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  To my lovely sister, June.

  


  Chapter 1

  Porthmeor Beach, St Ives, 1929

  ‘There’s something red out there in the sea. It could be a child.’

  ‘Where?’

  ‘There . . . look . . . between the waves. See it?’

  ‘Briefly. It’s too small to be a person. I reckon it’s a red cloth, or a coat.’

  ‘But it moved . . . I saw it!’

  ‘Wishful thinking, lad.’ Vic scrutinised his son’s expression. An eager, over-zealous face, reckless and compassionate. ‘Don’t you go out there, Arnie. We’ve done enough. We got ’em all – tragic it is – a tragic day for St Ives.’ Both men glanced towards the top of the beach where the bodies of drowned sailors were laid out in an orderly line, their staring eyes covered in an assortment of fabric: sailcloth, old curtains, even coats. It had been hard to find enough to cover them all, to give them dignity after they’d been dragged, heavy and limp from the sea, or disentangled from the foam-spattered wreckage and seaweed piled on the shore.

  ‘There wouldn’t have been a child on a cargo ship,’ Vic said. ‘Forget it, Arnie.’

  But Arnie Lanroska wasn’t one to give up. He was a strong, young Cornishman, a proud member of the lifeboat crew, a baritone in the male voice choir, a husband, a dad. His keen eyes searched the swell of silver waves, still massive from the storm that had raged through the night, driving a ship onto the rocks. Splintered and smashed, she had capsized with terrifying speed, in the dark, the crew flung into the sea, without lifejackets, before the lifeboat could even be launched.

  Arnie felt he was the last man standing, watching the tide, believing someone was out there, clinging to a piece of timber. Alive. Abandoned. He sensed it. As if in response, the sea tossed it up again. Momentarily he saw a tumble of blonde curls, a tiny, lost, expectant face, appearing and disappearing in the troughs between waves.

  ‘It’s a child. A little girl.’ He stripped off his sweater and trousers. Arnie was exhausted, but the glimpse of that small face touched a raw memory in his heart and gave him energy.

  ‘I’m sure it’s a child. I have to go in, Dad.’

  ‘I hope you’re not right.’ Vic squared his aching shoulders and stood guard as his son stripped down to his swimming shorts. In the lion-coloured light of an October afternoon, Arnie dashed through the clods of seafoam the wind was tearing from the fringes of the Atlantic.

  He dived into the green curl of a towering wave, cutting under the surf, his strong, lithe body swimming expertly above the undertow of an ebbing tide. The longing in his soul drove him forward. A little girl. He’d always dreamed of a little girl who would look at him with shining eyes and call him Daddy. He and his wife, Jenny, had two boys, Matt, nine, and Tom, five, but their first child had been stillborn. Perfect, but dead. A girl. Heartbroken, Arnie had cradled her in his rough, cupped hands, her skin cold, her sleeping face uncannily like his mother, the delicate features distinctly a Lanroska. ‘You’ll live in my heart, for ever,’ he’d whispered, and he could see her now, as he thrashed his way through the hungry sea. It reopened the disappointment etched so deeply into his heart when he’d stared bleakly at her closed blue eyelids and realised he would never see his daughter’s eyes. A door had slammed over their dreams, the lock tightening with every moment of holding their dead baby girl, the helpless heat of Jenny’s tears as she’d pressed her shocked face close to his. The cruellest blow had come from his own grandmother, known as Nan, who had turned on the grieving couple with tight-lipped, imperious spite. ‘It’s your fault that baby was stillborn. I warned you – but, no, you didn’t listen, did you?’ It hurt bitterly, especially as Nan seemed triumphant, showing no compassion when her chilling prediction came true. It had caused a rift in the family. Jenny and Nan hated each other and the boys were kept away from Nan despite her grand house and magical garden where they might have enjoyed playing.

  Arnie had grown up in St Ives, close to the sea, listening to its voice, its secret inner world, its rages and its peace. It was how he knew the child was out there; he felt her pulse beating across the water, sensed her life in the same way as he could sense a dolphin before it appeared.

  A cone of sunlight sprinkled stars upon the water as he surfaced. Momentary light. He swam through timber and flotsam. And then, in a ribbon of clear water, he saw her: a little girl, her cheeks flushed, her fists clinging to the broken half a door. She wasn’t crying. She was silent, her eyes assessing him through tendrils of honey-coloured hair.

  Any possibility of bonding with her quickly vanished with the storm-surge heaving and plunging around them. He’d have to grab her and go, swimming on his back, hands clasped around her chin. She wasn’t going to like it. She would be terrified, and too small to understand he was rescuing her, not trying to kill her.

  ‘Don’t worry, little one, I’m Arnie. I’ve come to get you.’ That didn’t sound right, shouted into the wind. The child looked at him silently. Did she speak English? There was no time to find out. ‘Let go of the wood. I’ll hold you safe.’ Arnie touched her small arm and felt the tension in her as she tightened her grip. She wasn’t going to let go. All he could do was keep her afloat and stay with her. Until what? The ebbing tide wouldn’t carry them ashore.

  Arnie waved and shouted towards the beach with all the power he could muster in his voice. ‘I need some help. A child. Alive.’ From the crest of the next enormous wave he saw Vic’s solid navy-blue figure on the sand. ‘Need help!’ he yelled again, and moments later Vic had torn off his clothes and dived into the sea.

  ‘Who’s this? A princess?’ Vic surfaced beside them, his hair slicked back by the water, showing his bald patch. But his eyes had a sparkle and the child responded with a slight quiver of her lip, then a shift of the terror in her eyes, a silent, steely message. She wasn’t going to let go of the door, even for Vic.

  ‘You hold tight then, Princess,’ Vic said. ‘We’ll have you snuggled up by the fire in no time.’ Together, father and son steered the broken door through the waves with the child on it. Still she didn’t cry. Splinters drove into Arnie’s hands as he clenched the rough timber, fighting to keep it steady. His muscles burned with the effort of swimming only with his legs, his arms pushing the door through the turbulent water. The relief of feeling the sand brush his feet was huge. Emotional. After twelve harrowing hours of rescues, using his last reserves of strength to haul bodies from the sea. Trying not to care too much. Trying not to shout at God about why not a single one of them was alive, despite their efforts, despite the prayers going on in the village church. And now – to find a little girl, alive and not crying. A miracle that echoed down the corridors of Arnie’s mind, right back to the stillborn baby. This little girl was safely ashore. Alive. Her eyes open. A pulse beating in her neck. Arnie wanted to collapse on the sand and weep instead of striding manfully out of the sea with Vic. Carefully they put the door down on soft white sand.

  ‘There you are – you’re safe now, Princess.’ Vic squatted down and got eye contact with the shocked little girl. Arnie gulped. It was always the same. His dad, one step ahead of him, knowing exactly what to do, how to talk, how to warm the coldest heart with the light of his smile. An inappropriate thought at a time like this. He watched the child slowly unfasten her small hands from the wooden door. She examined them, a frown drawing her downy eyebrows together. Then her eyes widened, searching the beach. Who was she looking for? Arnie sat himself between her and the line of dead bodies, not wanting her to see them.

  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, but she didn’t answer, her big eyes glancing over him as if the question was quite irrelevant.

  Vic shook his head. ‘She doesn’t want to talk,’ he advised. ‘Best let her be. Maybe she don’t speak English.’

  ‘ARNIE!’ He turned to see Jenny bustling along the sand, a blessed figure in her fruit-stained apron and shabby blue dress, her plume of dark hair blowing sideways. A group of village women were with her, their faces unusually serious after the storm had brought unasked for tragedy to their beach.

  ‘Your hands!’ Jenny immediately noticed his bleeding fingers. ‘They’re full of splinters.’ Her eyes glowed with concern. ‘I’m so proud of you – a proper hero, aren’t you? Now, enough is enough, Arnie – and you, Vic. Time to come home.’ Then she gasped, noticing the child still sitting on the door. ‘Is that . . . a child . . . from the wreck? Surely not.’ She knelt down on the sand and looked at her. ‘Darling. You poor little mite.’

  The villagers gathered round, curious, wanting to help, wanting to share the ambience of hope her rescue had generated.

  ‘Where’d you come from, dearie?’

  ‘Where’s yer mum and dad?’

  ‘Was you on that ship?’

  The bewildered child looked from one to the other, and for the first time a single teardrop escaped down her rounded cheek.

  ‘She don’t look Cornish, do she?’ said Maudie Tripconey, always one to spread controversy. ‘Don’t belong ’ere, that’s for sure.’

  Jenny reached out and touched the little girl’s face. ‘She’s freezing. She’s dangerously cold. I’m taking her home.’ She scooped the wet child into her arms, and the little girl didn’t resist but leaned her face against Jenny’s comforting shoulder.

  ‘Look at her red velvet dress,’ Maudie Tripconey said. ‘She came from a rich family. Look at the lace petticoats underneath. That’s quality lace, that is. You be careful, Jenny, what you’re taking on.’

  ‘She’s a child in need.’ Jenny flung a contemptuous stare at Maudie. ‘Now no more of your doom and gloom. We need to get her in the warm. It’s getting dark now. And you two men, stood there shivering – where’s yer sweaters? Come on – hot soup waiting on the stove. Some for you too, little one.’ She pulled at her shawl, and wrapped it round the silent child who was studying Maudie Tripconey with just a hint of hostility in her eyes.

  ‘If she’s an orphan, she should go straight to the orphanage,’ Maudie Tripconey called as Jenny swept by with the child in her arms. ‘You wait ’til your nan hears about this. She’s up there watching by her garden gate.’

  ‘I don’t care what she thinks.’ Jenny walked on, refusing to look up at Nan’s gabled house, its windows like watching eyes high on the cliff above the little harbour town.

  But Maudie wouldn’t or couldn’t stop berating the family. ‘You can’t feed your own two boys, Jenny Lanroska, leave alone feed another one.’

  ‘Hold your tongue, woman.’ Vic’s direct, honest eyes challenged Maudie who shut her mouth and folded her arms in defiance.

  Arnie and Vic gathered their boots and sodden clothes in two disorganised bundles and followed Jenny’s determined back, the child’s face with its tumble of bright hair bobbing over her shoulder. Being careful to avoid the line of dead bodies, she walked up through the rocky end of the beach, past the lobster pots and fishermen’s sheds, and into the cobbled street. Their home was in the Downlong area of St Ives, a huddle of granite cottages on the saddle of land between the harbour and Porthmeor Beach.

  Still the child was silent, but her eyes were closing, the lids heavy. She was falling asleep, listening to Jenny singing. A Cornish sea shanty, sung by generations of home-going fishermen and tin miners; whether they were wet, cold, tired or destitute, there was always the singing. Spreading hope, spreading peace. Soon the deep voices of Arnie and Vic were joining in, even as they stood back to let the undertaker’s cart roll by on its way to the beach. Two shaggy black horses, a black, covered wagon, a grim-faced top-hatted driver. Followed by a second cart. And a third.

  But the Lanroska family went on singing. Singing a lost child to sleep. A child saved from the tragic wreck. An orphan. Who was she? It didn’t matter. The Lanroskas had taken her to their hearts.

  Jenny carefully unbuttoned the red velvet dress from the sleeping child, the fabric dark with seawater. Mindful of the need to get her warm, she had laid her on the rug in front of the Cornish range, its door flung open to the purr of flames and the soothing heat of burning driftwood. The ornamental brass on the huge black stove had a reassuring gleam, and the flames tinged the steam from the big kettle and made flickering reflections in all the cooking pots, the brass bellows and fire tongs. Jenny hung the sodden dress over a drying rack where it steamed with an unfamiliar perfume, exotic and spicy, as if it had been kept in a drawer infused with an evocative eastern fragrance. The dress had a pocket with something hard and knobbly inside. Jenny didn’t investigate; her priority was to remove the child’s wet clothes, and wrap her in something warm. She opened the lid of the tall oak settle and pulled out a cream hand-knitted shawl that had belonged to her mother.

  Under the dress were the layers of lace petticoats which she deftly peeled off, and under it was a liberty bodice, a pair of frilly bloomers and a vest. All soaking wet and awkward to remove from the sleeping child whose cherubic face didn’t change even when Jenny rolled her to and fro and sat her up to get the clothes off. It was when she peeled off the last garment, a vest, that Jenny made a shocking discovery. The child had smooth, creamy skin, but her little back was covered in ugly red weals, criss-crossed over her tender shoulder blades and down over her buttocks and the backs of her legs.

  ‘Arnie!’

  ‘What is it, love?’ Arnie left his bowl of soup and came to her, appalled to see Jenny’s eyes brimming with horrified tears.

  ‘Look. Look at her. The poor little mite. She’s been beaten.’

  Arnie knelt on the rug, his face glowing in the firelight, and together they stared at the little girl’s back while she slept.

  ‘Those marks . . . they look inflamed . . . some are weeping. What could she have done to deserve it? How could anyone hurt a child so badly?’

  ‘Looks like she was whipped with the buckle end of a belt,’ Arnie said grimly. ‘It must be hurting – but she wasn’t even crying. She’s a brave little girl.’

  ‘I was praying her parents were alive,’ Jenny said. ‘But now . . .’

  ‘Whoever did that should be hung, drawn and quartered. Doing that to a child.’ Arnie reached across the sleeping child and drew his wife close to him, their heads pressed together in wordless emotion. It felt the same as the moment when they had gazed down at their dead baby. But now it had moved on into a new life, a new chance, a chance to heal and nurture this strange, shipwrecked, silent child. ‘We have to keep her,’ Arnie whispered, and the words hung in the air like a pair of ornate entrance gates, metal, and shining, and strong.

  Jenny nodded, overwhelmed by the unbreakable bond she had with Arnie, thinking it was a precious gift of love and protection for this little girl. Jenny’s pragmatic, maternal mindset told her she couldn’t linger and indulge the intense feeling. She must tend to the child’s needs.

  ‘Fetch me the iodine and the roll of cotton wool,’ she said. ‘And I can’t wrap her in a scratchy shawl. Silk. She needs some silk. Mother’s blouse.’

  While Arnie rummaged in the dresser drawer for the iodine, Jenny opened the lid of the settle again and fished out the blue silk blouse her mother had loved so much. It would make a cool, kind layer against the child’s injured back.

  ‘How old would she be?’ Arnie asked as Jenny dabbed the dark gold iodine tincture gently over the wounds, blowing on them to dry it.

  ‘Six – maybe seven – we won’t know until she talks. We don’t even know her name.’ Jenny rolled up the sleeves of the silk blouse and threaded the child’s arms into it. ‘A good job Mother was petite. Even so, it’s miles too big. She’s very deeply asleep, Arnie, and I must watch her all night – she could be ill from getting so cold – I mean, really, dangerously ill. Hypothermia, they call it . . . and I know we can’t afford the doctor. I’ll nurse her as best I can.’

  Arnie made the fire up, piling chunks of driftwood and nuggets of coal scavenged from the harbour beach. He spread a tartan rug over the wicker chair. ‘You sit here with her, Jen. And when you think she’s properly warm, bring her into our bed. Let her sleep in between us.’ He lit a new candle from the fire and replaced the stump of wax in the brass candle-stick. ‘I’m bone weary. It’s been a hard day – worst day of my life, Jen. I need to sleep it off. Can’t ever forget those bodies laid out on our beach. I’ll never go down there again without remembering. It’s brought sorrow to our happy town.’

  Jenny nodded, torn between comforting her shattered husband and nursing the child. She let Arnie settle her in the chair, wrapped in the blanket, with the child’s still damp mane of hair draped over the arm of the chair, the curls rippling as they dried in the firelight. ‘Kiss the boys goodnight for me,’ she said, glad that she’d asked Millie from next door to put Matt and Tom to bed. She listened to the thump of his footsteps climbing the narrow stairs, heard him go into the boys’ bedroom, the comforting twang of bedsprings as he tucked them in. Then the sound of him slumping into the sagging mattress they shared in the front bedroom. Normally they slept with the curtains drawn back, with the moonlight and starlight and the eternal pounding of the waves. But tonight, Arnie had closed the shutters as if to shut out the world.

  A blend of love and anxiety simmered in Jenny’s heart as she sensed the child relaxing, growing warmer, recovering in the blessing of sleep and firelight. Outside, the granite walls of the cottages echoed with the roar of surf breaking on Porthmeor and Porthgwidden. The narrow streets of St Ives were full of sand and broken roof slates which the storm had sent crashing down onto the cobbles.

  The thought of those nameless bodies being loaded into three undertaker’s carts haunted Jenny. In a clear sky, the light from the sea extended the October twilight into a mystic hour, a coming home hour when cottage windows flickered with firelight and the Sloop Inn rang with laughter. Tonight there was no laughter. Only the crunch-crunch of men’s boots heading purposefully down the cobbled streets towards Porthmeor.

  Gently rocking the sleeping child, Jenny listened, aware of sorrow drifting through the streets like windblown sand. She sensed the compassion, the powerlessness carried in every heart. She wanted to be out there, sharing the burden with the community she loved. A community that did what it had to do, made unanimous decisions in total silence, as it was doing now, doing the last act of love for the dead sailors of a wrecked ship. Jenny listened, knowing exactly what was going to happen.

  She hadn’t cried for years but now the tears flowed, the breath burned in her throat, and she heard what she’d been waiting for. The men of St Ives, some of them so old they could hardly walk, had gathered to sing the dead sailors home. In perfect harmony, their voices rang out, warm and strong as they had always been:

  
    
      
        Eternal father strong to save

        Whose arm doth bind the restless wave . . .

      

    

  

  The hymn was followed by another, and another until the slow clop of horses and the rumble of carts filled the street, and Jenny felt the shutters tremble as the solemn procession thundered past her door. A slit of light from a lantern shone between cracks in the shutters, the gleam of a horse’s eye, then the long shadow of the death wagon. The sound faded, leaving only the hushed waves of low tide, and the piping cries of turnstones who gathered in twittering flocks at night to feed along the rocky shoreline.

  The child’s brow was warm. Jenny carried her upstairs and laid her down on the mattress. Without bothering to undress, she climbed in beside her, reaching across the bed for Arnie’s hand. She lay awake, worrying. How would the little girl feel when she woke up, in a strange bed, between two strangers? Would she be terrified? How hard would it be, to cope with her and with the two lively boys? Could they find enough food and clothes for her? Jenny felt sure of only one thing. Love. There would be enough love to go round, always. Comforted by that certainty, she finally fell asleep.

  At dawn, Jenny awoke to the sound of brushing from the street outside as energetic women with brooms swept up the sand and gathered the clinking roof slates into stacks against the walls. She turned over in bed and found herself looking into a pair of bright, strong, fathomless eyes. ‘You’re awake,’ she breathed. ‘Don’t be frightened. You’re safe now, and we’re looking after you. I’m Jenny.’

  The child gave her a quizzical glance, then looked down at the blue silk blouse she found herself wrapped in. Her small hands emerged from the creases of fabric. They were dimpled and very mobile, touching the silk, the coarse blanket, and twiddling locks of her hair which was now dry.

  ‘Your dress is downstairs, drying by the fire,’ Jenny said.

  The child didn’t seem interested. She twisted round, and her mouth fell open as she saw Arnie’s stubbly face asleep on the pillow. She looked back at Jenny and put her finger to her lips. ‘Shh. He’s asleep,’ she whispered.

  ‘That’s Arnie,’ Jenny said. ‘He rescued you from the sea.’

  ‘Shh.’ This time it was louder, and fierce. A bossy little madam, Jenny thought. Like me. We should get along fine.

  ‘Will you tell me your name?’ she asked, but the child shook her head.

  ‘Then what shall I call you? Princess? Goldilocks?’

  No response.

  ‘How about Cinderella?’

  Silence. And a rising tension. Jenny had a startling thought. What if this beautiful little girl had lost her memory? What if she didn’t know who she was?

  ‘Shall we get some breakfast?’ she suggested, getting out of bed. She pulled out the towel she’d put there in case the traumatised child wet the bed. It was dry. ‘I’ve got some elderberry cordial . . . with honey . . . would you like some?’ Jenny headed for the stairs without further persuasion and was pleased to hear the little girl’s feet running after her.

  Together they looked at the velvet dress, a lighter shade of red now that it was drying. ‘You can’t wear it yet. It’s still damp,’ Jenny said, but the child didn’t seem to care. She was preoccupied with extracting something from the pocket, a black velvet pouch, its knobbly contents evidently precious to her. She wound the drawstring firmly around her wrist, and threw Jenny a look that clearly said, ‘Hands off. This is MINE.’ She sat at the table, clutching the velvet pouch while Jenny warmed the elderberry cordial and honey on the stove. She gave her a thick slice of home-baked bread with butter and damson jam, surprised when the child took a knife and skilfully cut it into dainty squares, which she ate without getting in a mess.

  ‘You’re a proper little lady,’ Jenny said.

  The beams in the ceiling creaked alarmingly, and from upstairs came the sound of running feet, bedsprings, and squeals of laughter, followed by Arnie’s groans of protest, then a roar as he pretended to be a lion. ‘Don’t worry, little one.’ Jenny saw the child freeze with anxiety. ‘It’s only my two boys getting up. They’re waking Daddy. Little monkeys.’

  The big eyes rounded again as the child watched the stairs, her body poised for flight, like a bird on the edge of a roof. A beam of morning sunlight picked out a single curling strand of her hair, and Jenny noticed her eyes were dark blue like the deeps of the ocean. Behind the round cheeks and the stubborn silence was an old soul, Jenny thought, a tender flower cruelly uprooted, torn away from everything she knew.

  ‘Who’s SHE?’ Matt pointed at her from the stairs, with Tom following him. ‘She’s sitting in MY chair.’

  ‘Don’t you be so rude,’ snapped Jenny. ‘This little girl came from the wrecked ship.’

  The boys looked at each other, and Tom gave Matt a shove. ‘We gotta say hello nicely, Daddy said.’ He barged past his brother and ran downstairs, crossed the kitchen and stood in front of the little girl, his eyes treacle brown and solemn. ‘Hello. My name’s Tom Lanroska. What’s yours?’

  ‘Lottie.’

  It felt like a breakthrough. The first time Lottie had spoken. ‘Bless you, Tom.’ Jenny ruffled his mop of dark hair, glad of her five-year-old son’s disarming friendliness. She smiled at Lottie who sat uncannily still, as if she’d broken a spell and stopped breathing.

  They all listened to footsteps tip-tapping on the cobbles. Footsteps that sounded oddly menacing. The front door had an iron knocker like the head of a lion. It was rapped, three times in an unfriendly manner.

  Jenny smoothed her skirt, and went to the door, aware that she had slept in her clothes and hadn’t yet washed or done her hair.

  Two women in uniform stood at the door, their faces grave and unsmiling.

  ‘Mrs Lanroska?’

  ‘Yes – that’s me.’

  ‘We understand you have a child here from the wrecked ship. We’ve come to collect her.’

  


  Chapter 2

  ‘S’Nives’

  Lottie got down from the table where she’d been eating her breakfast. She tried to push the chair in neatly, but Matt was waiting to reclaim it, his eyes smouldering with resentment. He snatched the chair from her fingers, and Lottie felt a huff of unfriendly breath on her cheek. ‘That’s MY chair, not yours.’ Matt’s voice had rough edges, like stones. ‘And why are you wearing my granny’s clothes?’

  Lottie snuggled into the cosy shawl Jenny had given her to cover the silk blouse. She looked steadily at Matt, and the scars on her back started to burn and prickle as if his unfriendly attitude had somehow reawakened the pain. She didn’t like his narrow nose, his scabby, bony knees and his dirty bare feet. Choosing to ignore him, she studied the younger boy, Tom, who was still babyish and plump, his sturdy legs anchored firmly in front of her, his eyes shining brown and knowing, as if a wise wizard lived inside his chubby face. She smiled at him and his eyes glowed with joy.

  ‘Is that her?’ The tallest of the two uniformed women at the door peered in, and the west wind from the sea gusted in, lifting the heavy damask door curtain. ‘Can we come in?’

  Jenny stood in the doorway, her back straight. ‘Wait there.’ She turned to shout up the stairs. ‘Arnie! Come down here – right now, please.’

  They all looked at the stairs, and Arnie’s hairy legs appeared, bounding down the bare wooden steps. He was clad in a thick red and grey tartan dressing gown. He grinned at Lottie but she didn’t smile back.

  ‘Is this your dress, Lottie?’ Tom asked, and he walked over to the drying rack by the fire, touching the red velvet in awe, and fingering the cream lace petticoats. ‘It’s pretty.’

  ‘Keep away from the fire, Tom,’ Jenny hissed. ‘I’ve told you and told you.’

  ‘Ah – you’ll be Mr Lanroska.’ The tall woman held out a leathery hand. ‘I’m Miss Trevail from the orphanage in Truro. We’ve come to collect the child. I believe you rescued her from the shipwreck.’

  Arnie frowned. ‘What authority do you have to take her?’

  ‘She’s an orphan. Isn’t that a good enough reason?’ Miss Trevail lifted her sagging chin in a confrontational manner. Her ice-green lizard eyes glinted at him. The other woman nodded like an obedient accomplice.

  ‘No, it isn’t a good enough reason,’ Arnie said. ‘Me and Jen want her to stay here with us. Don’t we, Jen?’

  ‘That’s right. We do,’ Jen said staunchly. ‘Poor little mite. She’s only just arrived, and look what she’s been through. It’s not fair to move her again the very next morning.’

  ‘But it’s the right thing to do,’ insisted Miss Trevail. ‘We can care for her and discipline her properly, keep her clean and train her to work hard.’

  ‘She doesn’t need an institution. She needs a home.’ Jen stepped forward and propped her arm against the doorframe, barring the two women from coming in.

  ‘But you can’t look after her here.’ Miss Trevail wrinkled her nose disapprovingly. ‘This is a hovel. And look at the state of those two boys. I’ve never seen such dirty feet. Filthy.’ She peered inside. ‘And this is a two-up, two-down cottage in what is, frankly, a very rough area. Our orphanage in Truro is one of the best in the country.’

  Jenny flew at her. ‘How DARE you criticise my children and my home. My children are loved, not regimented. You’ve got a cheek, coming here telling us Downlong folk what to do.’

  ‘But . . . Mrs Lanroska . . . I mean . . . look at the sand on the stairs!’

  ‘Don’t you Mrs Lanroska me. If you lived in a cottage with a west-facing door and a storm blowing, you’d have sand on your stairs. We were all too busy caring about the shipwrecked sailors yesterday to go sweeping up sand. A bit of sand never hurt anyone. You go on back to Truro and sit in your fancy orphanage. Us Downlong folks don’t need the likes of you in St Ives, telling us what to do.’

  ‘I’m not telling you what to do, dear. We’ve come to collect the child – what’s her name?’

  ‘Lottie,’ shouted Matt from the table.

  ‘Right. Then Lottie is an orphan, and she must come with us to live in the orphanage.’ Miss Trevail spoke slowly and loudly, hanging on to her consonants, as if Jenny was stupid.

  The words broke into Lottie’s consciousness. She’d been listening to Tom who was showing her a broad bean he was growing in a jar of wet newspaper. When she heard the word ‘orphanage’, Lottie’s eyes went black with terror, the way they had been when Arnie first saw her in the sea.

  ‘You’ve got to go to the orphanage,’ Matt said, gloating.

  ‘Eat your breakfast and be quiet, you tactless little spriggan,’ barked Arnie, and Matt glowered.

  A disapproving huff of wind made the fire flare in the stove.

  ‘I really think we should come in.’ Miss Trevail took a step forward. She brandished a brown leather suitcase with hard corners and brass buckles. ‘We’ve brought a case for your clothes, Lottie – and what’s that you’ve got in your hand? Where’s your clothes?’

  Lottie was clutching the black velvet pouch. Her lips quivered, and Tom put his arm round her. ‘Don’t cry, Lottie.’

  ‘You are not coming in.’ Jen braced her arm against the doorframe. ‘That’s right, Tom, you look after Lottie.’

  But Lottie wasn’t crying. She had steel in her eyes, and her mouth pursed tightly. In silence she gathered her clothes from the drying rack, folded them neatly over one arm, and walked towards Miss Trevail. Arnie and Jenny looked at each other. Surely Lottie wasn’t going to choose the orphanage over their cosy home?

  ‘There you are!’ Miss Trevail looked triumphant. ‘She’s going to be sensible.’

  Lottie walked right up to her in a moment of silence where everyone seemed to be holding their breath.

  ‘Open the suitcase please,’ Lottie said clearly. She looked up at Miss Trevail, who failed to notice the glint of artful intelligence in the little girl’s frightened eyes.

  Miss Trevail fumbled with the stiff leather buckles on the suitcase and when her hands were busy, Lottie saw her chance and took it. With one wild glance at Jenny, she slipped deftly between the two portly women and fled down the street, her bare feet flying over the cobbles, her bundle of clothes clutched tightly against her, her blonde curls waving like a flag.

  ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Jenny glared accusingly at Miss Trevail. ‘Made her run away. How’s she going to find her way back? She don’t know where she is.’

  ‘St Ives is a good place to hide.’ Arnie looked at Miss Trevail’s shocked face, his eyes twinkling with amusement. He pointed a finger at her. ‘You go back to Truro, and don’t come here again. We’ll take good care of Lottie. There’s a train due in half an hour. Go on. Go.’ He took Miss Trevail’s hefty arm and turned her around.

  ‘Don’t you manhandle me.’

  ‘Calm down. We don’t want a rumpus.’ Jen imagined how Miss Trevail’s furious face would look to a small child. More than intimidating. Those cold lizard eyes were terrifying, and anger radiated from her pockmarked skin like invisible bristles. ‘Arnie’s right. Go – and take your posh suitcase with you.’ Their faces were close now, Jenny and Arnie and the two starchy women, a clash of wills.

  But before anything else could happen, the streets of Downlong echoed with shouts and the rumble of handcarts. Two women scurried by, breathing hard, a bundle of empty baskets over their arms. Then an old man hobbling as fast as he could with a rickety handcart.

  ‘Arnie!’ Vic turned up next, his eyes alight with excitement, pushing a cart he had made from driftwood and towing a box on wheels. ‘Cargo!’ he yelled. ‘Get yourself down ’Gwidden. And Porthmeor.’

  Jenny’s eyes rounded. ‘What is it?’

  ‘We don’t know. It’s in wooden crates, coming ashore off the wreck. There’s plenty – but we gotta be quick – afore the police get there.’

  Arnie pulled some clothes on and grabbed two fish baskets from the stack outside the door. He gave Jenny a quick peck on the cheek and a wink. ‘Gotta go. Get what we can.’

  ‘What about Lottie?’ Jenny called after him.

  ‘I’ll look out for her.’

  ‘She could get hurt.’

  ‘She’ll come back.’

  Jenny gave Miss Trevail and her crony a little push. ‘GO. Before you get mown down by this lot.’ She waved her arm at the advancing horde of people now thundering down the street with baskets and carts, their faces alight with the prospect of plundering cargo from the wreck. They didn’t see it as stealing. It was their right, and their reward for the hard work of living in St Ives, the pilchard packing, the rescues. A storm-wrecked ship brought sadness, and treasure too. Sometimes it was crates of whisky and brandy, sometimes household stuff like cutlery and china, sometimes precious tins of food, food they’d never tasted, like salmon and pineapple.

  Jenny watched the two women sidling along, close to the granite walls, hanging on to each other as the entire population of St Ives poured down the narrow streets towards the sea. She smirked when Miss Trevail’s hat was knocked off by a flying fish basket. Seagulls wheeled and screamed overhead as if caught up in the excitement.

  All she could think about was Lottie, out there clutching her only possessions, the black velvet pouch and her dress. Jenny thought of those tender little feet running over the cobbles. More pain. Undeserved pain. Seeing the cruel wounds on her back had upset Jenny and rekindled maternal love and a sheltering instinct. She wanted to protect this beautiful child who had suffered so much. Already she felt the ache of losing her.

  Normally Jenny would have joined in the scrum to salvage booty from the wreck, but today she felt committed to finding Lottie. I have to stay here, in case she comes back, she thought, and please God, she will come back.

  Lottie crouched behind a stack of lobster pots, her heart beating wildly as she watched the two women walk past in their prim navy-blue hats and squeaking shoes. Never again would she go to an orphanage. She needed to know where those women were going and if they would be coming back for her. If they were, then she’d stay in hiding – for ever.

  Dodging in and out of doorways and bobbing behind walls, Lottie shadowed them along the harbour, past the lifeboat house, to a high wire fence with notices in scarlet letters: DANGER, KEEP OUT and MINE CLOSED. She stared through the wire at the high granite chimney, the silent, rusting machinery and small trucks with iron wheels. What a place to hide.

  Lottie almost forgot about the two women as she surveyed the overgrown site. She had no idea it was a tin mine with deep shafts and tunnels under the sea. Grass and thrift, bindweed and bramble colonised the piles of stone and heaps of iron. Seagulls sat motionless on every available perch, their blue-grey wings neatly tucked, their yellow eyes noting her without interest. A flock of turnstones ran to and fro, pecking the ground, their matchstick legs going so fast that they seemed invisible. Entranced by the cute little birds, Lottie lingered, tempted by sprays of blackberries glistening on the brambles. Then two rabbits appeared, hopping and nibbling grass, pausing to listen, their ears rim-lit by the emerging sun. Lottie held her breath. She had never seen a wild rabbit, except in story books. But when she moved, both rabbits scuttled into holes and disappeared. Lottie made up her mind that one day she’d come back, find a way in under the fence and play there, in peace, away from dictatorial adults. It would be the kind of healing freedom she’d never had.

  She pressed herself against the fence as a donkey trotted past pulling a cart laden with empty boxes, driven by a man with a hooky nose and greedy eyes. He didn’t look at her but seemed to be hurrying towards the sea, like everyone else she had seen. Over here on the other side of the rocky headland of Pedn Olva, there was a glimmer of sunshine on the sea, a sanctuary from the great rolling storm waves, a glassy stillness about the wooded cliffs above a deserted beach. It wasn’t the beach where the ship had been wrecked. Lottie frowned, anxious now as she followed the fence around the abandoned mine.

  The whistle of a train broke into the lagoon-like silence of Porthminster Beach and the vast curve of Hayle Towans beyond. Godrevy Lighthouse shone white like a tooth at the far end of the bay, and Lottie could see surf breaking over its rocky island. She saw the plume of white steam from the train puffing through the hills, and ahead of her was a high granite wall. The two women were struggling up a flight of steep stone steps.

  Hidden behind a clump of palm trees, Lottie watched their reddening faces, hearing their wheezing breath as they reached the top of the wall and disappeared. She ran up the steps, her heart thumping, ready to run for her life if they turned back and discovered her there. The granite twinkled with flecks of black and clear crystal, cold under her touch. At the top she crouched, peering over a low wall, amazed to see a railway station, and a steam train chuffing slowly into the long platform as if it had emerged from a page in a story book.

  Her heart lifted when she saw the two women go into the station. She ran to the railings, awed by the towering black engine hissing against the barriers. Through the clouds of steam she observed the bulky shapes of the two women climbing into a carriage. Where could they be going? The orphanage in Truro? Well, she wasn’t going with them. Ever. Lottie gave a little skip of joy. Truro must be far away, over those distant hills. She didn’t know what Truro was, but she imagined a grim, grey orphanage with frowning windows. The scars on her back burned, and a question bobbed into her mind. She looked around for someone who might know the answer. There was a porter collecting the green cardboard tickets from people getting off the train. He looked friendly.

  Lottie was still afraid someone might grab her, throw her onto the train, and call her an orphan when she wasn’t an orphan. She waited until the train steamed off into the wooded hills, and then she approached the ticket collector. ‘Excuse me. May I ask you a question?’ she said in a clear voice.

  ‘Yes, Miss.’ He looked at her attentively. ‘What do you want to know?’

  Lottie took a deep breath. ‘Is this America?’

  ‘America!’ A broad grin spread over his tanned face. ‘Nah, course it’s not. Get on with ’e. This is S’nives.’

  Lottie felt hope and energy draining out of her.

  The ticket man noticed her sudden aura of defeat. ‘Was you joking?’ He squatted down to bring his face level with hers.

  Lottie shook her head wordlessly. S’nives. She was in S’nives. A place she’d never heard of. All that desperate terror she’d been through as a stowaway on the creaking, rolling, salt-drenched ship, then the shock of being thrown into the cold sea. Had it been for nothing? She swallowed, caught in the disappointment just as she’d been caught in the wreckage and the storm. She felt cold and sick.

  ‘Where’s yer mum and dad then?’ the ticket man asked. His eyes glowed with concern for this strange little waif who stood before him in a blue silk blouse, miles too big, a cream shawl with its fringe trailing in the puddles, and a bundle of red velvet and lace clutched tightly against her body. ‘You lost, are you?’

  Lottie backed away, her eyes fixed on him in case he grabbed her. Questions about her mum and dad inevitably preceded her being seized by clamp-like hands, bruising her arm, marching her off to be taken prisoner by merciless adults. Before he could catch her, she twirled around and ran, feeling sick and shaken. She hurried down the stone steps too fast, lost her balance and tumbled to the bottom, banging her elbows on the granite, and leaving the red velvet dress and petticoats strewn over the sooty wet steps.

  Expecting the ticket man to come pounding after her, Lottie picked herself up, fighting to ignore her bruises. Pain flared in her wounded back. Shaking and nauseous with shock, she threw up all over Jenny’s cream shawl. It upset her. She would have to wash it, somehow. There were plenty of deep puddles around. She hesitated, watching the top of the steps, and when the ticket man didn’t appear, she made herself climb up and snatch her dress, petticoats, and the black velvet pouch.

  Dazed, she stumbled back towards the abandoned tin mine, hoping to find a way in. She followed the rusty fence down to where the path ended at a sheer granite wall built against the sea. The surf boiled on the rocks below, flouncing great glittering mops of seaweed. Cormorants sat on the highest rock, drying their sepia wings in the sunshine, their beaks lifted towards the sky.

  There was no way in. Lottie walked back from the edge, her fingers trailing the cold wire netting. She felt suddenly feverish and wanted to curl up in a safe warm bed. She sat down on a ledge between two rocks. The rocks were warm from the sun, and prickly with gold and silver lichens.

  I ought to put my proper clothes on, Lottie thought, trying to distract herself from the cloud of despair that had been waiting to swallow her up. She took off the shawl and rolled it into a bundle. The blue silk blouse felt kind against her skin, so she kept it on and pulled the petticoats and dress over it. The red velvet had dried stiff like cardboard in front of Jenny’s fire, and the lace petticoats felt scratchy against her bare legs. Her feet were freezing cold and sore from running on the rough ground. She longed for the shoes and socks she had lost in the sea.

  The thoughts about clothes seemed futile. The cloud of despair crept over Lottie as she leaned against the rocks. It was a cloud full of words. Tormenting words. Cruel reminders. THIS IS NOT AMERICA was the dominant phrase. It overwhelmed her with sadness and a sense of betrayal.

  Lottie was eight years old, and more than anything she wanted her mother. Her mother had gone to America on a steam ship. Lottie had stood on the quay with her gran and both of them had cried, watching the ship until it was smaller than a bird, watching it confidently steaming out across that vast ocean, the sparkles dancing after it like mockery. When it had gone, and the steam was a smudge of cloud, and then a memory, Lottie had felt a chasm open up in her life.

  ‘I can’t take you with me, Charlotte.’ Her mother’s vibrant face had been sad and anxious before she boarded the ship. ‘But I’ll come back for you. One day. I promise.’ The memory of that last hug still lingered like a scarf of chiffon around Lottie’s shoulders. Her mother’s expressive fingers twirling her hair, her mother’s luminous eyes giving her a look intended to last, a look that would hold its sparkle for weeks, months, years, perhaps for ever in Lottie’s heart. A diamond of a look. A look to sustain her through the hard times to come.

  Lottie tried to comfort herself with the memory as she leaned her head against the rock, but she was shivering and wanting to go to sleep. Her eyes felt heavy, her skin clammy. She wanted some more of Jenny’s elderberry cordial. She wanted her shoes and socks. And she didn’t want to be in this place called ‘S’nives’. Lottie had trained herself not to cry, but tears were painfully close. She shut her eyes, but was jolted awake by the rumble of cartwheels and the furry face and ears of a silvery brown donkey coming around the corner. Lottie tensed, expecting it to be the man she’d seen earlier. She stared in surprise, first at the donkey’s harness which was decorated with tassels of brightly coloured wool, and real flowers, marigolds and lavender stuck into his bridle. Bunches of mint and lemon balm hung from the sides of the cart. The aroma of dried herbs and the polish in the donkey’s harness was oddly comforting to Lottie, and the donkey was looking at her with liquid brown eyes. She got to her feet. Why was this donkey apparently on its own . . . pulling a cart with no driver?

  Lottie had never been close to a donkey, but this one looked cuddly, and so . . . she couldn’t find a word. She felt the donkey actually wanted to love her. She walked up to him, thrilled when he stood still for her and rested his head against her body as if he saw her pain and wanted to offer his love in the form of a warm, furry head, soft rabbit ears, and the flowers in his bridle. She wound her arms around the donkey’s head, burying her fingers in his lush fur.

  ‘I see you’ve found a friend,’ said a ringing voice, and the donkey pressed his head even closer into her body.

  Lottie looked up into the fierce eyes of the most enormous woman she had ever seen. High cheekbones, a coil of snow-white hair, and a vast tent of a dress half covered by a gigantic apron, stained and puckered. Bare, freckled legs planted a long way apart, struggling to carry such a weight.

  ‘Would you like me to take you home, young lady?’

  The ringing voice reached Lottie through waves of dizziness. Her little hands clung to the donkey’s fur, then let go as she crumpled like a rag doll, soundlessly, and lay on the cobbled road in a dead faint. The donkey lowered his head and pushed her gently with his velvety muzzle, but she didn’t move.

  ‘Oh dear, oh dear!’ The woman struggled to get down close to the child’s still form, and failed. So she stooped and picked her up, alarmed by the pale cheeks and closed eyes. Despite her blonde hair, Lottie had dark eyebrows and dark lashes. ‘I know who you are. I know exactly who you are,’ the woman said, ‘and I’m taking you home.’

  She placed Lottie on a rug in the back of the donkey cart and tenderly wrapped the fringed edges of the rug around her. She heaved herself up onto the driver’s seat, almost toppling the cart with her weight, and picked up the reins. ‘Giddy up,’ she called to the donkey and set off in the rocking, rumbling cart through the narrow streets of St Ives, with the seagulls screaming overhead, and the wind doing its best to unravel the white coil of her hair.

  


  Chapter 3

  Nan

  Arnie’s grandmother reminded Jenny of a mountain. Her hips were so wide that when she sat down she was shaped like a pyramid. She lived in a dress of mottled blues and browns, and glints of purple came from the amethyst beads embedded in the folds of her neck. Her hair was a peak of white snow, the skin over her cheeks rough and glistening like a rock face. Her storm-coloured eyes missed nothing, and fixed Jenny with a confrontational stare.

  The people of St Ives knew the old lady as ‘Nan’, for she had long ago buried her real name unceremoniously onto the compost heap in her garden. Nan seldom spoke, but when she did her voice would freeze a Labrador, turn a well-meaning man to stone, or fragment into a wheezy laugh that made the flowery dress wobble alarmingly and the rock-face cheeks crease into a smile.

  Nan’s knowledge of horticulture and folklore was legendary, and the folklore had split the family and caused Jenny to openly hate her. Nan wished she’d kept quiet about the stillborn baby, but apologies were not in her repertoire. Arnie was her favourite grandson. Nan had brought him up from the age of nine when his mother had died from smallpox, leaving Vic heartbroken and alone. She’d been pleased, but slightly uneasy when Arnie had met and married Jenny, a feisty girl from Helston. Like Arnie, Jenny had lost her mother very young, and then her father had died in a mining accident.

  When Jenny was pregnant with their first child, Nan had gone to visit, armed with a basket of broad beans from her garden. Her bones had chilled to the marrow when Arnie showed her the cradle he had made from elder wood. He was proud of the beautiful sheen on the light gold wood, smooth and polished, the inside cushioned with a crochet blanket Jenny had made in brand new white wool. ‘It rocks,’ Arnie said proudly and flicked it with his big fisherman’s hand. ‘It smells lovely too. It’s elder wood, from that big tree they felled in the churchyard.’

  ‘Elder wood?’ Nan went pale. She had to tell him. He wasn’t going to like it, but he was her grandson and he had to learn. Her voice came out louder and more critical than she intended. ‘But . . . elder wood! You must never, NEVER make a cradle from elder wood.’ Nan pursed her lips. A mist of disappointment drifted over Arnie’s devastated face. Nan felt pressure rising up through her chest and into her throat. It made her giddy. But she had to say it. She had to. ‘You must burn it. Right now. Or the baby will die.’

  The cradle had continued rocking on the slate windowsill as if it was laughing.

  In the explosive silence, Jenny flew out of the kitchen, her eyes blazing. ‘What a cruel, tactless thing to say, Nan. Arnie’s worked hours and hours making it, and singing while he was sanding it. A lot of love went into that cradle. And we’re keeping it – and our baby’s going to sleep in it. I don’t care what you think.’

  Nan tried to speak, but there was no stopping Jenny once she started a diatribe. ‘How do you think that makes me feel? Saying our baby’s gonna die when it’s kicking away inside me – here, put your hand on me and feel it for yourself.’ She patted her bump proudly, but Nan went rigid and backed away. ‘How can you be so spiteful?’ Jenny raged. ‘You never liked me, did you? Just because I come from Helston.’

  It wasn’t true. Nan hadn’t meant to be spiteful. She’d been doing her duty in warning them. To her, the old legends had power and wisdom. As for not liking Jenny – well, she’d tried, hadn’t she? Nan looked at the broad beans, her eyes bitter, her cheeks taut.

  ‘Don’t you come here upsetting my family with your ridiculous superstitions, Nan.’

  ‘I’m warning you – for your own good,’ Nan said. ‘That baby . . .’

  ‘I don’t want to hear it.’ Jenny tossed her head. She grabbed the squeaky fresh bundle of broad beans from the kitchen table and flung them back into Nan’s basket. ‘You GO HOME and take your broad beans with you. You bigoted old witch.’

  ‘You hot-tempered, insolent little hussy.’ Nan’s voluminous flower dress rustled and the willow basket creaked over her arm as she sailed out, her wide hips see-sawing, her chin high. Dignity was her suit of armour. But inside she burned with hurt, Jenny’s shout stabbing cruelly at her heart.
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