresh, salt tang right off the water. She strained for the sound of someone coming up the hill, for voices, footsteps, even laboured breathing, but there was only the howling wind and the boom of the tide.

      Within five minutes she was tasting sea-spray on her lips, and only then did she raise her face to stare forwards, into the driving rain. Lightning flickered, and left her with an imprint of the shoreline, but she could see no people in the lingering image. Boats had been dragged as high up the beach as they could go, turned upside-down and secured with ropes and weights, but in the dark she couldn’t read the names. The bigger boats, including Papá’s Isabel, would be anchored around the headland where the harbour provided some shelter.

      The black sea rolled, looking like some huge, hump-backed monster, with white eyes that only opened when it struck rocks or the breakwater; the tide hissed its way halfway up the beach, but Freya couldn’t remember how to work out if it was on its way in or out. She shouted, in case there was anyone there, but her voice was whipped away on the wind – she would find some shelter and wait.

      For the first time in her life Freya felt a surge of anger towards Mr Fry; he shouldn’t have sent his trawler out, he should have told them it was too dangerous. If he had done that, Papá would already be home, safe and dry and snoring. There was a sudden stinging in her nose and throat, and although she couldn’t feel the tears she knew they were there. Shivering, she found the place where the breakwater met the sea wall, pulled Granny’s coat straight and sat on it. She shoved her wet hands beneath her armpits and wished she’d thought to pick up gloves, then she lowered her head so her face was tucked into the little dry, quiet pocket formed by her arms and her raised knees, and waited.

      After what might have been five minutes, but equally might have been an hour or more, she thought she heard something. A voice? She lifted her head, and turned it to lessen the noise of the wind. The storm was finally abating, and the sound had come from the other side of the breakwater… Freya stood and brushed the sand off her chilled hands, then felt her way through the dark, up the steps and onto the breakwater. The wind was louder here, and gusted hard, but she heard the call again, coming from just ahead.

      The thunder had gone from deafening shout to low grumble, and the swell of the sea was more rhythmic now, less fiercely unpredictable. Still, the water washed across the stone at her feet and she slipped more than once; it had been a dangerous idea to come out here, even if it meant she might find whoever was looking for her… A gull’s cry sounded, and Freya’s heart skittered, then sank as she recognised the sound. There was no one here after all, just a hungry bird. Papá had told her gulls would sometimes even fly at night, in order to get at the smaller fish washed up by the incoming tide.

      The disappointment was almost painful, but it told her one important thing: the tide was halfway in after all, which meant she would need to get back to the foot of the cliff, or perhaps even further, to remain safe while she waited. She turned to make her way back to the beach, but a fresh surge from the sea caused her to hurry and her foot went out from under her once again. Steadying herself on one hand and one knee, she started to rise, all her attention on the safety that waited at the other end of the breakwater, and a moment later she was slapped from head to boots from behind, thrown forwards, and then crushed flat by the weight of the wave. Dragging a ragged, shocked breath, she struggled to her knees, but the backwash stole her balance once more and sent her sliding towards the edge.

      Her hands slapped around frantically, trying to find something to grip, but there was only smooth stone and the tug of the tide running back to the shoreline, pulling her with it. And then she was tumbling into empty air. Her scream was cut short, as she hit the water and it closed over her head, and the roaring in her ears was everything until she realised she must take a breath. But if she did, she would die. Her dressing gown and Granny’s coat pulled her down, and her boots were weights on the ends of her tired legs. The coat’s sleeves unrolled, covering her hands and making her arms too heavy to lift, to try to swim, or at least struggle to the surface. Her dressing gown was a shroud.

      In the terrifying blackness of her underwater world there was only one hope, and she made herself go still until she felt the pressure of the next wave. It was the only way she could tell which way was forward, and, with her heart pounding and her chest ready to burst, she felt something semi-solid beneath her outstretched boot. She scrabbled with both feet, but the sand shifted beneath her, making it impossible to find a grip, and every time she found the sea bed it vanished again, leaving her foot scraping only water. Her chest burned, and her feet cycled with increasing panic, until, finally, one more push from the sea urged her close enough to find her balance. She managed to raise her arms enough to push her hands behind her, helping herself to move forwards, but her head was growing light, and she had so little strength left…

      And then there was wind in her face, abruptly, without warning, and so unexpected it took a moment for Freya to realise, to trust it, and then to open her mouth and gasp in the air. She stumbled, knocked off her feet by another wave, and now she was crawling, the sea only rising as far as her aching shoulders while the sleeves of Grace’s coat flapped and folded beneath her numb hands.

      Breathing hurt, despite the unutterable relief at being able to do it. Her elbows kept giving way and pitching her face-first into the sand, and as soon as she felt safe enough she stopped crawling, head down, with her hair hanging in front of her face like a dripping curtain. Relief gave way, surprisingly, to anger. More than anger. A deep, betrayed fury; she had loved the sea all her life. She had admired it, been in awe of its raw power, spoken to it like a friend even, and thanked it for the treasures it had given her. In return it had almost stolen her life. It smashed itself against the rocks behind her, and against the breakwater, expressing its own anger at losing her.

      Another wave lifted her forward and she began to crawl again, over sand and pebbles, until she was as far up the beach as she could go. There was no question, now, of waiting for Papá; he would take a single look at her, and fear would make him so angry he might do anything. Forbidding her to come to the beach again would be no punishment at all, but even after his fury had died away he might not read her stories of sea adventures any more. So, she would get her breath back, and then she would go home, crawl into bed, and worry about explaining Granny’s wet coat in the morning.

      The sky was beginning to clear now, showing a thin slice of moon. The rain had stopped, and the wind had eased off until it was little more than a chilly tug on her wet hair. Freya settled into a gap between two rocks just above the high tide line, and wondered if she would ever stop shivering; it was making her ache all over, and that road was so steep she would only fall if she tried to walk it now. She closed her eyes, letting relief take away some of the anger and the discomfort. Papá would be home in the morning, and so would Mama, and Grandpa Robert would paint the hull of the Lady Penhaligon. Everything would be the same… except that Freya would never come to the beach again, not as long as she lived.

       

      ‘Freya? Freya! She can’t hear me…’

      ‘Let me try. Here, girl!’ A hand, pushing her hair away from her face. A rough hand, but a gentle one. Until it started slapping at her. ‘Come on, maid, wake up!’

      Somehow she opened her eyes and looked into a pair of watery blue ones. She didn’t know them. She closed her own again.

      ‘Freya, love!’ That was a voice she knew, and she prised her lids apart again, this time to see Granny Grace peering worriedly at her. A breeze lifted Granny’s greying hair, and Freya wondered tiredly why she had opened the window when it wasn’t summer… She blinked as a spatter of rain caught her forehead, and only then did she feel the hard rock at her back and the soft sand beneath her, and reality returned to wrap her in its cold fist. She struggled to stand.

      ‘Easy,’ the rough-handed man said, and she recognised Brian Cornish, one of the few men who had remained true to her father. ‘You’ve been here all night?’

      Freya tried to speak, but coughed instead, making her Granny wince. She tried again. ‘Not all night.’ The effort of simply speaking made her feel nauseous and light-headed, and the further explanation she had been going to offer faded into a low mumble.

      ‘We’ll get her over to Roland’s,’ Mr Cornish said. ‘Then I’ll go and find Matthew.’

      Freya slumped in relief; Papá was back. Nothing else mattered now.

      ‘Is that my coat?’ Granny said suddenly, and although she was still tight-faced and pale, she tried to sound stern. ‘Well no wonder I couldn’t find it this morning.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Freya muttered, and said no more as she gave herself over to the comforting sensation of a strong arm sliding beneath her knees, and another at her back, lifting her from the wet ground. She let her head fall against Mr Cornish’s shoulder, and the gentle swaying sensation as he carried her through the hamlet lulled her thoughts and helped the shivers to subside. She was dimly aware of Grace walking at her side, and knew she was talking, but the words wouldn’t settle into anything understandable so Freya gave up trying.

      She coughed again, and Mr Cornish stopped, but it was only so he could knock at a door. Voices, some raised in alarm, others low and angry, and a hand on her forehead…

      ‘We’ll take care of her here while you fetch her pa.’

       

      There was no way of knowing how long it was before she heard Papá’s voice, but the relief and happiness that washed over her made her want to cry. She twisted her head on the pillow, and saw him in the doorway. Unshaven and with his hair sticking up, and… what was that? She frowned and peered more closely, but it wasn’t until he had crossed the room and knelt by the side of her bed that she saw the welt, scored at the top with a nasty-looking cut, that coloured his jaw and split the edge of his lower lip. She had been right to worry, it had been dreadfully dangerous out there last night.

      ‘All right, sweetheart?’ he said, his voice shaking as much as the hand that cupped her cheek. There was a horrid smell hanging around him, familiar in a way, but she’d never known it like this: bitter and stale and strong. His hand, though, was as gentle as a breeze on her skin, and his eyes were a darker blue than usual, the brows furrowed… he’d been as worried for her as she’d been for him, it seemed. The smell didn’t matter; he was safe.

      It was a good while later that she noticed Grandpa Robert’s grazed knuckles. No one mentioned them.

       

      After they moved her back up to Hawthorn Cottage, the days blurred and meshed; the curtains were always closed and it was hard to tell day from night. People came and went, sometimes sleepy, sometimes fired with a strange urgency; and strange smells were everywhere, even in the bed linen and in Freya’s nightclothes. But not the same smell that had clung to Papá the morning after he’d been out at sea, that smell never came again. These were medicine-smells; pungent and ripe, they made her cough, and coughing hurt. But of all the bad things she could sense happening, none were as bad as the looks that passed between Mama and Papá whenever they found themselves in Freya’s room at the same time.

      They talked in low, accusing voices. Papá was tense, Mama was tight and snappish, and when they went out onto the landing and closed the door, Freya could hear them arguing, although the words were hard to make out. She heard them blame one another though, for Freya’s decision to wait on the beach and help Papá home with his burden; he thought Mama shouldn’t have gone to see her friend, she said something about it serving him right what had happened to his face, which had swollen and bruised badly over the days following the storm.

      And then, a few days later, the worst thing of all happened. By now Freya was almost well again. She was beginning to eat properly, and was enjoying a warm vegetable soup for supper, when Mama came into her room with a large suitcase. She began to remove Freya’s clothes from the wardrobe and place them in two piles on the foot of the bed.

      Freya laid her spoon back on the tray. ‘What are you doing, Mama?’

      Mama picked up one of the piles of clothes and put it in the case. ‘We’re going to go away for a little while.’ She sounded calm, but underneath it Freya could hear a tremble.

      ‘Where?’

      ‘To my friend’s home in London. It will do you good.’

      ‘Oh.’ Freya thought for a moment, then frowned. ‘Won’t Papá lose too much money if he goes away from here?’

      Mama stopped her packing, and came around to take Freya’s hand. ‘Papá is not coming with us, mi tesoro.’

      ‘Because of the money?’

      ‘Freya…’ Mama was struggling with something, and Freya went cold as she remembered those harsh conversations, blame igniting anger on both sides.

      ‘Are we leaving forever?’ she blurted. Please, no… I don’t want to…

      ‘I’m sorry, it will be difficult at first. For both of us. But you will have a new life, one that you deserve. As will I!’ Mama’s accent came out strongly in her agitation.

      ‘But what about Juliet? And my other friends? What about school?’

      ‘You will have a good schooling in London, better than you get at Priddy Lane. My… my friend has good connections, he will find you a place.’

      She drew Freya into her embrace, and kept talking about the same stupid things, and all Freya wanted to do was to pull away and shout: you said your friend was a she! You don’t care about Papá at all… you don’t even care about me, you just want to go back to a rich life that isn’t yours anymore! But she didn’t do, or say, any of those things. She just sat, exhausted and drained, and too dismayed to argue.

      Part of her felt a creeping relief that she would not be near the water any more, and her blank gaze came to life as she looked across the room at the Lady Penhaligon on the dresser. If Papá hadn’t made it for her she wouldn’t care if she never saw it again; the thought of the horrifying, heaving seas beneath something so delicate made her shudder inside. But he had made it, so she would take it to London, and think of him, and pray for him when the weather was bad.

      Two days later, Papá lifted her into his arms and buried his face in her coat, and she heard the tears in his voice as he begged her forgiveness. But she didn’t know what she was supposed to be forgiving him for, so, as before, she just stayed silent until Mama gently separated them.

      ‘Come, Freya. London waits.’ She turned to Papá, and reached up to kiss his cheek, and Freya heard her whisper, ‘Que vaya bien, mi vikingo.’ Papá closed his eyes and his jaw went hard, and Freya understood his unspoken words: how could it go well now?

      Mama took Freya’s hand, and they splashed across the puddle-filled yard to where Grandpa Robert waited with his pony trap, the cases already loaded and tied down. He would take them up to Caernoweth, where the coach would carry them to Bodmin, and then on, on, on… how far was London? And would she have the chance to say goodbye to Granny Grace?

      Freya took a last look back at the cottage, at Papá standing in the doorway, his arms folded tight across his chest as if he were in pain, but trying hard to find a smile for her.

      That desperate, bright-eyed smile would haunt her, she knew, until she was old enough to come home again. And in the meantime, as Mama said, London waited.

       

      
May 1899, Penhaligon’s Attic, Caernoweth

      
        
           

          My dear Matthew,

          I hope this letter finds you in good health. I understand you to have stopped drinking now, which pleases me, of course, but I must tell you it is too late to hope it will bring me back to you. Our life is here now, and Henry (Mr Webb) is very fortunate in his situation, and will give Freya a good life. I know you would wish that, above all else.

          Henry has kindly arranged, and paid the fees at, a very smart boarding school called St Catherine’s, and Freya will surely do well there. She has settled in already, and is liked by the other students. She has your family’s fascination with words and stories, and will write to you often, I am sure.

          Take good care of yourself, mi amor (for I will love you always, in my heart). Our time together began well, did it not? We were a beautiful, accidental, but perfect union for a while, but I know you understand why I cannot remain in Cornwall with you, and no more can we expect our daughter to live that uncertain life.

          Yours, in remembrance of happier times,

          Isabel.

        

      

      Matthew Penhaligon put the letter on the table and held out his hand, fingers spread, to check for shaking. Steady as the rocks that framed the coast. Steady as the floor beneath his booted feet. Steady as a man who no longer drinks. The letter sat there, rocking gently for a moment along its fold, before falling still. He stared at it. Nothing changed, the words did not suddenly rearrange themselves to tell him Isabel was coming home, that she was sorry for taking Freya away, that she knew how badly he hurt without them both.

      Since Freya’s near death not a drop had touched his lips, soured his breath, addled his head… each night he had withdrawn from the dwindling company of men who still spoke to him, and lain in his bed, his gut clenched so tight with guilt and despair that his muscles ached. He had somehow avoided looking at Freya’s collecting bucket, her scribbles on whatever paper he could find for her, and what remained of her belongings, scattered around her room as if she were coming home at any minute.

      He had gradually stopped staring at the empty chairs at the kitchen table, and imagining that last perfect moment, when they had been united in laughter on Freya’s birthday. He prepared and ate his meals in silence. He realised he had never even finished reading Freya the story of the Scarecrow and the Whale, and had posted it off, hoping Isabel wouldn’t be too busy in her new life to read it aloud.

      As his system cleaned itself, his mind played different kinds of tricks; he’d found himself thinking of Isabel as she’d been in the early days. Long before she had realised what kind of life she was accepting with him, and when she had begun to call him her Viking. He remembered the day they had met, the way she had looked, with the captain of the boat gripping her arm and looking around the busy Plymouth barbican for help with his young stowaway.

      She had appeared every inch the indignant young lady, but Matthew was familiar with a little Spanish from his fellow sailors, and he hadn’t been able to suppress a grin at some of the words that passed those sweet lips.

      ‘You want her?’ the captain had shouted, seeing his smile, and Matthew had shaken his head, but when the girl turned her face pleadingly to him, and her dark eyes had locked onto his, he realised that wasn’t quite true. She flicked her thick hair back, letting him see the beauty of her cheekbones and her long, slender throat, and stretched out her free hand to him.

      ‘Please, sir, this foolish man doesn’t understand —’

      ‘Who are you calling foolish?’ the captain protested.

      ‘If I go back to Spain my Papá will —’

      ‘I know your father,’ the captain interrupted. ‘We do reg’lar business, how else would you know to hide on my boat? Your pa’s a good man. Now, if I can’t find someone here to take care of you, back you’ll go, and this time you’ll work your passage.’

      ‘Please!’ she called to Matthew again, ignoring her captor. ‘I came here to look for my sister. Help me to find her?’

      ‘Sister? Well why didn’t you say so?’ The captain let go of her arm. ‘Mind, you still owe me for stowing away. If you can’t pay me I’ll see Señor Batista for it.’

      ‘Then do so,’ the girl said, with some satisfaction. ‘I have no money, or I wouldn’t have had to hide on your smelly old ship!’

      ‘Right you are, I will. Then he’ll know where you are, and come for you.’

      ‘No…’ The girl looked panicked, and Matthew stepped forward.

      ‘How much?’

      The captain gave him a sly look. ‘For her passage? Or to keep quiet when I see Señor Batista?’

      ‘I’ll pay steerage only,’ Matthew said, in a deceptively calm voice, ‘and if I hear her father, or anyone connected with him, has been asking questions, I’ll know where to find you.’ He made a point of checking the name painted on the boat’s hull, and then smiled at the captain. ‘So, how much?’

      The captain glanced from Matthew to the stowaway and sighed. A few minutes later, and somewhat lighter in pocket, Matthew took the girl’s arm and led her to the nearest bar, where he discovered, with no surprise whatsoever, that she had no sisters.

       

      He looked at the letter on the table now, and realised a smile had found its way to his lips. Whatever had happened since that afternoon, those ten years when passion of one kind or another governed their lives, that first day was as fresh and clear in his memory as it had ever been. Without the alcohol to cloud his thoughts, he could recall perfectly, not only what had happened, but how it had felt. Maybe if he’d remembered it earlier, he wouldn’t have let things slide into ruin.

      But did he miss Isabel herself? Whenever he considered what he’d lost, his first thought was always Freya. Lively, intelligent, trusting child, blessed with her mother’s eyes and thick dark hair, but his own easy-going nature… she’d got the best of what each of them had to give. Her love of the sea had been his, too, and that felt like the deepest, surest bond of all. He’d always planned to one day introduce her to the joy of skipping over the waves, running with the wind in the sails, the cry of gulls overhead, getting louder as the nets filled… he’d imagined her working alongside him, her face frowning in concentration, then smiling up at him as they set off home together at the end of the day…

      Those thoughts had sustained him through the worst of times as his business died, but it was impossible to not then be beaten low by the memory of the day he’d chosen drink, and the company of his crewmates, over easing Isabel’s discontent. When Roland had decided not to put to sea that night after all, Matthew should have gone home, read the rest of the story to Freya, helped Isabel with whatever needed to be done, and then talked to her. Taken her to bed. Anything. Instead he had gone to the Tinner’s Arms, and there he had stayed, left to sleep it off until he had felt a fist in his shirt-front, and then another in his face.

      His own hand curled on the table as he pictured Freya, found wrapped in his mother’s coat they’d said, shivering and terrified, wet from head to toe but no one knew if she’d just been hit by a wave, or had fallen into the sea. She herself had not told anyone. He’d lost count of the times he’d whispered, ‘I’m sorry,’ into an empty room, but he did it again now, in the kitchen of his parents’ home. His home too, now.

      ‘Don’t torture yourself, boy,’ his mother said softly from the doorway.

      Matthew looked up. Grace came into the room and sat opposite him. He gestured to the letter. ‘From Isabel,’ he said, unnecessarily.

      ‘What does she say?’

      That she loves me still… ‘That Freya has begun her schooling, and that they’re settling in well.’ That she remembers our early days as I do… ‘That they’re not coming back.’

      Grace nodded. ‘As we knew. You need to let them go, love.’

      ‘There’s some good news,’ he went on. ‘Freya is popular enough at school, and I daresay she’ll be writing to me herself soon.’ He drew a ragged breath. ‘I’ll be well in a minute, Ma. I just…’ he shrugged. ‘I couldn’t help hoping.’

      ‘You wouldn’t be human otherwise.’ Grace had softened since that night, doubtless remembering Matthew’s sister Julia, although she hadn’t spoken of it. It was too terrifying to remember how quickly that other robust, healthy little girl had slipped away, and to see Freya lying in much the same state, shivering and convulsing; waking, screaming from terrible dreams… it had been the icy dash of water on Matthew’s self-pity. He could only pray it had drowned it for good.

      Matthew re-folded the letter. ‘Where’s Pa?’

      ‘He’ll be here d’rectly. You all sorted out in your room now?’

      He nodded. ‘Thank you for letting me move back in, Ma.’

      ‘Where else would you go? Hawthorn Cottage is too big for you to be rattling around in, even if you could still afford the rent.’ Grace patted his hand, and rose to begin preparing the evening meal. ‘Roland still giving you work?’

      ‘When he can. Ned’s still not right, so I’ve got his place for a while.’

      ‘Be a hard day for you when Roland’s boy comes back.’ It was a casual enough observation, but he noticed she’d stilled as she waited for his reaction. The bad blood between him and James Fry was public knowledge, and pointless to deny. He couldn’t even blame James; he’d nearly killed the man’s father after all.

      ‘He might not come back.’ But he didn’t believe that; sooner or later James would have learned all he could from the architect he was working for, and be back to put it all into practice for himself. In the meantime he’d be wanting work, and Roland would have no choice but to give any vacant place on the crew to his son.

      Matthew was saved from any further talk of James Fry by the arrival of his father. Robert grunted at them both and sat down with his pipe and tobacco. ‘Got some mendin’ to do tonight, maid,’ he said to Grace. ‘I’ll not see you ’til bedtime, I don’t reckon.’

      ‘I’ll help,’ offered Matthew. ‘Least I can do, you’ve put a roof over my —’

      ‘Don’t need your help.’

      ‘Look, Pa, I —’

      ‘I said…’ Robert knocked the old tobacco out of his pipe onto the table, and fixed Matthew with a cool look, ‘I don’t need no help. You’d do better gettin’ down the beach and sortin’ out them nets for Brian Cornish while he still rates you worthwhile. Not many left who do.’

      ‘Roland Fry does,’ Matthew put in, unable to help himself. But if he’d hoped to sting his father into forgiveness he was disappointed. The blame for that fell on Matthew’s shoulders too; Robert had been born in this town, lived here all his life, and now he could barely look his former friends in the eye thanks to his useless drunk of a son. Worse, the granddaughter on whom he’d unexpectedly doted, had been taken away. Even the shame was secondary to that loss, and until now no one had had any answers for his question: when would she be home? Matthew’s fingers tightened on the letter he was about to put in his shirt pocket, and he caught his mother’s eye. She shook her head minutely: I know, but please… don’t break his heart.
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