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To Jade



Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,

Take him and cut him out in little stars,

And he will make the face of heaven so fine

That all the world will be in love with night.

William Shakespeare

Romeo and Juliet




Prologue

1937, ST IVES, CORNWALL

It all began when he reached down and lifted her out of the sea and into the brightly painted boat. He’d never done that before. Why now? she thought. Is it because I’m going away? Does he think I’ll never come back?

His eyes looked down at her, soulful and rebellious, the December sunlight glistening on his wet shoulders. He seemed suddenly older than his seventeen years. Mature. Knowing exactly what he was doing. Even the hesitation was deliberate.

Her skin was already on fire from swimming in the sea, diving and floating in the gold-flecked waters of St Ives Bay. Icy cold, but it was one of the crazy, carefree things they loved to do together. It was Christmas Eve; the winter sun held some warmth and the sea was calm – one of those rare days when St Ives Harbour was blessed with an echo of summer.

‘What’s wrong, Matt?’ she asked, and his eyes turned away to stare at the distant town across the water, its harbour, church and cottages nestled into rocky cliffs. Once it had been his home. But now, estranged from his family, Matt lived on his boat, The Jenny Wren, earning his living as an artist.

A sense of urgency darkened his eyes as he turned to the girl he loved. ‘This is our secret, Lottie. The family won’t understand. When you go home tonight, you mustn’t tell anyone – not Mum, not Tom and definitely not Nan.’

‘I’m good at keeping secrets,’ Lottie reminded him. ‘Don’t worry, Matt, I shall tell no one.’

‘Not even Morwenna?’ he added.

‘Especially not Morwenna.’ Lottie touched his face, running her fingers over the hollow of his cheek. ‘You know you can trust me, Matt. You’re very important to me and I love you.’ She smiled and watched the light flood back into his eyes. ‘I know you won’t come home for Christmas, so let’s be quiet and enjoy our time here together.’

‘Mmm – you’re so intuitive, Lottie, and beautiful,’ he murmured and she felt his heartbeat quicken as he pulled her close again. She let him lead her into the cabin where there were rugs and cushions. Matt was no stranger. They’d grown up in the same house after Lottie was adopted by his parents, having been rescued from a shipwreck. Through the years of conflict and poverty, their love had grown in secret like a flower bulb in the cold, dark earth, its destiny to be a flower fully open to the sun. Invisible, it had grown through the frost and the silence, and now, on Christmas Eve, it had blossomed.

To discover such compelling love at a poignant time was a gift beyond words. There would be no holding back. Lottie wanted to give herself fully to the moment. She wanted to be that flower, to experience their moment in the sun, to match the intensity of Matt’s love and create a lantern of joy that would sustain them through the gloom of their upcoming separation.

Lottie was sixteen and on the brink of a life-changing trip to America to meet her birth mother, who had abandoned her when she was just four years old. It was a big, emotional journey set to begin just after Christmas. Leaving Cornwall. Leaving Nan and Jenny. Leaving Matt.

Matt was young and inexperienced, but he wasn’t clumsy. He made love to her slowly, whispering kindness, asking permission. Lottie wasn’t afraid. She just let go, sighing with joy as they became one being, a perfect, burning, throbbing love, rocking the boat and sending gold-lipped ripples purling across the water.

If only it could last forever.

But even the sacred time spent lying together afterwards, in blissful, healing drowsiness, seemed too brief. The sun’s gold deepened into the gloom of a winter afternoon and Matt got up, put on his clothes and started the boat’s engine. Lottie pulled on her dress and coat and shook her long, honey-blonde hair down her back.

Time moved on, and The Jenny Wren was chugging steadily into the harbour, both of them fully dressed again, ready to step ashore with no evidence of their deeper relationship on show.

Lottie felt full of a glowing radiance – and yet, in a corner of her mind, panic was beginning. Matt might disappear again, pursuing his nomadic lifestyle. She longed to stay with him. Must she choose between Matt and the shadowy memory of her birth mother?

She didn’t want to go.

But she had promised.

It felt like leaving a great ocean of light to follow a spark on a journey with an unknown destination.


Chapter 1

Follow Love

Alone in the moonlight, Lottie lingered in the gateway of Hendravean, with Nan’s cat, Bartholomew, warm and purring in her arms. She listened to the thud of Matt’s footsteps fading as he disappeared down the darkening lane, the pain of separation hardening within her like a blade being sharpened. The glow of their lovemaking lingered on her skin, as if Matt had flung a cloak of wordless velvet around her. She wanted to race after him.

‘I’m coming with you, Matt,’ she’d call, and her voice would sing with happiness.

Follow love, she thought. Follow it always.

Matt had been resolute and relaxed about saying goodbye. Lottie searched the dying twilight for a last glimpse of him. She could no longer hear his footsteps, only the hooting of owls and the distant whisper of the waves.

Soon you’ll be on that ship to America, Lottie told herself, and there’ll be no turning back.

She needed time to think. What if she refused to go?

She sighed, remembering the way her dad, John, would look at her with bewildered hurt in his dark blue eyes. John was Lottie’s birth father, and they were still getting to know one another after he’d come back into her life.

‘Lottie! What are you doing out here? You’ll get cold.’ The door of Hendravean opened, sending a slab of light across the gravelled drive as Jenny’s bright voice called into the night. A barn owl glided low across the garden.

Lottie turned and saw Jenny limping towards her and felt sad. In the old days, Jenny would have come running out, her skirt hitched, her face sweet and kind like a welcoming flower. But now she had her leg in an iron calliper and often wore a frown on her brow as she struggled to walk.

Polio is a terrible thing, Lottie thought.

The disease had put Jenny Lanroska in hospital for a year, far away from her children. Lottie knew Jenny loved her. She’d been eight years old, alone and terrified, the sole survivor of a shipwreck, when Jenny had scooped her up and carried her home, which, back then, was a tiny fisherman’s cottage in the Downlong area of St Ives. They were a poor family, but Jenny and Arnie were determined to adopt Lottie.

She had a close bond with Jenny, but right now she wanted time alone to think. Time to change her mind and run after Matt. But it was too late. Jenny was there, gazing into her face with kindly concern. ‘ ’Tis a big exciting trip for you after Christmas, Lottie.’

Lottie nodded. Still in her arms, Bartholomew reached up and patted her cheek with a long, furry paw.

‘He’s going to miss you, Lottie – and Mufty will, too.’ Jenny pointed at the stable and Lottie smiled at the sight of the donkey’s silvery face staring at her with bright, expectant eyes.

‘I’ll bet you’re scared stiff,’ Jenny said, slipping her arm around Lottie’s shoulders. ‘I would be. But don’t you worry, my girl, I’ll be thinking about you and praying for you every single day. Me and Nan, and Tom – we’ll be counting the days ’til you come home.’ She gave Lottie a searching look. ‘Come on, I’ll help you pack.’

Lottie gave in and let her feet plod towards the house with Jenny. Bartholomew struggled to get down from Lottie’s arms, then galloped ahead of them, turning once to make sure they were following. The velvet glow floated away as if it belonged to someone else, a different Lottie who had lived and breathed in Matt’s arms out on the water.

Once inside with the door firmly shut, Lottie went to see Nan, who was sitting in her favourite chair in the lounge reading an encyclopaedia, a pair of glasses perched on the end of her nose. Nan studied her with a suspicious look in her eyes. ‘Exactly where have you been, Lottie?’

‘Out on the boat with Matt,’ Lottie said firmly, but her eyes were secretive.

‘What? All this time?’ Jenny asked with a surprised tone, having entered the room behind Lottie.

‘I’ve been beside myself with worry,’ Nan added, a lethal mix of frustration and caring in her eyes. ‘I want to know why you’re so late.’

Lottie felt her face flushing. It was the way Nan was looking at her. She knows, she thought, shocked. Was there some mysterious clue in the way she looked? ‘We went swimming,’ she said, feigning innocence.

‘Swimming?’ Nan left the word hovering in the air between them and waited.

‘I need to go and pack,’ Lottie said, leaving the room and walking into the hall.

Nan’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve been up to something, my girl.’ She wagged a finger, opened her mouth, then pursed it shut, changing her mind. ‘Jenny, you want to keep a closer eye on this one.’

Jenny looked down at her leg in its iron calliper. ‘Well, I can’t exactly go chasing after her now, can I?’ she said as she slowly followed Lottie out of the lounge and into the hall. ‘Besides, I don’t want to be nagging her on Christmas Eve.’

Lottie turned and gave Jenny a hug. ‘Oh, Jenny! Don’t cry. We’ve got Christmas to enjoy.’

Jenny stood up straight and shook her plume of dark hair down her back. She brushed the tears away, fiercely, with a threadbare sleeve. ‘I’m gonna miss you, Lottie.’

‘I won’t be away for long – you’ll be busy looking after Mufty and the chickens – and Tom, of course.’

‘Tom’s a good lad.’ Jenny stood hugging herself, her arms crossed and her hands rubbing her shoulders as if she were missing the comfort of having her husband Arnie there to love her.

It touched Lottie’s heart. She felt both lucky and excited to be at the beginning of her relationship with Matt, while Jenny could only look back at the empty, difficult years since Arnie’s tragic death. Lottie felt compassion for this brave woman who had adopted her. Yet she’d never felt able to call Jenny ‘Mum’, not even when her real mum was a bitter memory.

‘Are you missing Arnie?’ Lottie asked, kindly.

Jenny took a deep breath and shook her head. ‘No – well, I do miss him, always. It isn’t that. It’s, well, today, Tom came home bright as a button and so happy, telling me about Matt sailing into the harbour on The Jenny Wren. Tom was so proud of him. I couldn’t say anything and spoil it, Lottie, but it was breaking my heart. Why, when we haven’t seen or heard from him all winter – all through those terrible storms I’ve been worrying myself sick over – why couldn’t he have come home for Christmas?’

‘I did ask him to,’ Lottie said, concerned.

‘What did he say?’

‘Nothing, really. He just wants to be on his own, on his dad’s boat, Jenny.’

Jenny quietly closed the door to the lounge so Nan couldn’t overhear what she said next. ‘Nan keeps saying that silly old rhyme to me when I mention Matt. She says, “Leave them alone and they’ll come home.” Honestly, if she says it to me one more time I shall scream. I’ve tried so hard, Lottie, to get on with her – but she’s never liked Matt. I think she’s glad he’s not here.’ Jenny spoke in a whisper. ‘Tell me about Matt – if I can bear to listen – what’s he like now?’

Lottie felt a radiance flood over her again, awash with words of devotion to describe her lover, but not one of them was the right one to comfort his grieving mother.

‘He’s tall.’

Jenny stared at her with a quizzical look. Obviously, Jenny expected her to deliver a reassuring, vivid description of Matt and his life but Lottie thought it best to say as little as possible. ‘He looks like his dad now.’

Jenny gave Lottie a hug. ‘I really hope it goes well for you – meeting your real mum. I hope she appreciates you. And don’t you forget, Lottie: I’m your mum as well – in here,’ she patted her heart with fierce, endearing love. ‘In my heart, I’m your mum, for always. No matter what.’

Little does she know, Lottie thought. But there was warmth in Jenny’s words, a tender message to carry with her on her journey to America.

*

After making love with Lottie on the boat, Matt felt crazily happy, like a bee drunk on nectar. Running down Foxglove Lane was like flying through the night, being a star on the water with other stars, sharing the euphoria. Lottie seemed to be with him in spirit, as she’d promised. He’d miss her, but he wouldn’t worry – she’d be well looked after by her father.

For Matt, building his life as an artist was now a priority. Every day he must draw and paint, perfecting his technique. He wanted to have lots of pictures to sell to the tourists when they came flocking to St Ives in the spring.

His mind was ablaze with happiness. Until he reached the harbour and remembered it was Christmas Eve – but not for him.

Wharf Road was usually strewn with with lobster pots, pilchard barrels, hungry cats and scavenging seagulls. Tonight it had been swept clean. The seagulls were hunched in rows along the rooftops, and for once there was no laughter from the Sloop Inn, no boats coming and going. It even smelled different. A spicy, Christmassy smell.

Matt’s heart sank. He didn’t want to get caught up in Christmas stuff.

Too late, he thought as he stood back for the procession of families converging on the slipway, carrying lanterns: little girls with red and white ribbons in their hair, boys with sprigs of holly and ivy in their caps, enormous willow baskets laden with saffron buns, gingerbread men and fudge, proudly carried by the women. In the night air, the warm, fruity aroma of freshly baked treats made Matt hungry. His stomach growled, craving the uniquely Cornish taste of a saffron bun with its plump sultanas and rich golden bread, a memory of being a child in St Ives on Christmas Eve with his family.

The ache of loneliness began, deep down, building like a thundercloud, engulfing his mind. Desolate, he sat on the harbour wall close to the assembling crowd, kicking his heels against the granite. Had he made a mistake? Blinded by happiness, he had ended up in the middle of Christmas, the very thing he wanted to avoid.

It was too dark to take the boat out. The moon was no longer silvering the water, but sat high above the town, glinting on the slate rooftops. Over the night sea, Orion was rising with one bright star shining below. The masts of boats stood upright like reeds in the lagoon-like calm of the harbour. On the slipway, the families waited, motionless, silent, gathered together in a pool of lamplight. The carol singing was about to start and Matt could see the Male Voice Choir standing ready, the conductor with his arms raised like a cormorant.

His dad, Arnie, should have been there, singing with the choir he loved. But he wasn’t – he was in the cemetery above Porthmeor. Matt’s throat tightened. Like many Cornish folk, the Lanroskas had been a singing family, and the music still lived in Matt, body and soul.

He needed to escape, but the carol singing started with a great burst of sound. The deep tone of the Male Voice Choir seemed to come right up from the earth, from the crystal caves and the tin mines of Cornwall where the words of Cornish carols had first been sung. As the crowd joined in, the women’s sweet voices rang from the cottage walls. Matt felt like it had knocked him over. He suddenly saw himself as a small boy in that mass of singers, leaning into the comforting warmth of his mother’s skirt. When she’d started to sing, he’d gazed up at her in awe, her clear soprano voice flowing over and around him, never stopping until all the hurts in his world were healed.

How had it all gone wrong? Would it ever come right again? Not without Dad, he thought. Dad was the peacemaker.

Bewildered by the way he had crashed from divine happiness into an incarcerating grief, Matt stumbled along Wharf Road and down the stone steps to where The Jenny Wren was moored. He climbed into the cabin and shut the door. He’d get his head down and sleep. He’d sleep until Christmas was over.

After Christmas, Lottie would be boarding the ship to America; for five long weeks she’d be away. For her, it was a dream coming true, perhaps her only chance to meet her birth mother. What if the bond was undeniably strong? Matt imagined a wealthy American mother offering Lottie a lavish lifestyle in New York. She might never come back. Matt hadn’t voiced his secret fears. She’d promised to come home.

Lottie was the one person Matt trusted.

Inside the cabin he could still hear the singing. There was a pause between carols. Then something made him open the cabin door and listen with his whole mind and heart on fire. They were singing his favourite carol. He listened hard for the words he knew were coming.


Lo! The Eastern sages rise

At a signal from the skies

Brighter than the brightest gem

’Tis the star of Bethlehem.



Brighter than the brightest gem, he thought. That’s Lottie. My Lottie. It’s why I love her.

*

On 27th December, Jenny was alone at Hendravean. She’d managed to get up early, put the calliper on her leg and a clean apron over her dress. She’d brushed her hair until it shone, knowing she must look her best to say goodbye to Lottie and her father, John. She liked John more than she cared to admit. Flirting came naturally to Jenny and she found herself wanting to make John smile, something he didn’t do very often. He was such a serious man, but not gloomy, and she liked the way he was so respectful and fatherly with Lottie. Nan had regarded him with suspicion initially, but he soon won her over, more by what he didn’t say than what he did say. Nan looked forward to his visits too, relishing what she called ‘intelligent conversation’, usually about something far above Jenny’s head.

John had hired a car to take them up to Plymouth. Nan and Tom wanted to watch them sailing off on the cruise liner, a big adventure for twelve-year-old Tom who had never been further afield than Truro.

After they’d gone, Jenny got on with feeding the chickens, grooming Mufty and leading him out to the paddock. To be in the fresh air still seemed a wonderful treat to Jenny after her year in hospital, and since being at Hendravean she’d learned a lot about the wild birds and flowers, mostly from Nan, who had a vast store of knowledge.

While she tackled the household chores, Jenny kept glancing outside, hoping Matt might come. She mulled over what Nan had said about Lottie looking strange after being with him. She had to admit, there had been an extraordinary radiance around her, but surely it couldn’t have come from Matt? Perhaps there was something Lottie wasn’t telling her.

Jenny frowned. Lottie had always been honest with her – self-willed, but clear-minded and truthful. What on earth had she been up to?

Jenny picked up Nan’s binoculars from the windowsill and studied the boats out in the bay, hoping to see The Jenny Wren. Would Matt still be there? And what exactly would he be doing in St Ives? She learned nothing through the binoculars. Disappointed, Jenny went out into the yard. She eyed the donkey cart and toyed with the idea of harnessing Mufty and going down to the bay herself. With her weak leg in its iron calliper, everything was twice as difficult, but the need to see Matt was overpowering and, in the end, she decided to brave the long walk down to the harbour.

At mid-morning, Jenny set off, walking stick in one hand and a basket over her arm. She’d made lunch to share with Matt, her mind buzzing with the imagined conversation they would have.

Be very, very careful, she thought.

So many times she’d tried to discipline Matt and it had gone badly wrong, getting worse as he grew older. Matt had been eleven years old when his dad, Arnie, had died, leaving Jenny alone and in desperate poverty to bring up three children. The brooding resentment in Matt’s eyes had begun then. He openly blamed her for Arnie’s death and he’d never forgiven her. It wasn’t fair.

Walking down the lane to St Ives, Jenny relived that terrible day. It had been Lottie’s birthday and she’d taken the three children to the Helston Flora Day, an event that was an inherent part of Jenny’s culture. Growing up in Helston, she’d always loved taking part in the prestigious midday dance. Arnie resented her dancing with her old partner, Troy, and that night he’d stormed out, got drunk and drowned in the harbour. It haunted Jenny. She glanced up at the cemetery on the steep hillside above Porthmeor Beach and picked out the granite cross marking Arnie’s grave, sad that she hadn’t the strength to go up there.

She blew him a kiss and walked on – or tried to. A sudden movement up in the cemetery caught her eye. She stared. A man was sitting by Arnie’s grave. A man in blue, with a fisherman’s cap, sitting with his knees hunched, apparently staring at the grave. Jenny gasped. It had to be him.

‘Matt!’ She cupped her hands and called out.

She saw him freeze as if he’d suddenly spotted her.

They stared at each other across the cemetery, with its orderly rows of headstones and crosses.

Jenny waved. She called out again. But Matt didn’t move. They were staring across a chasm of unresolved bitterness and it was only getting wider. So wide that Jenny could hardly see him as he left the cemetery, walking up the hill in long strides, away from her.

And he didn’t look back.

It hurt. Like a nail being driven into tenderness. Jenny felt it going in, deep into the sacred vessel of her womb. Where she had carried him. Her firstborn. But, no, that wasn’t true. Jenny doubled up and collapsed onto a bench against the wall. Her firstborn had been a little girl, perfect but stillborn. Born sleeping, the midwife had kindly said, and Jenny had begged to be allowed to hold her, with Arnie standing beside, both of them numb with grief. Never to see her daughter’s eyes was so cruel. ‘She’d have the eyes of an angel,’ Arnie had whispered, and the words hung between them like a garland carved on a tombstone.

The eyes of an angel.

Jenny had fallen pregnant again too soon; before she’d grieved enough. Matt was born and she hadn’t been ready. A boy with soulful eyes and a restless spirit, born rebellious.

In the months of poverty after Arnie’s death, eleven-year-old Matt had silently tried to help, scavenging coal and wood to fuel the stove and scaling the roof to mend the storm damage. Jenny had been too exhausted to notice his efforts. Moments of empathy were lone sunbeams in an endless storm, times when she’d stared into Matt’s wounded eyes and glimpsed the person he would become. Too late – everything was snatched away when Jenny was rushed into hospital with polio and the three children were sent to an orphanage. The final blow came when the cottage in Downlong was repossessed and sold.

At the time, Nan was alienated from the family by a feud, and lived a reclusive life in her isolated home, Hendravean. She and Jenny had never been friends, but when Nan discovered the unfolding tragedy, she swallowed her pride and offered them a home. Matt, at thirteen, refused to live with Nan, who he felt had always hated him. He ran away and made a life for himself as an artist.

So why do I worry about Matt? Jenny asked herself. Why do I long to see him? Why am I breaking my heart, day in, day out?

She loved him, despite everything.

Jenny stared at the sea, trying to calm herself. She thought of John and Lottie boarding the ship, with Nan and Tom waving an emotional goodbye. The horizon was an icy blue, the surf building out west, the swell already rocking the boats in the harbour. A storm was brewing out there in the Atlantic.

Jenny stood up, anxious to get home before the wind and rain started. But she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she simply must try to see Matt. They had to talk. She couldn’t let him sail off into a gathering storm and face those mighty waves. The Jenny Wren was old and small with only a tiny cabin. And Matt was so reckless.

With a sense of urgency, Jenny headed through the cobblestone streets, ducking under the lines of washing strung between cottages. Breathing hard, she stumbled down to the harbour, her eyes searching for Matt and his boat.

Lottie’s radiance shone in her mind. Lottie and Matt were close friends now. It was important to make peace. She’d make him talk to her, make him listen, make him care.

In the bustle of a working day, it was obvious that boats were coming in, not going out, seeking a haven from the approaching storm. Jenny picked her way along Wharf Road, through the piles of freshly caught pilchards glistening as they were packed into barrels by small groups of energetic women working too fast to look up at Jenny, or the sea or sky. The shipping forecast blared out from the open door of a cottage, a calm, impassive voice warning of the impending storm.

Jenny had reached the slipway when an old familiar sound made her stop. The engine of a motorboat starting up. It had to be The Jenny Wren – she recognised the particular sound of its engine from happier days when Arnie would be arriving home, triumphant, from a fishing trip, a cloud of seagulls following.

Startled, she watched with a sinking heart as The Jenny Wren roared across the harbour, going much too fast, carving a swathe of disruptive ripples. Matt was on board, his silhouette uncannily like Arnie’s, unruly hair flying as he steered the boat with astonishing skill.

‘Matt!’ Jenny screamed. ‘Matt – wait!’

Even if he’d heard her, Matt didn’t turn around, but headed for the open sea in an arc of spray.

Filled with anxiety and disappointment, Jenny watched until the boat became a diminishing dot bouncing over the waves towards Hayle.

‘Please God, keep him safe,’ she prayed, and headed home, limping painfully, the lunch she’d made untouched in her basket.


Chapter 2

New York

Lottie gazed down at Nan and Tom who stood on the quayside. She wished she was close enough to see the love in Nan’s storm-coloured eyes, just once more, and to give Tom another hug.

‘I don’t want you to go, Lottie,’ he’d said, openly crying and clinging to her. ‘Promise me you’ll come back, Lottie.’

‘I promise, Tom – and I’ll bring you a present – from America,’ Lottie had said.

‘Stop that infernal blubbering,’ Nan had snapped at Tom. ‘You’re twelve years old, not two. Stand up straight and make Lottie proud of you.’

Tom stopped instantly and stood rigid, hardly daring to breathe in case he was ambushed by one of the huge shuddering sobs that seemed to live inside his ribcage. If it had been his mother, Jenny, telling him to stop, he would have allowed himself a tantrum. To Tom, Nan had horns and an axe like one of the Viking warriors he’d learned about in school.

The cruise ship let out an impressive noise from her siren and Lottie felt the deck rail buzz with the vibration. There was something poetic about the sound. A ship’s voice. A mighty voice, reaching out across the waiting ocean, echoing through the green valleys of the Tamar River.

‘America, here we come,’ said her father, John De Lumen, as he gave his daughter a hug.

Lottie looked up at him and smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re with me, Daddy.’

As the ship pulled away from the quay, Lottie fixed her eyes on her beloved Nan and Tom, gazing at them over the frothing white wake of the ship. Nan looked like a pyramid. Unmoving, she stood with her legs planted a long way apart, a voluminous navy-blue dress covering her bulk, a coil of silver-white hair, and her weather-tanned Cornish face set in stone. It comforted Lottie to know that Nan would be standing there until the ship was a mere smudge on the horizon.

Lottie clung to the deck rail, holding on to the last glimpse of Nan, a small, dark dot of love and reliability in the fading colours of Plymouth Hoe. The ship carving through the waves was like a power source, dragging her away from everything she loved, drawing a blind of thick gauze where sea and sky blurred together, leaving nothing in between.

What if Nan dies while I’m away? Lottie thought when she could no longer see her reassuring figure standing on the quay. I must be mad to go on this trip, to agree to meet a mother who abandoned me when I was four.

‘Lottie?’ John stood patiently beside his daughter, discreetly observing her intense grief at the parting. There would be anxiety too, he imagined, considering the way Lottie had arrived in Cornwall as a shipwrecked orphan. He wished she would cry for once and let him comfort her, but Lottie only knew how not to cry. If tears came, she’d quickly brush them away and stand up even straighter. She looked up at him now with those shiny, bright knowing eyes.

‘Are you okay, dear?’ he asked.

‘Okay? What does that mean?’

John smiled. ‘It’s an American word; you’ll hear it a lot in New York – and in London. I guess it just hasn’t reached Cornwall yet.’

‘So how do I know if I’m okay when I don’t know what it means exactly?’

‘Okay really means you are surviving – not thriving, but surviving – something you’re good at, Lottie.’

‘Tell me again how you found me, Daddy – how did you know I lived in St Ives?’

John’s eyes sparkled. It was something he loved to talk about. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘I was a weekend artist. I used to come down from London to paint in Cornwall and once I discovered St Ives, I couldn’t keep away. The light on the water is so special and the colours of the sea are breathtaking. One day, I was painting at the top of Porthmeor Beach when I saw two little girls playing in the sand. It was you and Morwenna.’

‘We were making a shell garden,’ Lottie said, ‘and Tom and Matt were building dams in the stream.’

‘I wanted to paint you so much.’ John looked dreamy. ‘You looked so beautiful and innocent, with your lovely blonde hair tumbling round your shoulders – but it was more than that. You reminded me of the little daughter I loved and lost – Charlotte – though I reasoned it couldn’t possibly be you. Then you turned and looked at me and my heart nearly stopped. I knew, I just knew you were Charlotte. But when I called your name you looked shocked and you ran away, all of you. I was devastated.’

‘I didn’t recognise you with your beard, Daddy. I only saw a photo of you when I was little – and Morwenna, well, you know what she’s like. She made me think you were a threat.’

John’s eyes twinkled with amusement, then darkened with sadness. ‘I never saw you again on the beach. I was so upset, thinking I had frightened you. But I worked hard on the painting of you and it was the best I’d ever done. I called it Discovering Charlotte, and it got chosen for a big London exhibition, and two people who owned a gallery in New York bought it from me.’

‘Rex and Coraline?’

‘Yes – Rex and Coraline. That’s where we’ll be going – to see the painting and meet your mother there. It was wonderful how she walked into the gallery, saw the painting, and realised it was you. That’s when Coraline gave her my address and she got in touch.’

John had told Lottie this story before, but she still relished hearing it again, and each time she listened attentively, hoping for some new detail she might have missed.

‘Well, the next time I saw you after that day on the beach . . .’ John lowered his voice and both of them looked serious, knowing the next bit was a painful memory, ‘it was Arnie’s funeral. I was on the quay painting when the procession passed by, and I was so shocked to see you three children walking so bravely behind the coffin. So tragic. My heart wept for you.’

Lottie looked at him with empathy. ‘That’s like . . . like crying inside,’ she said intuitively.

‘Like crying inside your soul,’ John affirmed. Then the sparkle came back into his eyes. ‘And that’s when I first saw Nan. She looked majestic and powerful in her black velvet cloak. Like the Queen of St Ives.’

They both smiled.

‘She’s a wonderful woman, your Nan,’ John said. ‘I wonder what she was in her youth.’

‘She never tells us,’ Lottie said. ‘And Nan isn’t her real name, no one seems to know what it is. Even people in St Ives call her Nan. But she’s very clever. She knows Latin and she loves poetry and folklore. I love her, but no one else seems to even like her. People are afraid of her.’

‘How old is she?’ John asked.

‘No one knows. But we do know she’s our great-grandmother and Arnie was her grandson. She brought him up.’

‘Is that so? She really is a remarkable woman. But full of secrets.’

Warmed by the enthusiasm in her father’s dark blue eyes, Lottie made herself let go of the deck rail. She let go of watching the shimmering space where Plymouth had been.

A whirling flock of seagulls had followed the ship for the first few miles and now they turned in graceful loops and spirals and headed back, vanishing into the opalescent haze. ‘They’ve gone home,’ Lottie said. ‘Nan told me there’s a point about ten miles out where the seagulls always turn around.’

‘And is that true? Or is it Cornish folklore?’

‘A bit of both,’ Lottie said. ‘Nan says St Ia turns the seagulls round because she won’t let them get lost. But she also thinks the dolphins turn them round. She believes there’s a web of life in which all the creatures of the earth look out for each other.’

‘Your Nan has a rich store of knowledge,’ John said. ‘She hasn’t shared it with me yet.’

‘She won’t, Daddy. Nan only tells folklore to children now, because adults laugh at her and call her a crank.’ Lottie lowered her voice to a stage whisper. ‘Some people have even called her a witch.’

‘Is that so? Well, I wouldn’t,’ John said, ‘and you wouldn’t, would you?’

Lottie shook her head. ‘Never.’

She hesitated, aware again of the great ship carrying them effortlessly into the vast and lonely ocean. Away from home and family. But a new sense of freedom began to push its way into the ache of separation. Far from home on the shining water with just the two of them, Lottie realised she could tell her father of some of the darker sides of the Lanroska family, those she usually kept to herself. There was one she felt he ought to know. About Jenny.

Lottie had noticed how much her father seemed to like Jenny. She hoped they weren’t going to fall in love. John was gentle and kind and Lottie wanted him all to herself. A deeper, more secret wish hung in Lottie’s heart like a tiny, fragile chrysalis: Could my real parents be reunited in America?

‘Until recently,’ she began, ‘Jenny and Nan hated each other. Jenny thinks folklore is rubbish and she banned Nan from seeing the boys when they were growing up. Then, when I turned up after Arnie rescued me from the shipwreck, Nan befriended me – she is really, truly my best friend, even though she’s old. I wasn’t going to let Jenny spoil our friendship, so I used to visit Nan on my own and we had a lovely time, looking after Mufty and the chickens and the cats. I’d never been allowed any pets in my life. My real mum didn’t like them, did she?’

‘No – Olivia wanted nothing to do with animals,’ John agreed.

The colour was back in Lottie’s cheeks now, her blonde hair shining in the salty breeze, and she began to talk to John like never before, with passion in her eyes and voice. ‘I loved the times I spent with Nan. She had wonderful books and we used to read together by the fire on wet days with the wind howling in the chimney. We read all through Grimms’ Fairy Tales and Hans Christian Andersen, and we read Anne of Green Gables and Oliver Twist, and best of all we read Nan’s old books of Cornish legends. Nan taught me how to care for the animals and she let me read on the sofa with a chicken on my lap. In the summer, she took me out on the cliffs and taught me about wildflowers and herbs and birds, then she started teaching me music.’

‘You were going to tell me about Nan and Jenny,’ prompted John.

‘Well – it was bad enough already with Nan and Jenny hating each other, but Nan blamed Jenny for Arnie’s death, and then it was like open war between the two of them. Nobody told Nan when Jenny got polio and we were taken to an orphanage, but when Nan found out she made a huge effort to put things right. She rescued us and managed to make peace with Jenny. I hope they stay friends – our life would be impossible if they didn’t.

*

‘I can’t do this.’

Olivia stared at her reflection in the yellowing mirror on the back of the wardrobe door. Her once beautiful complexion was plastered with thick, concealing make-up, her cheeks aglow with rouge, her lips glossed with scarlet, her pencilled eyebrows sweeping towards her ash-gold hair.

Her eyes confronted her from the mirror. She wasn’t seeing the make-up. She was seeing the truth underneath. The pale cheeks. The finely etched wrinkles, not smile lines, but lines of tension and misery. Somewhere inside those solemn, desperate eyes was the sparkle John had fallen in love with, and no matter how hard she tried, Olivia couldn’t seem to coax it into life.

Seducing John after all these years wasn’t going to be easy. She dreaded the way he would look at her. Dismissively. The kindness in his dark blue eyes wouldn’t be for her, but only for little Charlotte.

Little Charlotte? Olivia gave her thoughts an angry prod. Her estranged daughter wouldn’t be the candid, enchanting child she had been so long ago. Olivia glanced at the sepia photograph John had sent from England. Their daughter was now a new, almost adult creature who insisted on calling herself Lottie. Not even Lottie De Lumen, but Lottie Lanroska, a Cornish name that sounded rebellious and earthy to Olivia.

I can’t do this, she thought again. I can’t face the accusing glint of hurt in her eyes, asking ‘Why did you abandon me, Mummy?’

The clock ticked on mercilessly on the windowsill, against the nicotine-stained nets that screened the views of other dingy tenement flats in the haze of a New York smog. In one hour she was to meet John. Her pulse quickened at the thought. Would he take her in his arms? Would he gaze deeply into her eyes and see her, really see her? Or would he give her his business-as-usual look through frosted glass? Olivia had to keep reminding herself that her daughter would be there. John would be the devoted, respectable daddy in front of Charlotte. No – Lottie. Olivia picked up her keys and spoke the name aloud.

‘Lottie.’

It sounded strange. Challenging.

She locked the door of her apartment. As usual, the lift wasn’t working so she took the five flights of stairs, her small feet moving with swift precision. It felt like escaping from herself.

I can’t do this, her thoughts insisted at each turn of the staircase. But moments later she found herself stepping into a taxi.

‘Will you take me to the Rex and Coraline Art Gallery please?’ she asked, and sat back cocooned against the smog, her legs crossed, her eyes hardly noticing the passing streets, her mind in a panic. She leaned forward and tapped the cab driver on the shoulder. ‘On second thoughts – would you drop me at the bar on the opposite side of the road?’ she requested.

‘Sure.’ The cabbie’s eyes frowned at her from the driving mirror. ‘But it’s not the sort of place for a lady on her own.’

‘I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself,’ Olivia snapped.

‘Okay, lady,’ he shrugged.

A plan hatched in Olivia’s mind. She’d hide in the bar and watch for John to arrive at the gallery; she’d test how it felt to see her daughter – and see how John looked now. Had he grown a beard? Put on weight? Gone bald? Would he still have his eager, loping walk, his hard stare masking the eyes of a dreamer?

She could barely afford a glass of wine, but she simply had to have one. Trying to sip it slowly, Olivia sat by the window, looking through the traffic at the open doorway of the Rex and Coraline Art Gallery.

Waiting.

Remembering.

*

‘Did I really look like that?’ Lottie stood in front of her father’s painting of her playing on the sand in St Ives with her best friend, Morwenna.

‘To me you did.’ John had his arm around his precious daughter and he gave her an affectionate squeeze. ‘I wanted to capture a feeling – something deep in your heart. It spoke to me and I felt compelled to paint it.’

‘What kind of feeling?’ Lottie asked, her slim fingers twining into his rough artist’s hand, which was on her shoulder.

John was silent for a moment, thinking. Then he said simply, ‘Pain.’

‘Pain?’ She challenged him immediately. ‘But I wasn’t in pain, Daddy. I was happy.’

‘Happiness doesn’t come without pain,’ John said, ‘and it is the special task of the artist to explore its mysterious connection. It’s not easy to paint a feeling because you’re trying to paint the invisible.’

Lottie waited for his words to make sense in her head, which they didn’t. But it didn’t matter. She was here to meet her mother and the excitement was blurring everything, even the thrill of arriving in New York all the way from Cornwall.

She sighed. ‘I can’t really concentrate on it, Daddy. It’s a lovely painting, and I like the way you’ve done the sea and made the waves look all shimmery and the sky so blue, but I’m too excited about meeting my mother. She is coming, isn’t she?’

John frowned. ‘She said she was. But this is New York. It’s not always possible to be on time, especially in this kind of weather.’

‘I can’t wait. Look at me, Daddy, I’m shaking with excitement.’

John looked down at her, concerned. Lottie was usually so calm, taking everything in her stride. He supposed this wasn’t surprising given all she had been through in her short life. He observed the ruffled hem of her blue frock was quivering, as if her knees were shaking.

‘Why don’t we sit down?’ he suggested, and led her to one of the plush green velvet seats in the middle of the gallery. ‘Just take some deep breaths, Lottie. Olivia is late, but I’m sure she’ll be here soon. She wants to see you.’

Lottie nodded and sat down beside him, facing the painting. ‘I do like the way you’ve painted Morwenna,’ she said, feeling a wave of homesickness, a longing for her friend. ‘She looks wild and mischievous, but doll-like – the way she is. Or was. She’s grown up now and keeps on telling me she could have a baby. It’s all she wants. A baby. She’s not even married yet.’

John smiled. ‘Has she got a young man?’

‘No,’ Lottie said. ‘She used to make eyes at Matt, but he hates her.’

‘Matt sounds like an angry young man,’ John said. ‘Maybe I should take him under my wing – if he’ll let me.’

Lottie’s eyes lit up as she remembered Matt and how he had appeared the night before she left for America. ‘Matt is rebellious. He won’t live with us because he blames his mum for his father’s death. He survived the Cornish winter on his own, sleeping rough, and he earned enough money to buy his father’s boat back. I’m proud of Matt – and he’s an artist like you. Wait ’til you see his pictures of seals.’ Lottie hesitated, then said what she wanted to say, her cheeks colouring a little as she spoke with passion about Matt. ‘I didn’t used to like Matt when we were growing up. He was horrible to me. But now he’s changed – and we . . . we’re good, close friends.’

Her voice lost its music and faded away. She hadn’t quite found the courage to say the words burning in her heart. She loved Matt. And Matt loved her. She knew he did, but it was secret.

She sighed and searched her father’s eyes for understanding. John was looking at her intently, his hands clasped, the deep blue of his eyes glistening with empathy and hope. Lottie had spent most of her life without her father, but a twist of fate had brought them together and it felt as if they’d never been apart.

‘Hmm . . . I shall enjoy getting to know Matt. When we get back to Cornwall—’ He broke off as he heard footsteps come from the far end of the gallery. ‘Ah . . .’

They both tensed, listening, and a look of anticipation tingled between them. Lottie felt a shiver rush up her spine. She stared at the open archway between the galleries.

Her mother! Her mother was coming.

She gasped in surprise as a beautiful, Goddess-like woman in a swinging, swishing skirt hurried briskly towards them. She had rich brown eyes and a smile wider than her face.

‘That’s not your mother,’ John said quickly. ‘It’s Coraline, who owns the gallery.’

Disappointment flooded over Lottie, but she quickly regained her composure, warming to Coraline’s open friendliness.

‘John! It’s great to see you.’ Coraline grasped John’s hand and held on to it. ‘Isn’t this a wonderful, special day? I’m so excited for you. Rex told me you were here. All the way from Cornwall – lovely Cornwall. I’m going to see it someday soon.’ Without waiting for a reply, she turned her glowing eyes on to Lottie and the smile stretched even wider. ‘And this is Charlotte?’

‘Lottie.’

‘Lottie! Okay, Lottie – what a gorgeous girl you are! I’m so pleased to meet you – the star of John’s fabulous painting. How does it feel to be famous, Lottie?’

‘Famous? How can I be famous?’ Lottie looked bewildered.

‘Aw, you’re so cute.’ Coraline’s smile was illuminating. It was making Lottie smile too, even though she was worrying about her mother. ‘It’s John’s painting of you that’s famous. People from all over America have come to see it. The title, Discovering Charlotte, is so intriguing. Everyone loves a mystery.’

Coraline turned her joyful smile on John. ‘There are lots of reviews. I’ve kept a scrapbook of them for you – you shall have it to take home.’

Lottie kept her mouth shut. She liked Coraline, but found her enthusiasm slightly alarming. She glanced at the gallery clock. Her mother was half-an-hour late. It was unnerving. Lottie felt fragile, as if her confidence had walls of glass and behind them lurked a heavy tide loaded with fear of abandonment. What if her mother didn’t turn up? Suddenly she understood, with frightening clarity, what her father had meant by ‘pain’. Lottie had felt that pain so young – at four years old – when her mother abandoned her, leaving her with John’s mother, Granny De Lumen, and gone far away to America on a ship. Betraying her. Betraying John, who was working abroad.

If it happens again, Lottie thought grimly, I’ll hate her forever. Forever and ever. No matter what she does.

She stared at the clock. Forty minutes. Forty-five minutes. Nearly an hour.

Leaving her father deep in conversation with Coraline, Lottie prowled along the walls, pretending to be looking at the other paintings in the gallery, none of which interested her. Except for one, a rather gloomy painting of Jesus on a donkey. Seeing the donkey reminded Lottie of home, of Mufty, far way in St Ives; the way he looked at her with those wise, hopeful eyes, the cosy warmth of his fur, the way he loved her without judgement. A hot lump of homesickness lodged in her throat. To be polite and make conversation was going to be difficult.

An hour – gone. And time, like a drain, was sucking away her hopes and dreams. All through the winter, Lottie had dreamed of this meeting with her mother. She’d imagined hugs and smiles and harmonious talks that would heal the gulf between them. She’d even dreamed of rekindling the romance between her parents, despite John’s insistence that he wasn’t going to let Olivia back into his life. He’d be courteous, he’d help her if he could, but she wasn’t going to be his wife again.

The trip to America had been a major commitment for John, who’d had to close his new art gallery in St Ives. For Lottie, it took up almost all of the first half of the school term. Spring came early to Cornwall and it was a time she had grown to love: first the primroses and violets, then the bluebells and white bells of wild garlic, followed by the tight little buds of sea pinks and the clumps of sweetly fragrant Alexanders. Like most houses in St Ives, Nan’s place had a pair of nesting seagulls on the roof, nesting jackdaws in the old pigeon holes along the barn wall, and swallows’ nests on the rafters inside Mufty’s stable. Standing there in the gallery, Lottie felt sad at the thought she might miss it – for nothing – for a mother who hadn’t turned up.

She trudged back to where her father and Coraline were carefully wrapping the painting in layers of corrugated cardboard.

‘I can see you were a boy scout,’ Coraline joked, watching John tying swift and complicated knots and cutting lengths of the white string with a penknife from his pocket.

Her mother was now an hour and a half late.

Coraline noticed Lottie’s disconsolate stance. ‘You’re disappointed, Lottie,’ she said warmly. ‘Perhaps your mother will be here soon. Don’t give up on her.’

Lottie looked into her eyes and saw the glow of kindness there. She wished Coraline was her mother. It would be so easy and happy. But she felt too upset to speak.

‘Are you all right, Lottie?’ John asked, but Lottie couldn’t even look up at his concerned eyes. She just wanted to go home – to St Ives.


Chapter 3

The Boy in the Barn

Far away in St Ives, Nan stood in the open door of the hay barn, an imperious glare crinkling her brow. Tom hovered beside her, brandishing a driftwood truncheon. ‘I’ll smash his head in, Nan, don’t you worry.’

‘I’ve never had a day’s worry in my life,’ Nan replied, casting a contemptuous glance at Tom’s driftwood truncheon. ‘That’s a fat lot of good. Go and get the cricket bat from the woodshed if you feel the need of a weapon. I don’t need one.’

Someone was hiding in the hay barn. Nan had sent Tom to let the chickens out in the early morning and he’d come thundering back, red-faced and bursting with importance to report hearing someone coughing inside.

Hendravean was isolated, standing alone on the cliffs overlooking Porthmeor Beach and Clodgy. Nan liked her reclusive lifestyle. Her best friends were Mufty, the donkey; Bessie and Bartholomew, the two house cats; the chickens, and the wild birds and animals. She was doing her best to adjust to a new life, having taken in Jenny and her three children. She’d taught herself to drive and had bought an Austin Seven so that she could rescue the children and bring them home to St Ives. Only Matt was missing. While Jenny grieved and worried for her eldest son, Nan was secretly glad Matt wasn’t there. In her opinion, Matt was a born troublemaker and the Lanroska family were better off without him.

Nan was doing her best to build a relationship with young Tom, teaching him music and getting him involved in caring for the animals and the garden. She found him irritatingly babyish, but, unlike Matt, Tom was trustworthy. So when he told her someone was in the barn she believed him, and dragged herself out to investigate.

She and Tom stood outside the barn door, listening intently.

‘Excuse me, Nan, but whoever’s in there isn’t going to come out if we’re standing in the doorway,’ Tom said sensibly, then widened his eyes and whispered, ‘let’s hide round the corner and keep watch.’

‘Good thinking,’ Nan said, impressed.

‘It’s what me an’ Matt would do.’

‘You miss him, don’t you?’ Nan said, detecting the wistful tone in Tom’s voice.

Tom put a finger to his lips: ‘Shh!’

After twenty minutes of standing in the cold wind, Nan was fed up with waiting. The chickens were clustered expectantly around her, wanting their breakfast, and Mufty was kicking the door of his stable. ‘I’m not going to stand here all day, Tom. And you’ve got to go to school.’

‘Have I got to?’

‘Yes.’

‘But who’s gonna look after you and Mum, Nan? If it’s a burglar in there, I could fight him and chase him off.’

‘I dare say you could. But you are going to school, so put that cricket bat down and get yourself ready.’

Tom was going to argue but Nan’s eyes fixed him with a look he hated – unquestionable, no-nonsense authority. Nan would win. She always did. But what if the person hiding in the barn was a criminal on the run from prison? Tom handed the cricket bat to Nan. ‘All right then, I’ll go to school. But you watch out, Nan. He might attack you.’

Nan cackled with laughter. ‘Attack me? He wouldn’t dare.’ She tossed the cricket bat aside and headed for Mufty’s stable, her laughter shaking her belly and ringing from the granite walls.

Halfway down the lane with his school satchel over one shoulder, Tom heard one of Nan’s foghorn shouts. Alarmed, he turned to look back at Hendravean and saw a fleeing figure, dark against the morning light. He wore a small cap and raggedy clothes and he was bent double, clutching a bundle of something Tom couldn’t make out. Tom watched him zig-zag through the bracken towards the Clodgy rocks until he disappeared. Who was he? Why was he desperate enough to steal? And would he come back?

Tom walked on towards school. He missed Matt, he missed Lottie and didn’t want to admit he was actually scared on his own. Two weeks, and Lottie would be back. On his bedroom windowsill, Tom had made a timeline of pebbles. Each morning, he removed one. He was counting the days.

*

It’s like watching someone die inside, John thought as he studied his daughter’s face across the immaculate white cloth of the hotel dining table. Lottie’s food lay untouched on her plate. She’d shaken her head and insisted she wasn’t hungry, but John asked the waiter to bring it anyway. He’d tucked into his own generous portion of braised steak and roast herby potatoes, adding a mound of sweetcorn and peas and neat sprigs of white cauliflower, pouring copious amounts of gravy over it all.

‘Won’t you try even a little bit? These herby potatoes are delicious,’ he said gently, not wanting to put Lottie under any pressure.

She shook her head. Her eyes stared across at the busy hotel dining room, not seeing it at all.

‘What about some American ice-cream?’ he asked her when the waiter came to clear the plates away.

Lottie shut her eyes and shook her head. When she opened them to the same blank stare, John noticed her cheeks were pale. ‘Perhaps you should go and lie down,’ he suggested.

‘No, Daddy, I’ll wait for you,’ Lottie said politely, but her eyes still weren’t looking at him. Well, they were – but they weren’t seeing him.

It had gone deep, the pain of her mother not turning up. Now they were to board the ship in the morning for the voyage home. Without Olivia.

The trip of a lifetime, ruined. His daughter’s trust shaken.

John was furious with his ex-wife. He’d tried to phone, but no one had answered. How could Olivia do this to Lottie? Oh – she could – he reflected grimly. With her track record. Maybe it would hurt Lottie more to know her than not to know her. Maybe it was for the best.

John searched Lottie’s blank eyes. No, this wasn’t for the best.

‘It’s upset you a lot, hasn’t it?’ he asked gently, hoping she would talk. If only she’d cry in his arms, he could smooth her hair and listen, and be her father.

Lottie shrugged. She pressed her fingers against her left temple and along her eyebrows. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy, I’ve got a headache. A bad one.’

John knew about Lottie’s headaches. They were severe and one-sided. He wished Jenny was there. She seemed to know Lottie so well. ‘What does Jenny give you? An aspirin?’

‘She does, but it doesn’t work,’ Lottie said. ‘Nan gives me fennel tea and that doesn’t work either. I just have to sleep it off.’

‘What brings it on?’ John enquired, anxious to help. Lottie squinted at him through eyes narrowed with pain. He felt sure it was emotional, but he didn’t know how to say so without causing offence.
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