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To Brandon, Noortje, Emma and Sebastian







CHAPTER ONE

Her arrival in the village is made of whispers. They start the moment she descends the two steps from the coach onto the dirt road. Two women stand in front of one of the thatched cottages built against the side of the cliff, their black, knitted shawls drawn tightly about their shoulders. The women aren’t pointing, but their looks are. Isabel cannot hear them with the wind blowing, but she can tell that they’re talking about her. Behind the window of the next cottage, a dirty strip of curtain moves against the breeze.

Her velvet pelisse isn’t made for the sort of wind they have out here, but the chill she feels consists of more than that. They know. The thought comes into her head, or maybe it was there all along, muttering behind all the other thoughts she’s had today, about the landscape, which is rough and beautiful, and the dreadful springs in the coach and the disapproval in the lean coachman’s face when he stopped to change horses in Helston. Despite drinking hardly anything during the ride she couldn’t hold it any longer and the coachman said she took too long; he had letters to deliver.

They snaked their way up the cliff, the coachman, the Royal Mail guard and her, the road narrowing until she felt she was passing through the gut of the village. The high walls on either side of the road, covered in ivy, squeezed the coach until, suddenly, a gap opened up and through it she glimpsed the river, all dark diamonds, and the boats bobbing up and down on the swell. Flowers bordered the wall, hundreds of them.

The river isn’t truly a river but rather a tongue of the Atlantic pressing deeply inland, fringed by piles of seaweed on the riverbank. There haven’t been any other passengers since Truro. She has come to the end of the world.

The coachman moves fast now, unbuckling the straps around her case and heaving it from the coach. With a grunt, he places it on the road beside her, while the guard carries the box with letters into the inn. The Shipwrights Arms, it says on a sign dangling from a post by the door. The women are still whispering. A third woman comes walking up the road, some years younger. She’s carrying a basket on her back, suspended from a leather strap around her hat, and an infant wrapped in a shawl on her front. This woman greets the other two and then she’s staring, too. Even the infant, tucked so deep in the folds of the knitted cloth Isabel can only see its eyes and nose, appears to examine her, her case, the coach. They know, she thinks again. They have had word.

She closes her eyes, breathing deeply. The ribbon of her bonnet flits against her face, straining to loosen in the wind. She feels the weight of the women’s stares press on her arms and burrow under her dress, under her chemise and her stays. The inn’s walls used to be white. The building stoops, with a narrow doorway to the side the only apparent entrance. To the left of it is a flat, rocky expanse and across this she can see the river. The sight of it hits her, almost like a blow, every time she looks at it. The ocean is just around the corner. If the road made her doubt her reasons for coming, the river reassures her, in cool, glittering tones: this is why you’ve come. Her fears ebb away, replaced by a sense of calm. The sea has that effect on her – it always has. Losing George hasn’t changed that.

She’s being unreasonable, of course. These women – what are they, fishwives? – could not possibly know why she has left London. They won’t have heard the rumours; they never will. She has left all that behind. They’re only looking because she’s a stranger.

The coachman tips his hat to her and mounts the box; the guard takes his seat at the back of the coach. A click of the tongue, a flick of the reins, and the coach turns effortlessly in the small space. Isabel watches it roll down the hill, feeling unaccountably alone. She waits until she can no longer hear the sound of hooves on the road, then she turns back to the inn.

Sensing the eyes of the women on her back, she goes to the door. The dark blue paint on it peels. Before she can go in, it opens inwards and a balding man ducks through the doorframe. When he unfolds himself, he’s even taller than Isabel expected. Thin and as sharp-looking as the blade of a letter opener, he’s taking her in with sage-green eyes tinged with the same curiosity as the staring women.

‘Got yourself in a bit of a pickle with that case, haven’t you?’ the man says. The fingers of his left hand play with his apron, a rough-spun affair in a surprising shade of peach-pink. Isabel has to strain to understand the man; the intonation of the words is off and some of the vowels sound different.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Aren’t you the lady come to live in the old pilchard shed?’

Now it’s her turn to stare. ‘I’ve come to take Trevernan Cottage. Not a… a shed.’

The man laughs. ‘It’s the cottage by the shed. We call it the old pilchard shed – but what am I saying? I forget my manners.’ He lifts his cap and, bowing, says, ‘Allow me to introduce myself. Tom Holder, keeper of the Shipwrights Arms here.’

Isabel inclines her head. ‘Mrs Isabel Henley.’

He looks around as if he expects George to pop up from behind one of the low walls around the houses. ‘Of course. You’re married. “Née Farnworth”, it said on the paperwork, so Mrs Dowling said. We’ve had word of your coming. Mrs Dowling has talked of nothing else since she had confirmation of you taking the cottage.’

Isabel inspects her travel case. She shouldn’t have brought it. It’s too unwieldy and far too heavy, yet it only holds a fraction of all the things she wanted to bring. The air has trouble going down her throat. It’s difficult to swallow, too. This doesn’t happen often, not anymore. ‘Not married,’ she says. ‘Widowed.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’

‘It’s fine. There are rather a few of us these days.’ Her laugh is as light as it is hollow. She hates the pity that flashes across Tom Holder’s face, the prick of the fishwives’ eyes on her back.

‘Don’t mind them,’ Tom Holder says. ‘They like to talk.’

‘It’s because I’m a stranger here, isn’t it?’ she says.

He shakes his head. ‘It’s because you’re not.’ Glancing at the travel case, he says, gently, ‘This is all you’ve brought?’

She meets his eyes and the understanding in them is like the tide, swelling high inside her. One more look like that and it’s going to spill over. She swallows and swallows. ‘My husband had some debts. The prize money… after his death, it wasn’t forthcoming. Being mentioned in dispatches doesn’t come with any monetary rewards, unfortunately.’

‘Your husband was a sailor?’ Tom Holder says.

‘He was a midshipman on board HMS Neptune.’ Her throat is so tight the words she pushes through it come out squeaky. Tom Holder looks like he’s having trouble hearing them over the wind. He’s leaning into her and she can smell his breath, which is sour. Her hand moves to her chest, where George’s Trafalgar medal sits under the velvet of her pelisse, suspended from a black ribbon around her neck. Already, the ribbon is starting to fray at the edges. She’ll have to save up to replace it. She has never had to save up for anything before.

She pushes her hand between the buttons of her pelisse. The silver of the medal is comfortingly unbending in her hand. This, at least, is something that will never change. She’ll always have George’s medal. If the silver tarnishes, she’ll shine it, the way the maids used to. Glancing at the women by the house, Tom Holder says, ‘It’s all they can gossip about, you coming back here. All of the village has been talking since we heard the old pilchard shed – that is to say, Trevernan Cottage – was let to an Isabel, née Farnworth. But now you’re here, the talk will die soon enough.’

One of the women has fetched a broom, but she isn’t sweeping. Her dark eyes rest on Isabel while she says something to her companion.

Tom Holder says, ‘You won’t get far with that.’ He indicates her travel case. ‘Trevernan is about a mile outside the village, along the coastal path. I’ll send my boy, Richard, to carry the case for you and show you the way. I’ll send word to Mrs Dowling, too; she’ll want to come meet you.’

‘I don’t wish to trouble you,’ Isabel says. ‘I did not realise – I assumed the cottage was here in the village. I’d be much obliged for your son’s help.’

‘It’s no trouble, Mrs Henley. The boy’s twelve and sturdy as they come.’

She’s glad to leave the shawled women behind as she follows Richard around the end of the inlet, where the coastal path veers away from the road. The path is like a tunnel, green on every side. Above, too; the boughs of the trees touch in the middle. They remind Isabel of the arched roof of a church. It smells like spring, sweet and forest-like. The path is high enough she can’t smell the seaweed, but she can hear the water and when she licks her lips, she can taste the salt.

Tom Holder’s son, who looks closer to sixteen than twelve, doesn’t say a word as he carries her case to Trevernan Cottage. Sweat drips down his forehead and after a while he stops and puts the case down to remove his jacket, which Isabel offers to carry.

The path climbs for a while and then, narrowing, moves down to the water. The river has swallowed up all the seaweed here. The water laps at the rocks. She wants to walk out to where the land turns away and the river becomes the ocean. She wants to see if the pebbly little waves are higher there. The desire is so strong, so sudden, it makes her suck in her breath and hold it. She doesn’t just want to see the ocean; she wants to feel it, the way she used to long for George’s arms around her – the way she still does, sometimes.

She drags her gaze away from the water. There’s nobody about but her and Richard, the innkeeper’s son. The green tunnel seems to be closing in on her. When she pictured the cottage, far, far away at the southern tip of Cornwall, she imagined it would be remote and isolated, but she never envisioned anywhere as lonely as this.

After some fifteen minutes, the dirt path opens onto a wider gravel path, which leads to a squat, stone cottage on one side and down to the water on the other. The sound of the river washes away her worries about taking the cottage sight unseen. She has to resist the urge to go right down to it and wade in. Growing up in Norfolk, she felt similar and even in town, she sensed a hint of the feeling whenever she was near the Thames. Only she has never felt the tug of the ocean as strongly as here, today.

‘This here is the cottage.’ Richard points superfluously, dragging her from her thoughts.

She turns away from the river. A small oak, still a sapling, grows by the side of the house, not far from the door. The grey of the slate roof is a shade darker than the walls, which are made of stones roughly cut into misshapen bricks. To the left of the cottage is a lower building with a roof made of thatch. Moss grows in the mortar between the stones.

‘That’s the old pilchard shed,’ says Richard. ‘It hasn’t been used since old Nance died.’

The gravel path leads to the low front door. Richard says, ‘The coastal path is used by the revenue men. You’ll see them going by on patrol, looking for smugglers.’

‘Are there many smugglers in these parts?’

Richard doesn’t answer. The door makes a scraping noise on the doorstep when he pushes it open. Behind it lies a small, grey kitchen. Apart from a wooden table, two spindle-back chairs and the low wooden beams across the ceiling, everything in it is made of stone: the flagged floor, stone counter, stone sink, stone fireplace, with only a blackened metal rack for cooking. There isn’t an open range like they had in the kitchen in Greenwich. It’s like living in a cave, she thinks. Cold and dark like one, too.

A high step leads into the room. The single window is small and set far back in the wall, which is about a foot thick. The glass in the window is poor, painting everything the purply-grey of dusk. Richard sets her case down and she gives him a shilling, which, judging by the unguarded pleasure on his face, must be a lot. She chides herself inwardly: she must be better about these things. She has nothing to spare now.

‘Mrs Dowling will come soon,’ Richard says. He sounds as if he wishes to go but feels bad about leaving her. ‘Will you manage until then, Mrs Henley?’

His father must have told him about her situation. She’s not a child. Poor, yes, and that will take some getting used to, but she’s not helpless – not entirely.

‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I believe I shall manage just fine. Please convey my gratitude to your father for his assistance.’

The boy says he will and bolts. The small kitchen sighs empty behind him. It smells musty and damp. Isabel tries to open the window, but it’s stuck fast, so she opens the door again and then sits down on top of her case, her face in her hands. She knows she must get up and look at the rest of the cottage. She must unpack and learn how to do things, simple things, such as make a fire and cook food. But she’s so weary from the journey she cannot contemplate anything other than sitting here. She feels as if she’s in a trance, as if the events of the past months are a dream. As if she could look up and see George coming towards her, arms out, the years in-between erased by the sound of the river.

The wind has picked up and there are proper waves now; she can hear them. The rushing makes the longing in her rise again. If only it were a dream, if only she could wake up and start a new day at home in Greenwich.

At the crunch of steps on the gravel, she looks up. Mrs Dowling curtsies awkwardly and says, ‘I received word from Mr Holder. It’s an honour, Mrs Henley.’

She says, ‘It’s a pleasure,’ though right now, nothing is.

‘I shall show you the cottage,’ Mrs Dowling says. She’s not wearing a black shawl like the women in the village, but a navy blue one with a delicate knitted lace pattern. The wool looks fine and soft with wear. She has grey curls that try to get away from the handfuls of pins stuck in her hair. Conscious of it, Mrs Dowling keeps pushing the hair back from her face. The wind doesn’t help, Isabel thinks.

Mrs Dowling is looking at her – inspecting her, Isabel thinks. Is she saying those things to herself that people used to say when they heard how she ended up the daughter of Admiral and Mrs Farnworth of Woodbury House? That with hair the colour of wet sand and eyes the grey of the Atlantic in winter, with freckles that congregate in such numbers on her arms and legs in summer they blend together to form an almost orange canvas, she looks like a child of the sea and not of the fair-skinned, dark-haired Mrs Farnworth?

Isabel’s features are the opposite of her late mother’s: her nose and mouth large, her eyes somewhat small, but still in proportion so that most consider her handsome, though it’s generally accepted she doesn’t possess anywhere near the level of beauty of Alice Farnworth.

Of course, Mrs Dowling cannot know these things. She didn’t know Isabel’s father; she can’t compare her to him, nor did she know Isabel’s mother, unless they met that one time, nineteen years ago. As far as she’s aware, Mrs Dowling doesn’t have any connections in London, nor in nearby Greenwich. She may be inspecting Isabel, but she cannot have heard the rumours – cannot find her wanting. Like the fishwives in the village, Mrs Dowling cannot possibly know the other reason Isabel has moved to Cornwall, besides her evident poverty.

Downstairs, there are only two rooms in the cottage: the small kitchen and a larger sitting room with a second stone fireplace, this one with a chimneypiece to match the wall, and two more spindle-back chairs. A stack of logs is piled on either side of the fireplace. The doors are so low even Isabel has to lower her head. A narrow set of open, wooden stairs leads from the sitting room to a small bedroom upstairs, under the rafters. ‘It has a staircase,’ Mrs Dowling says, as if this is some choice piece of fruit in a pie. ‘You don’t often see that in a cottage like this. Mostly, it’s ladders, you see, if there’s an upper floor at all. You’ll find bed linens in the chest.’

‘The privy is out the back. Just two steps into the garden,’ Mrs Dowling says. Isabel expects cobwebs, dust, grime – Mrs Dowling says the cottage hasn’t been lived in for three years – but the rough stone surfaces are spotless. She tries to picture going out to the privy at night. She wants to ask if there’s a chamber pot or if she shall have to purchase one, but it seems a private sort of thing to enquire about, so instead she asks to be shown the garden. Mrs Dowling makes her way down the stairs and through the back door. There is a small shed which turns out to be the privy. A patch of grass, some shrubs, and a path which leads through them. ‘Where does that go?’ she asks.

‘I’ll show you.’

Mrs Dowling goes ahead on the path. It’s shaded and overgrown. At the sunlit end of it, they step into something very different from the simple, dark cottage – something akin to paradise. Another patch of grass pushes up against a low wall of mossy grey flags, piled on top of one another in what seems to be a haphazard sort of fashion. The stones are covered in ivy and white and magenta-pink flowers. Bees flit among them. There are flat grey stones on the ground, too, forming a small terrace, with a wooden bench on it that’s painted white and a square wooden table, also whitewashed. The paint is old and dry from the sun. In some places it’s flaking, but something about this bench, about the fact that someone has taken the time to paint it, makes her ache with sudden feeling. She turns away from Mrs Dowling lest the landlady sees it in her face – raw, rising tears.

The terrace looks out across the river, which by now has turned a powdery blue in the sun. A plump apple tree spreads its branches across the bench. On a hot day there will be shade in the afternoon. The wind sweeps the water into tufts, like cream on a pudding, swaying the boats at anchor, and in the distance the headland on the other side lies in a green, still haze. Again she feels the sudden, heavy tug of desire, to go across the water and see the land on the other side; to find the open ocean, to swim in it. It flusters her and she’s glad she’s looking away from Mrs Dowling.

To the left of the patch of grass, half-hidden by an overgrown bush is a stone well. ‘This here is the well,’ Mrs Dowling says, following her gaze. ‘It’s deep enough that the water isn’t brackish. You may want to clear some of this hawthorn.’ A pause, then, a little uncertainly: ‘I hope it’s to your liking.’

Isabel is looking at the boats. They’re painted black and green and white; some have white sails, others red. Gulls circle above them, squealing – they must be fishing boats, she thinks. Two of the boats fly a black flag with a white cross on it. She takes a deep breath, tasting the sea, salt and water, fish and seaweed. ‘It’s perfect,’ she says.

Mrs Dowling says she’s pleased to hear it. ‘I’m on my own, too,’ she says. ‘My Harry died two years ago.’

There’s something distasteful about the way she says, ‘my Harry’, Isabel thinks. She could never imagine calling George ‘my George’, as if he belonged to her. As if anybody could belong to another person. Mrs Dowling is older than her father would’ve been, had he still been alive. Does she think that because they are both widows, they have something in common?

‘Should you like to come visit sometime?’ Mrs Dowling says, as if this is a logical conclusion following the declaration that she, too, is on her own. Isabel suppresses a sigh – there’s a difference in rank. Then she catches herself: there isn’t any difference anymore. She’s as poor as Mrs Dowling. Poorer, because Mrs Dowling owns Trevernan Cottage and on her widow’s pension, Isabel can only afford to rent it.

She finds herself saying she’d be much obliged. It isn’t what she wanted to say. Not because of any lingering difference in standing between them, but because she intends to keep to herself. She hasn’t come here to make friends. She has come to get away from Greenwich, from the shame of her reduction in station and the turning of the rumour mill. From George, too – from her memories of him. Because staying right on top of them cuts into her a hundred times a day, still.

Three years have passed since the great Battle of Trafalgar and it has hardly got any better. Their marriage lasted three years, too, before a bullet from a French musket ended it. She was only seventeen, George eighteen, when they wed, and he was always at sea. In the years that followed, she felt the absence of him all the more sharply for the knowledge that this time, he would not return to her. In Greenwich, taking her tea alone in the breakfast room left her feeling hollow. So did every walk in the park without him and the Sunday mornings in church, the place in the pew beside her empty. Evenings grew long knowing he would not come in after a summoning to the Admiralty or a meeting with a friend; knowing her bed would be cold and that there would be no more letters. In the three years of their marriage, they spent only five weeks and one day together. That’s why it still hurts now, more than anything, because George was taken from her before any of it became real.

Mrs Dowling goes ahead down the path. Back in the sitting room, she says, ‘I’ve laid a fire for you.’ There are several logs stacked in the hearth, with twigs underneath. ‘I was surprised you instructed me not to arrange for any servants. Not even a cook or a scullery maid. Will you be looking to hire anyone now that you’re here?’

The heat swarms in her cheeks. ‘I’m afraid my current situation requires that I do without the assistance I’m accustomed to. I can only hope I’m a quick study when it comes to household tasks.’

She feels the older woman’s gaze on her. Then, to her relief, Mrs Dowling says only, ‘It’s not usually this cold in April. Shall I show you how to light the fire?’

Isabel says she’d be very grateful and Mrs Dowling gets the tinderbox from the chimneypiece and shows her how to strike the steel on the flint, how to light the char-cloth and with it, the match to light the fire. ‘You’ll want to close the box quickly or you’ll lose half your tinder,’ Mrs Dowling says. ‘Here, you try it.’

Isabel removes her gloves and takes the box. It takes her five attempts to light the fire. At last, the twigs catch flame and the logs begin to smoulder. Isabel cups her hands and blows, carefully, the way Mrs Dowling tells her to, and watches the glow spread. She only just stops herself crying out in triumph.

Mrs Dowling says, ‘There are some candles in the larder as well as butter, eggs, bread, a jug of milk and a little tea.’ She adds in a meaningful tone, ‘We get tea at very good prices here. I shall tell you about it when you’re ready to purchase some yourself. The nearest shop is in Manaccan, but then you know that; you wrote to Mr Griggs.’

Isabel found Mr Griggs’ name in a local newspaper, especially brought to her for the purpose, and wrote him to enquire if he knew anyone letting a cottage in the area, preferably in the village of Helford. If she had to go somewhere to disappear, she figured she may as well go to the place she was found and perhaps learn what happened that day. Mr Griggs wrote back within the week; less than two weeks later, she boarded the mail coach.

Mrs Dowling continues, ‘There’s a market twice a week outside the Shipwright Arms, on the Tuesday and Saturday morning, which will have most everything you might need. Bread’s to be got from John Lanyon, the baker, if you don’t make it yourself; fish every day when the catch is brought in, and for meats you’ll want to speak to Josh Angove at Elm Farm.’

‘Thank you very much. How much do I owe you for the food and candles?’

‘Nothing at all, Mrs Henley. You’ll find we take care of our own here. If you need help with anything, you know where to find me. Please knock whenever you like.’

‘Thank you,’ she says again. ‘I’m sure I’ll be fine.’

Mrs Dowling adjusts a hairpin. She’s on the doorstep, but she’s not going, not yet. Her eyes glide over Isabel’s face, up over her hairline, and come to rest on some indeterminable point above her. ‘I saw you that day,’ Mrs Dowling says. ‘I saw you when you first came out. I was standing at the window and I saw you come up the road. You were barefoot and very small. Small for your age – that’s what we all said later; the girl was small for her age. You wore only a shift, though they say it was of the finest cotton. Your hair was darker than it is now.’

She reaches out, almost reverently, and Isabel takes a step back too late: Mrs Dowling’s dry finger runs along her forehead. ‘It must’ve been darker because it was wet. Mind you, I couldn’t see you were wet from where I stood. I thought about going out to you, but I told myself you had to be someone’s child. You must’ve wandered into the garden at Hardwick soon after.’ A pause. ‘Maybe if I’d known you were soaked to the bone, I would’ve gone out to meet you.’

There’s a strange undercurrent to the woman’s words, Isabel thinks. All of a sudden, she feels as if it’s not widowhood that binds the two of them together in Mrs Dowling’s mind, but this: the possibility that she might have been Mrs Dowling’s daughter, if only Mrs Dowling had gone out to her that day, nineteen years ago. Preposterous idea, of course. She can’t imagine being anybody but her mother and father’s child.

She cannot remember anything from before that moment, when her mother swept her up into her arms, not caring that she was cold and wet through, and she, Isabel, buried her face into the silk of her mother’s dress. It’s as if the start of her life never happened; she was always meant to be theirs.

Isabel’s tongue takes a cough to pry loose. ‘Came out of what?’ she says.

‘I beg your pardon, Mrs Henley?’

‘You said you saw me when I first came out.’

‘Why, out of the sea, of course. Mind you, not everybody believes it, that the Sea Bucca brought you.’

‘Sea Bucca?’ Her voice does an odd thing, rising and falling on the words as if she’s singing. There’s a whooshing in her ears. She can tell Mrs Dowling is serious, deadly so. She must be mad. ‘What—’

Sensing her consternation, Mrs Dowling pats her arm. ‘You didn’t speak a word of English, did you?’

‘That can’t be right. My parents never mentioned it.’

Mrs Dowling says, ‘You didn’t speak at all, that’s what they say. Of course you wouldn’t have, what with the Bucca.’ Sounding exasperated, she adds, ‘You don’t know about the Sea Bucca, do you? He’s a merman about this high,’ she holds up her hand just below her waist, ‘with the skin of a conger eel and seaweed for hair. Well, that’s what some say; I myself prefer a more romantic picture.’ Her smile has something of a little girl’s, the way her laughter did earlier, but she vanquishes the effect with her next words. Fixing her milky blue eyes on Isabel, Mrs Dowling says, ‘Some say you are his daughter.’

Tersely, she says, ‘My mother told me there must’ve been a wreck. Or perhaps I’d wandered off; perhaps somebody didn’t pay attention when they should have.’ An accusation lay in her mother’s words. Alice Farnworth knew she would never have let her attention slip from her child, if the Good Lord had seen fit to bless her with one of her own. She called Isabel a gift so often that Isabel felt her shortcomings all the more.

Mrs Dowling says, ‘Perhaps your mother tried to protect you from the truth. Word has it she couldn’t leave Helford fast enough once she found you.’

Ice, sliding down her spine. People have been talking about her here, too, just as they have in Greenwich, albeit for different reasons. They’ve been talking about her for almost twenty years. She staggers back into the cottage. She wants to say, that’s outrageous and, how dare you speak of my mother like that. But in the end she only says, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I really must unpack.’

‘Of course. Please let me know if there’s anything else you need.’ Mrs Dowling says it in the most normal of tones, as if they haven’t just been discussing mermaids.

When she shuts the door behind her, Isabel sees there’s a gap under it on one side while the other is so flush with the doorstep it scrapes whenever the door moves. She waits a few minutes and opens the door again. The gravel path is empty. The fresh sea-river air pushes in, inhabiting the rooms, forcing out the musty old house smell. She’s on her own and it doesn’t hurt – yet. Maybe it’s the newness of the situation that’s keeping her. Maybe it’s the sea. She can hear it through the open window, not the rush of the surf breaking on rocks or the crash of waves, but a constant quiet lapping. There’s a comfort in it, she thinks. And a promise, maybe, though of what she doesn’t know.

She finds a knife in a wooden box on the counter and a plate in one of the cupboards and, sitting by the fire, she eats a slice of bread with butter for an early supper. The bread is coarse, but it has a good, strong flavour, as if some herbs were used in the baking. The glow of the fire spreads inside her. She lit it herself – that’s something, isn’t it?

Halfway through the meal, she realises she shouldn’t have used as much butter. When she has finished, she puts the plate on the stone counter. She should wash it, but she’s too tired to get water from the well. Instead, she opens her travel case and gets out her worn copy of Robinson Crusoe. The book falls open on the page she keeps the newspaper clipping from The London Chronicle, 20 October 1789. Her mother kept the entire paper, most of which was filled with news from France, where the Revolution had begun three months before, but Isabel cut out the one small article which read:


Falmouth, Cornwall. A CHILD APPROXIMATELY FOUR YEARS OF AGE WAS FOUND on the wild and beauteous Coast of Cornwall late last month without any Family to claim it. The populace believes the Child to have Risen from the Sea after a Wreck, although there has been no report of such. Unless a Relation comes forward the Child shall be adopted by Admiral and Mrs Farnworth of Woodbury House, Norfolk and raised as their Daughter. If anyone has any information regarding this Child, please write to Messrs Enright and Pickering, Solicitors, Mayfair, London.



The unease grows in her again until it roars. Mrs Dowling’s story about the merman fuels it, as does the knowledge that even here people have been talking about her. Why was Mrs Dowling so interested in her past? Does she suspect something? Impossible, she tells herself.

Her nerves disagree, jittering under her skin. Clipping in hand, she goes to the door and opens it wide. It’s growing dark outside. The wind pushes against the door, the young tree next to it sways. Down the gravel path, the river dances in the last of the sun. A reminder that she’s close to the sea – so close. Breathing deeply, she tastes it: salt, water, the tang of wet seaweed. Gradually, a quietude envelops her, made of waves and foam, ebb and flow, the current steadying her. By the time she closes the door again, a renewed sense of purpose courses through her. She’s going to make this her home, come what may.






CHAPTER TWO

In bed that night, she listens to the river and the wind crashing about the cottage. She’s all alone. She cannot think of it. She’s not alone – the wind is made of voices. They’re calling, come home. The sea lies just around the bend in the river. She’s dreaming, of course. Or half-dreaming, hovering in the fuzzy state between sleep and waking, in which her mind jumps from one thing to another, forging connections that cannot be real.

A creaking sound rouses her. The house groans in unexpected places; there is a sound like feet on the roof. The bed is hard and built for two. The mattress is filled with straw that pricks her back, but the sheets are clean. Who lived here before her? Mrs Dowling said the cottage was empty for three years. It must’ve been an old man and his wife, she thinks. Did they die in the bed?

The sea-river is louder at night, the waves from earlier grown into maturity. The sound soothes her and eventually her mind wanders, the way it does when she balances on the edge of sleep: the house in Greenwich, her parents, George and her after the wedding, during the two days they had before he went back to sea. They were too young, George’s older brother said. There would be plenty of time after the war. Only there wasn’t.



The morning comes with heavy rain. The tide is out; the inlet has turned into a swathe of seaweed and rocks. The wind sweeps the rain against the windows in sheets. The sky is low over the river. They’re both grey, the water a stony grey and the sky the grey of overly washed cotton. Braving the rain, she puts on her pelisse and stands in the paradise garden, watching the water rise and fall in the wind. She isn’t sure what she is meant to be doing. Is this how people live? she thinks. Is this what it’s like when you’re well and truly on your own?

Back in the cottage, she puts some kindling in the fireplace. She goes through the motions Mrs Dowling showed her; striking the flint, using the cloth for tinder, but the fire won’t catch. Half the tinder gone, she’s nearly crying with frustration, when suddenly the flame jumps. Now she could cry with relief. There’s too much feeling in her since she arrived; everything makes her want to weep.

Around noon, there’s a knock on the door. Could it be Mrs Dowling again? She doesn’t know anyone else in the village, apart from the innkeeper and his son and they have no reason to call on her. When she opens the door, she’s surprised to see the red shirt and blue pantaloons of an officer of the Revenue Service. Above the stiff cotton necktie, the man’s face reminds her of the moon; it’s pale and round, and there’s something mournful about the way his eyes droop at the corners. He looks perhaps ten years older than her.

The man removes his hat, bows deeply and says, ‘Lieutenant Arthur Sowerby, Riding Officer of the Revenue Service, at your service, madam,’ as if he cannot see the squalid cottage, as if it’s entirely usual for her to answer the door herself.

‘Mrs Henley. Most charmed.’ She curtseys, and, to her shock, he reaches for her hand and presses his lips to it. The touch of them is cold. Rain drips from his reddish-blond curls, trailing down his cheeks and into the collar of his shirt. Somewhere outside, a horse snorts. She says, ‘But you must step out of this rain, lieutenant.’

She moves aside and he folds himself through the door, saying, ‘Thank you, madam. I’m most obliged.’ His size belies the gracefulness of his movements: he walks as if he’s dancing. By the kitchen table, he stops and turns. ‘I’ve come to call on you, madam, to warn you.’

‘Warn me? Whatever for?’ Her voice is oddly loud. It doesn’t belong in the cottage; it needs more space.

‘I understand you live here alone?’

‘My, how news travels.’

‘I’m based in St Keverne. It’s only five miles from here. We’ve had word of your coming. I believe the wife of my most particular friend the Deputy Lord Lieutenant, Sir Hugh Darby, intends to call on you soon. Lady Darby is keen to make your acquaintance, as am I. As you may be aware, there aren’t many people of our standing in the area.’

She’d like to offer him tea but isn’t sure how to make it. She has no other drinks to offer, either. Heat rising, she reaches for the medal around her neck. The length of the ribbon she wears it on places it close to her heart. ‘As you can see, I’m much reduced in circumstance, Lieutenant.’

Lieutenant Sowerby has the decency to pretend he only now notices. ‘I see. Even so. I feel it is my duty to warn you, madam, that these parts are rife with smugglers. As a woman living alone, you’re particularly vulnerable. I would advise you to lock your doors and windows at night.’

Isabel glances at the door behind her. There’s no lock.

‘Or have a lock fitted,’ Lieutenant Sowerby says. ‘For the safety of your person and your possessions. If anything is ever amiss, please let me know at once. I’d be honoured to come to your aid, should you need it.’

He sounds terribly officious. Looks it, too, with his shoulders squared and his chin sticking up like that. The kitchen is too small; he’s towering over her. She takes a step back, but he follows her, dance-stepping closer. His voice drops when he says, ‘You are a widow, are you not?’

‘I am.’ Her hand clasps the Trafalgar medal. The ridges of Admiral Nelson’s profile dig into her hand. On the reverse is a view of the battle in which George died, with above it the words of Nelson’s signal, England Expects That Every Man Will Do His Duty.

Lieutenant Sowerby says, ‘So you are in need of protection. As a woman, not perhaps of means, but of rank, living alone in what is a rough and dangerous land.’

She thinks of the loveliness of the paradise garden, the flowers, the river. ‘I’ve only seen very little of it so far, but it doesn’t strike me as rough,’ she says. ‘It looks to me quite lovely.’

‘That’s because you’re a woman. You have a romantic heart. But I have seen what this land is truly like. I’ve had to fight its sons upon the waves and cliffs. Lawless, these people are. They’re all in on the smuggling. Fishermen, miners, shopkeepers, farmers. Their wives and children too! They’re all involved.’

The anger rises in her as if he’s drawing it out with a hook. She thinks of Tom Holder and his son, Richard, and Mrs Dowling. She has only just arrived in Cornwall, but it seems unfair to accuse the entire population like this. She has no love for smugglers – she imagines they are dangerous. But the farmers and fishermen? Their children, even? She lets go off George’s medal, balls her hands into fists. ‘Surely it cannot be that bad?’

‘It’s worse, madam. I used to think I could bring the men I captured to justice. I had them imprisoned and tried for their crimes. Smuggling, piracy. But nearly all were acquitted. Even the juries are on their side.’

He’s looming over her, his moon-face too close. She can smell his breath, which is oddly sweet, as if he’s been drinking spirits; she can sense the anger pulsing under the polite exterior. He hates it here, she thinks. He hates Cornwall; hates its people.

She thinks of his cold lips pressed against the skin covering her knuckles. For the first time, she wishes the rules governing her limited interactions with men before she married still applied. In widowhood, she has far more freedom, but now she wishes this freedom revoked, if only for today. Lieutenant Sowerby would never dream of standing here, alone with her, if she were unwed.

Lieutenant Sowerby says, ‘These days, I don’t risk a trial.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘How do you think I mean, madam?’ The edge in his voice grows sharper. ‘I ensure justice takes its course. I have them hanged, as traitors should be.’

‘Traitors?’ she squeaks, willing away the picture he’s drawn before her eyes. He hangs them? Boys, like Richard Holder?

‘You don’t believe smugglers are traitors?’ There’s a fury in him, but it’s controlled, simmering under the surface of a polite smile. ‘Their smuggling aids the French. We’re at war, madam.’ His eye falls on George’s medal. His tone, his entire bearing, changes to one of suspicion. ‘Where did you get that?’

Taken aback, her hand goes to the medal again. ‘My husband, George Henley, was a midshipman on His Majesty’s Ship Neptune at Trafalgar. He died of a bullet fired from the top of the Bucentaure.’ She has spoken these words so many times they have almost become meaningless. They cannot convey how the world turned black when she received word of his death; of the cutting of everyday things, of how much she still misses him and how much she wishes she had known him better.

‘Well. A proper hero,’ Lieutenant Sowerby says. There’s a hint of sarcasm in his tone and she wants him out, suddenly, with a vehemence that makes her desire to be alone when Mrs Dowling lingered on her doorstep pale in comparison. Before she has the chance to say anything, Lieutenant Sowerby returns to his officiousness and, placing his hand on the hilt of his sword, says, ‘I hereby offer you my protection, madam.’

She swallows her sigh. ‘I’m terribly grateful, sir, but I don’t believe I need it.’

The way his expression crushes – had he really believed she would accept him, then and there, as her protector, whatever he thought the role entailed? ‘Madam, I must insist. A woman, such as yourself, with your…’ He shakes his head as if searching for words. ‘Your virtue and such purity of character. Do you have any idea, madam, what a band of smugglers would do to a woman like you if they found you here alone?’

He lifts his hand, reaching for her as if he’s about to illustrate his point. A wetness has appeared in the corners of his mouth. ‘What would your late husband say?’

‘My dear sir!’ The words fly out in a gasp. She backs up all the way to the door, wrenches it open. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to… tend to the fire. Thank you for calling on me, sir. I shall bear your warning in mind.’

He looks at her for a creeping moment, his jaw working as if he’s chewing down a protest. His breath is coming too fast; the sweetness of the liquor on it surrounds her like a cloud. She’s nearly pinned to the door, he’s that close. She watches in horror as his hand goes up again, reaching for her. His eyes are fixed on a point below her chin – her chest, she realises. A cry escapes her. The lieutenant blinks. Stepping back, he wipes beads of sweat from his forehead and makes a stiff bow. ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘I have done my duty.’

‘So you have, and I thank you for it.’ Now go, please. Leave me be.

‘If it doesn’t inconvenience you, I shall call on you from time to time as I pass by on patrol, to ensure you are safe.’

‘I’d be much obliged to you, sir,’ she says, her voice wavering.

He nods, as if her answer is satisfactory, though barely so. She waits in the doorway as he gets on his horse, a strong-looking brown mare. The rain has slackened a little. She thinks of the smugglers he likes to hang. The sensation of his cold lips lingers on her hand. It’s only when the greenery of the coastal path swallows Lieutenant Sowerby’s over-large shape and she turns to the swirling river that she can breathe freely again. The shudder in her limbs subsides as she watches the rain pelt the surface.

Back inside, she sits down at the table, her fingers around George’s medal. Perhaps she should call on Mrs Dowling and ask her how to make tea. The wife of my friend, the Deputy Lord Lieutenant, will call on you soon, Lieutenant Sowerby said. She wants to both laugh and cry at the thought of the wife of the Deputy Lord Lieutenant of Cornwall knocking on the door of her cottage. She wouldn’t know what to serve the woman. Not tea, that’s for certain. She lives in a different world now.

The hours ahead seem as long as those she used to spend waiting for a letter from George. She glances at her travel case on the floor in the nook by the door of the sitting room. It looks as if it’s yawning. Inside its mouth are cottons and linens, and the silk chemise she bought for when George would come home. At the time, she pictured the scene over and over, how she’d come into the room wearing only the chemise, the look on his face; how it would be when they weren’t nervous because it was the first time or because he had to go back to sea the next day. She doesn’t know why she has brought the chemise. It doesn’t belong in a place like this. She has never worn it and now she never shall. The familiar sting inside at the thought; the screwing shut of her throat.

She pushes the chemise back into the case and, shutting the lid, replaces the memory with a happier one: the two of them, walking in Hyde Park, arm in arm. How he’d say something funny and laugh at his own joke. She wants to reach out and pull him to her, to smell the mix of cologne and after-dinner brandy on him and the wool of his jacket as she pushes her face in the crook of his neck.

Then she’s crying, as if it happened that week, as if she’s only just had the news. She gives into the tears, crossing her arms on the table and putting her face on them, letting the sobs run through her. She loved him, but sometimes she worries she did not love him enough.

After a few minutes, she wipes her face. She needs to get out. She looks out of the door to make sure Lieutenant Sowerby really has gone and goes to inspect the shed. The door to it is latched but unlocked. Light filters through two narrow windows at the back and along the wall runs a single shelf, waist high, with a wooden work chest on it. Closer inspection of the chest reveals a hammer, a handful of nails and a tool with a flat end that she thinks may be a chisel. She imagines the shed still smells of fish, but that’s impossible. The innkeeper’s son told her it’s not in use anymore; it hasn’t been for years.

She turns back to the door and in the light falling in through the opening, she catches a glint on the wall. A padlock, almost the size of the palm of her hand, hangs from a hook in the wood. It’s locked and there isn’t a key. She wonders who put it there. The padlock isn’t rusted.

Upon leaving the shed, the coastal path beckons. The rain has stopped and the sun tries to escape the clouds as she walks. Everything smells new. After a few minutes, the path starts to hug the cliff. In some places it’s so narrow she has to step into the grass on the hillside so as not to get too close to the edge. God knows how the Riding Officers of the Revenue Service negotiate the path on horseback.

She passes a small cove filled with splashing foam. Looking down at it from the top of the cliff, it’s as if an invisible rope runs from the water to a point inside her chest and every wave breaking on the rocks pulls on it. The sea has always drawn her, but never like this, with such restiveness. She wants nothing more than to get in, to feel the water rush around her, but the thought of Lieutenant Sowerby and his men patrolling on the path holds her back.

She’s about to go home when she catches sight of a ship, a mile or two out from shore. It’s a cutter, she thinks, shielding her eyes from the sun, or perhaps a sloop. George would’ve been able to tell her. The wood of the hull has been painted black and the sun hitting the sails turns them almost too bright to look at. The ship is sailing away, out to where the ocean is so deep no one knows the end of it.

She thinks of her father, who spent so many years at sea. Did he feel it too, this tugging and longing? Did George? She wishes she could’ve spoken with George about it, how the sight of the sea moves her. She almost told him once, but the moment flitted away before she found the words. And what would he have thought? In the nine years since he became a midshipman, he grew to love the sea, but unlike her, he didn’t feel the need to be near it in order to breathe freely. Which was ironic, because he spent most of his short life at sea and in the end it took him.

Since his death, the desire to go where he went, to see what he saw, has only grown stronger. George rests at sea; she hasn’t got a grave to visit. She has only the ocean. She’d never envy George, but it’s deeply unfair she’ll never be able to go sailing like him. The deck of a ship is as closed to her as the doors of Parliament.

She watches the ship until it’s a white dot hovering on the horizon. The walk home to the cottage seems longer, somehow.



The next two days pass as slow and empty as the first. To fill the hours, she walks the coastal path, learning where it leads, where she can climb down the rocks and stick her feet in the water. On the morning of her fourth day in Helford, a Friday, her breakfast consists of a rock-hard piece of bread. After some debate, she calls on a gratified Mrs Dowling and in the course of the next few days, she learns how to make tea, bread, stew, how to clean and prepare fish. Everything she does takes four times as long as it should. Peeling her first potato, she ends up with half of it stuck to the peel. The second one is the same, as is the third. Gulping down a cry of frustration, she attacks the fourth, which comes out better but takes even longer. No matter. She’ll get faster – so Mrs Dowling says. When she’s an expert, she’ll be able to do the whole thing without breaking the peel.

She carries a small notebook and copies Mrs Dowling’s neatly written recipes in it. Mrs Dowling is as proud of the fact that she can read and write as she is of the handful of cottages she owns in the area, which used to be her late husband’s and which she lets mainly to tradesmen and fishermen.

One afternoon, Mrs Dowling shows her where to go for the day’s catch and how to negotiate the best price. ‘The biggest one is for the Bucca,’ she says, indicating the display of fish.

The owner of the boat, a grizzled-looking fisherman, overhears. ‘An offering, for a flat sea and a decent catch,’ he says, nodding. ‘I heard him calling today, Mrs Dowling.’

Mrs Dowling looks up. ‘Do you think there’s a storm coming, Mr Penrose?’

‘Could be.’ He turns to Isabel. ‘When it blows from the south-west, that’s the Sea Bucca calling.’ Lowering his voice, he adds, ‘But then you know all about that, don’t you, Mrs Henley?’ His eyes are dark, nearly black, and he gives her a look that seems to imply some shared secret.

A chill tiptoes up her spine. She isn’t sure what unnerves her more: Mrs Dowling and the fisherman speaking matter-of-factly, the way one might discuss the weather, or Mr Penrose’s words, you know all about that. But underneath the apprehension lies an odd, insistent sense of recognition. Could she have heard about the Bucca when she was here as a child? She glances at the river and the feeling grows stronger, mixing with the lure of the water and reducing Mr Penrose’s conversation with Mrs Dowling to a murmur.

By the time their words grow into separate entities again, Mrs Dowling is talking about a storm in which one of her cottages lost its roof. Isabel feels bad she initially thought to refuse the woman’s friendship. Without asking for anything in return, Mrs Dowling is teaching her all of the things her mother would have taught her if she’d been born a cottager’s daughter. She wonders if perhaps she was born a cottager’s daughter. She studies the face of every person she meets. Could this woman with the fish basket be her mother? Does that man there share the colour of her eyes? The people in Helford treat her as if she has come home.

The storm doesn’t materialise, though the south-westerly stirs up the water. The sea is a constant presence, beseeching, coaxing, consoling. Whenever her frustrations mount, whenever the night is too long in the empty cottage, she has but to step outside and listen to the waves to feel a sense of calm.

Sometimes she watches the men of the Revenue Service pass by on patrol on the coastal path, the Riding Officers, alone or in pairs, and others on foot. She should be glad they’re patrolling so frequently, but whenever she thinks of it, she can’t help but remember the way Lieutenant Sowerby towered over her, his sweet, liquor-tinged breath in her face; the look in his eyes when he reached for her. She remembers the anger in him as he espoused the virtue of hanging smugglers, the way he wetted his lips as he envisioned the torments he claimed they’d put her through.

When she asks Mrs Dowling about the patrols, the landlady tells her smuggling has become so widespread, the revenue men are growing more and more ruthless. Just last month they caught hold of a farmer in Coverack who stored contraband on his farm and they shot him – no investigation, no trial, nothing. Mrs Dowling’s indignation is as hot as the tea she purchases at what she calls ‘a particularly good price’.

On Tuesday, Isabel goes to the market and buys cheese, flour, carrots and a side of ham. Fish, too: mackerel, brought in with the catch. Mr Penrose gives her the same meaningful look as before, but he doesn’t say anything.

Mrs Dowling has told her the market is always busy, but she didn’t expect it to be this crowded. On her way back to the cottage the narrow road heaves with men, women and children, all moving in the direction of nearby Manaccan. An excited chatter rises from them like heat from a freshly baked loaf. Curious, she turns away from the coastal path and follows the throng.

As they approach the crossroads, the voices fall silent. Some people point, but Isabel can only see an ocean of hats, bonnets, caps and scarves. Somewhere to the left, a blackbird chafes at the quiet in a long, drawn-out trill. It’s cool out this morning, but the road is dappled with sun. She has a soup to make – her first-ever soup. She ought to turn away and go home, but curiosity tethers her. She pushes ahead, slipping between sweat-scented bodies, past the hard-soft shapes of other women. An elbow pokes her side and then she sees it.

At first, she thinks it’s a construction to help lift something, such as you might see in a shipyard. Or perhaps it’s a ship’s mast, taken from its hull and incongruously put down here, by the side of the road to Manaccan. But then her gaze falls on the row of revenue men, armed with pistols and swords, and the prisoner, arms tied behind his back, being led to the low scaffold.

And she sees the man leading the prisoner. One hand gripping the prisoner’s arm, the other the butt of his pistol, is none other than Lieutenant Sowerby. ‘Oh!’ she gasps, nearly dropping her basket.

As if he has heard her, Lieutenant Sowerby looks up. A grin appears on his blushing moon-face; there’s no hint of the anger she saw in him before. If anything, he looks gratified, the way a man might when he’s about to cut the meat of the stag he’s shot.

Lieutenant Sowerby gives her a nod as he shoves the prisoner onto the scaffold, pushing him towards the waiting noose with such force the man stumbles and drops to his knees. Grabbing him by his shirt, Lieutenant Sowerby hauls him back to his feet. ‘Trying to get away, Ferries? I’m afraid it’s a little late for that. The noose awaits – and hell beyond it!’

His voice drips malice above the hum of the crowd. The prisoner’s gaze swerves over the people before he turns to his captor and says something inaudible. Lieutenant Sowerby laughs and, raising his voice, says, ‘I’ll burn for this? You must be confounded, man! That pretty fate is all yours.’

At the sight of the noose, the prisoner’s knees buckle and Lieutenant Sowerby snaps at the nearest of the revenue men, ‘Help me hold him up.’ Then, to the prisoner, ‘Try not to make a spectacle of yourself. Your wife’s watching, I’m sure.’ He utters another short laugh. ‘You wouldn’t want to soil yourself in front of her, would you?’

As if the moment isn’t wretched enough, Lieutenant Sowerby looks over again and finds her in the crowd, giving her a flushed smile. Voices rear up, hard-edged and raw. ‘He deserves a trial, damn you!’ one man shouts and, ‘You monster!’ This from the woman next to Isabel, a slender, ageless figure encased in stiff black cotton with her hair tied under a matching black bonnet. The woman has balled her hands into fists, pressing one to each side of her face. Turning to Isabel, she cries, ‘Poor Agnes! It’s unspeakable!’

To the left of the row of revenue men, a young woman stands supported by two older women. The blue cloth of her dress is stained as if she’s been kneeling in dirt; her hair is loose and uncovered. She looks around with unseeing eyes until she catches sight of the prisoner and a thin, horrible wail escapes her.

Lieutenant Sowerby appears not to hear, or if he does, he gives no sign. Standing beside the prisoner on the scaffold, he calls above the noise: ‘Jed Ferries, you are condemned to death for treason in a time of war! You shall be hanged from the neck until pronounced dead.’

‘All he did was smuggle some tea!’ A boy this time, maybe fourteen years old. Voices around him chime in and Lieutenant Sowerby searches the crowd, but not for the boy who called out, she thinks; for her. She flinches back into the throng. The smell of sweat and dirt mixes with that of the mackerel she bought at the market and she nearly gags.

She begins to make her way back to Helford, wiping her hand on her gown over and over. He was in her cottage. He kissed her hand, right there by the knuckles. Behind her, the crowd has quieted again. Glancing back over her shoulder, she sees the onlookers have removed their hats. There isn’t any birdsong now; the air has grown still as stone. Then there’s a crunch and a snapping, clear even from this distance, followed by a woman’s scream so full of despair it could split the marrow in one’s bones.

Back at the cottage, she goes through the motions of cooking the mackerel and carrot into a pasty-looking soup. She opens the door a crack to let out the smells. Gradually, the shakiness inside her drains away. The sound of the river sloshes in through the open door. It doesn’t calm her as much as it normally does, because through it she keeps hearing the crunch and the desperate cry that followed.

At night, the house creaks and moans around her. When she sleeps, she dreams of footsteps. The servants, up at all hours. They are calling in subdued voices. Did something happen? Is somebody ill; is there a fire?

She sits up with a jolt. She’s not dreaming. The footsteps are real. They’re downstairs and there are voices trailing them, climbing over them: male voices, low against the sound of the wind.

Her heart drums in her throat. She’s certain they can hear it. She places her hand on her throat and feels it pulsing against her palm. A scraping noise downstairs – a chair being moved or the door? She looks around the room for something to defend herself with. The fire poker. It’s made of wrought iron with a pommel at the end. The iron is cold in her hand, the poker reassuringly heavy. The air swishes when she gives it a swing.

She stands behind the bedroom door, clutching the poker. Footsteps start to come up the stairs and stop. ‘It’s narrow, but I think we can haul him up,’ a voice says and there’s a groan from somewhere down below.

‘There’s a bed. It’ll be worth your while, Captain.’ The first voice again and then the speaker’s feet resume their climbing.

Other feet follow. They’re moving more slowly than she expected. There’s another groan, loud enough to be heard above the wind. A man in pain, she thinks. A man who is being carried up the stairs. A glow appears in the doorway.

Then the doorway fills – there are five of them, but in the light of the lantern, she sees only him. Sweat pastes a shock of black hair to his forehead and even in the faint light, she sees his face is so pale it has an almost grey hue, laid over the evidence of suntan like a veil. He’s clean-shaven and his shirt is unlaced and partly torn, revealing a bleeding wound somewhere in the middle of his torso. The white shirt has turned mostly red. The man’s eyes are closed and for a moment she believes him dead, but then he opens them and fixes them on her. And, extraordinarily, he smiles. Quietly, he says, ‘Look what the wind has blown in.’

Three men carry him; a fourth follows behind with a wad of bloodied cloth and a lantern, a tin and glass one he holds up high. They turn to her and the one at the back reaches for something at his waist, fumbling with the cloth as he does it – a pistol, she realises, and she lifts the poker, but the wounded man says, ‘Oppy!’ sharply, the muscles in his face pulling taut, and when the man called Oppy looks at him, the wounded one shakes his head, before closing his eyes as they lower him onto the bed.

When he opens them again, she’s still standing there, transfixed, the poker halfway to her shoulder. One of the other men, a bearded, bull-necked fellow with black teeth, says, ‘You can lower the poker, miss. We’re no threat to you, if you aren’t one to us.’
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