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About the Book

Hetty Feather has seen her fair share of adventure, excitement – and tragedy. Following the death of her beloved mama, Hetty is alone in the world once more. She sets off on her greatest challenge yet – the search for her father. 

But Hetty fears she’ll never truly belong anywhere. Even when she is reunited with her childhood sweetheart, Jem, Hetty still longs for adventure – especially when an enchanting figure from her past makes an unexpected reappearance. Could a more exciting future lie ahead for Hetty? Could she cast aside the foundling name she has always hated, and become the brave, bold, bright EMERALD STAR?
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1

‘WHAT ARE YOU doing here, child? This is no place for a little lass like you. Come on, tell me your name.’

I drew myself up as tall as I could, standing on tiptoe in my clumpy boots.

‘I’m not a child,’ I said haughtily, though I knew I was so small and slight I did not look anywhere near fourteen. ‘My name is . . .’ But then I hesitated foolishly.

My name is Hetty Feather, but I had never felt it was my real name. It was a comical name chosen at random when Mama handed me to the matron at the Foundling Hospital when I was only a few days old. I had been christened Hetty Feather in the hospital chapel and people had been calling me that name in irritation and anger ever since. I was not a placid child and found it hard to stick to the rigid rules and regulations of the hospital. My hot temper and wild spirit made me stand out from all the other foundlings as clearly as my bright red hair.

I was plain, the smallest and slightest in my year, and cursed with my carrot hair – but I did have bright blue eyes, my one good feature. I fancied my mama might have called me Sapphire if she’d been able to keep me. When at last I found her, I discovered she really had wondered about naming me her little Sapphire.

I tried to call myself Sapphire Battersea when I left the hospital to go into service, proudly adopting Mama’s distinctive surname. But they laughed at me in my new position and said Sapphire wasn’t a servant’s name. I did not want to be a servant. When I was dismissed in disgrace, I ran away to Mama, only to discover the dreadful truth – that she was dying of consumption. I had to earn my living all that sad summer by the sea, when I visited her daily. I could not find any respectable work at all so I chose a disreputable job instead. I fashioned my beautiful green velvet Sunday best dress into a mermaid costume and joined Mr Clarendon’s Seaside Curiosities as a star attraction. I was Emerald the Amazing Pocket-Sized Mermaid. My new dear friend, Freda the Female Giant, called me Emerald every day.

‘Are you deaf or simple? What is your name?’ the innkeeper repeated.

I did not want to call myself Hetty Feather. I did not care for the name – and the governors at the Foundling Hospital might well be trying to track me down. I longed to say that my name was Sapphire Battersea, but I had to be wary in this new strange village. This was where my dear mother had been brought up. Folk might recognize the name and run to tell my father. I wanted to seek him out myself and break my news gently.

The innkeeper tossed his head and turned to walk away.

‘I am Emerald,’ I blurted out.

The old men leaning on the sticky bar sniggered into their foaming pints.

‘Emerald?’ the innkeeper repeated. ‘What sort of a name is that?’

‘A fine distinctive name,’ I said.

‘What about a surname then?’

‘I am Emerald . . . Star,’ I announced, giving birth to my new self right that moment.

‘Emerald Star!’ said the innkeeper.

This time the old men laughed openly.

‘She’s cracked in the head!’ he said to them, and they guffawed and drank and spat contemptuously in the sawdust at their feet.

‘I’ll thank you not to mock,’ I said. ‘Emerald Star is my stage name. I am very well known in the south. In fact people pay to come and see me.’

‘What do you do then, Emerald Star?’ the innkeeper asked, an unpleasant tone to his voice.

‘I perform upon the stage,’ I said.

I wasn’t exactly lying. When I exhibited myself as Emerald the Amazing Pocket-Sized Mermaid, it was upon a sturdy plinth, so that people did not have to bend down to see me reclining there, twitching my green velvet tail on a little pile of sand.

The word ‘stage’ made the men’s heads rock. They set down their pints and stared at me as if I were about to perform then and there. Some looked smugly disapproving.

‘So she’s one of they actresses,’ said one, and tutted with his two teeth.

‘Are you a turn at the music hall then, lass?’ asked another with interest. ‘I go regular on a Saturday night over at Brackenly. I’ve seen them all – Simon Spangles, little Dolly Daydream, Georgie and His Talking Doll, the Romulus Brothers, Lily Lark . . . Great acts, all of them. But I’ve never seen you.’

‘I’m not a travelling player. I perform on the London stage,’ I insisted, telling a terrible lie.

‘You don’t look like one of them theatricals, all painted faces and high-pitched voices,’ said the innkeeper.

‘More’s the pity,’ said one of the old men. ‘What sort of a costume’s that?’ He pointed to my drab grey dress. ‘You’re nothing but a little maid, spinning us all fairy stories. I don’t believe a word of it.’

‘Believe what you want. I don’t care at all. My business is not with you.’ I turned to the innkeeper. ‘My business is with you, sir.’

‘She wants her pint of porter!’ said the old man, chuckling.

‘I simply want a bite to eat and a room for the night,’ I said. ‘I have adequate funds.’ I patted my full pocket. ‘And you advertise both on the sign outside.’

It was the only sign I’d seen. I’d tramped the length and breadth of this bleak little Yorkshire village searching for rooms. It was a seaside of sorts, but it did not seem to have hotels and hostelries. Beautiful Bignor on the south coast had these aplenty, and every second house had lodgings. It had bathing machines along the beach, and pierrots and hokey-pokey men and all manner of amusements. This bleak village of Monksby had a small harbour and a stinking fish market and a few streets of mean dwellings. Now it was past ten o’clock, the only place with any light and life was this Fisherman’s Inn.

I was desperately tired. I had been travelling all day, cooped up in the third-class railway carriage, my heart beating wildly at the thought of finding my father. I was not sure quite how I would manage this. I did not even know his last name. Mama had simply called him Bobbie. I had not liked to ask her all the hundreds of questions humming in my head because she found it so painful talking about her past.

‘Give the child a room, Tobias, and stop persecuting the poor little thing,’ said the woman behind the bar. She was big and tough, with a great crooked nose like a picture of a witch in a storybook. She looked very frightening – but she was nodding at me kindly. ‘Look at her – she’s swaying on her feet with tiredness, and all you men can do is turn her into a little guy. You come with me, dear.’

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ I said meekly.

‘Who are you to issue invitations, Lizzie? Do you own this inn?’ said Tobias.

‘No, but I own a human heart, and this girl needs food and drink and a bed for the night,’ she said, and beckoned me behind the bar.

I ducked under the wooden top and Lizzie led me through a door into a gloomy kitchen at the back.

‘You’re shivering, child. I’d light a fire but old Tobias won’t admit summer’s over now. Here, put this on.’ She took her own grey woollen shawl and wrapped it tight around my shoulders. I had proudly held my own when Tobias and the old men were baiting me, but Lizzie’s simple little act of kindness made the tears start trickling down my face.

‘There now,’ she said, giving me a pat. She sat me at the table and bustled around the kitchen. She took a saucepan from the sink and tried to scrape it out. ‘He had a fish stew for his supper but he’s cleared the pot. I’ll have to scratch around for something cold for you.’

She found a loaf in a crock and cut me two thick slices of bread and a generous chunk of cheese. They were both a little stale but I ate them gratefully enough. Instead of a cup of tea she fetched me a pint of ale from the bar.

‘There now, this will warm you up,’ she said.

I did not care for the taste at all, but I drank a few sips obediently. When Lizzie saw I was leaving most of it, she downed it herself, and wiped the froth off her lips appreciatively.

‘Now, I’ll show you the privy. I’m afraid it’s not very nice – you know what men are like, and you sound like a London lass, used to fancy ways,’ she said, lighting a candle and leading me by the hand.

The privy was unspeakably disgusting. Perhaps it was as well I couldn’t see it properly in the dark. Still, I had no choice but to use it and then wash my hands thoroughly at the outside pump. Lizzie led me back inside and up the stairs. I was shivering now, and so tired I could barely carry my small suitcase.

‘Let me give you a hand with that,’ said Lizzie, taking it from me. ‘Is this all your worldly belongings? You haven’t run away, have you?’

‘Not exactly. I – I am running to someone,’ I said.

‘Not a sweetheart, I hope?’ said Lizzie. ‘Never trust a man – a shilling’s your best friend.’

‘No, he’s family, not a sweetheart,’ I whispered.

‘That’s better. Though how come you’re looking for family round here? You don’t come from these parts, do you?’

‘I think my mother did,’ I said. I looked hard at Lizzie, trying to gauge her age. The lines on her face were set hard and deep and she looked many years older than my dear little mama – though in the last few desperate months of her life she had aged visibly too.

‘She was called Ida,’ I said, clutching hold of Lizzie, suddenly desperate, and deciding I could trust her. ‘Ida Battersea.’

I willed Lizzie’s face to soften, to say, Oh my goodness, Ida Battersea! She was my dear friend.

But she shook her head. ‘Can’t say I’ve ever heard of her, dear. Anyway, let’s find you a room. Tobias has three or four guest rooms up here, though they’re seldom in use. We’ll find you the best one, eh?’

The rooms all looked the same to me – bare and basic, with a stripped narrow bed and striped ticking mattress, a washstand and a cupboard, and a rag rug on the cold lino. There were stern moral pictures on all the walls. Lizzie held the candle up to a representation of a woman in the gutter guzzling from a bottle and clutching a crying baby, while an uncouth man carrying a pint pot beat his poor dog in the background. It was clearly preaching against the demon drink – a strange choice for rooms in a public house.

‘It’s not exactly cosy up here, is it?’ said Lizzie. ‘Still, I promise you it’s clean. I have a sweep and scrub every week or so, for Matty’s sake. She was Tobias’s wife and my dear friend – and now I try to keep the place decent for her. I trot up to the churchyard every Sunday, and when all the folk have gone away, their ears still ringing with the sermon, I go and sit by Matty and we have a little chat just like we did when she was alive.’ She shot me a look, as if daring me to laugh. ‘I know it sounds daft like.’

‘It doesn’t sound daft at all, it sounds lovely,’ I said. ‘I talk to Mama in my head and she talks back to me. Well, perhaps it’s only my fancy, but it seems as if she does. She told me to come here, Lizzie.’

‘Well, that’s extraordinary, because this is a harsh, hard village without much comfort even for those born and bred here. Still, maybe she has her reasons. Now, I’ll get you clean linen from the press and settle you down for the night.’

We made up the bed together, Lizzie nodding with approval when she saw me tucking the sheets in with precision. Years of hospital training had stood me in good stead in some ways.

‘I’ll come in early tomorrow and make sure you get a proper breakfast,’ said Lizzie. ‘Goodnight . . . Emerald?’ She gave a little snort. ‘Though that’s never your real name!’

‘It is now,’ I said.

Lizzie left me with the candle. She insisted on leaving her shawl with me too, and I certainly needed it. It was only early autumn but the north wind straight off the sea rattled the windows and I had only the thinnest of blankets. I wound the shawl tightly around me and laid out all my precious possessions on the bed: my little books of fairy tales, Mama’s brush and comb and violet vase, a fairground dog, and the fat manuscript in which I’d recounted all my adventures so far. I turned the page, and put the date, Friday September 29th 1891, at the top of the page.

My name is Emerald Star, I wrote, in my best hospital-taught copperplate. I am here in Monksby!!! But in spite of the three exclamation marks I could not feel excited. Doubt made my heart thump, my stomach churn, and had me fidgeting from one side to the other in that narrow bed long after I had blown out the candle. Had Mama really said Monksby? Was it perhaps Monksford . . . Monkslawn . . . Monkton?

When we curled up together during those sweet stolen nights at the hospital, we had whispered the stories of our missing years. I had told Mama about the cottage in the country that had been my home till I was five. I had told her about my dear foster brother Jem, though I found it painful talking about him then, because I thought he had forgotten me.

Mama wasn’t so interested in any of my foster siblings but she asked endless questions about my foster mother Peg. I tried to give a truthful picture of that warm, work-worn woman but it was difficult remembering details. I just had an impression of her strong arms cuddling me close or giving me a royal paddling when I had been disobedient or overly fanciful. She frequently said I was more trouble than all her other children put together, but I knew she loved me dearly all the same. Mama could not see it that way when I told her tales of Peg. She sucked in her breath when I said I’d been paddled and became very agitated.

‘How could any woman hit a tiny child, especially one as small and sensitive as you, Hetty,’ she said fiercely, holding me close and rocking me as if the paddling had only just occurred. Poor Peg could do no right in her eyes. She asked what she’d given me to eat and poured scorn on my slices of bread and dripping.

‘What sort of nourishment is there in chunks of bread and pig fat?’ she said. ‘No wonder you were such a little scrap of a girl with no flesh on your bones. And she was getting paid for your keep too! Didn’t she ever give you any meat?’

‘We had rabbit stew,’ I said, licking my lips at the memory, but this didn’t impress Mama either.

‘Didn’t she ever give you a decent plate of roast beef, or a proper chop or cutlet?’

This was unfair, because she knew they were simple country people and couldn’t afford such splendid meals. Mama was totally unreasonable where I was concerned. She felt Peg had been a pretty poor mother to me – and frequently wept because she had lost the chance of mothering me herself for ten long years.

At first I had asked her many questions about her own past, but right from the start I could see she found it troubling to talk about.

She told me my father was called Bobbie and had bright red hair just like me and she’d loved him with all her heart – but he had left her to go to sea. I didn’t know if he had left her because she was going to have his child, or whether he’d never known about me. It seemed cruel to question her because her voice always shook and her blue eyes filled with tears.

‘He was a fine man, your father. All the girls in the village were after him, but he picked me,’ Mama said proudly.

I wasn’t so sure a truly fine man would get a young girl into trouble and then abandon her. Perhaps I wouldn’t like this father at all if I ever found him – but I was sure Mama wanted us to meet.

‘Go and find your father now!’ she’d said to me, her dear voice clear in my head even though she had been dead for weeks.

I had no address – I didn’t even have his last name – but I knew he’d grown up in the same village as Mama. She’d said it was called Monksby – or some such name. I hadn’t quizzed her because her tears spilled again when she talked of it. I knew her mother and father had turned her out when they discovered she was having a baby – they could not stand the shame. I cried too at the thought of poor Mama, destitute and sick, making the long journey to London to leave me at the Foundling Hospital.

I fancied I heard her crying now, curled up beside me in the cold bed.

‘I’m here, Mama,’ I said, reaching out across the bare sheet and clasping thin air. ‘You mustn’t cry. I will be all right. I will find my father and I will love him almost as much as I love you, and we will live happily ever after – as happily as I can ever be without you.’

I squeezed tight, imagining the pressure of Mama’s thin fingers squeezing back, and I fell asleep, our hands still clasped.
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2

I WOKE EARLY and lay tensely in the strange little room, not quite knowing what to do. I listened hard but could hear no bustling in the building. I wondered what time Lizzie started. I did not want to go downstairs without her and face surly Tobias alone.

There did not seem to be any maid attached to this place. No one brought me any fresh hot water, so I washed quickly in the cold suds from last night and pulled on my clothes. My dress was crumpled from the journey, the little white collar stained with smuts from the train. I looked a sorry sight to be meeting my father – if, of course, I could track him down.

I brushed my hair vigorously and tied it up in as neat a topknot as I could manage, pinning it into place. It seemed to have a will of its own and was forever trying to shake itself loose. Already little strands were curling down and gathering about my ears.

You have your father’s hair, Mama whispered to me.

Perhaps it was going to be simple. I just had to take a quick turn about the village, see a red-haired man, and approach him. But then what? How was I to announce myself? Hello, dear Father, I am your long-lost daughter. I am Hetty. No, Sapphire. Emerald? Perhaps I wouldn’t need to say a word. He would just catch a glimpse of me, stop short – and then open his arms. I would go running and he would hug me close, his red head bent to mine, holding me as if he could never bear to let me go.

I pictured it so vividly I had to wipe my eyes, overcome with emotion. Then I stepped out of my room and trod cautiously along the landing. Perhaps Tobias was snoring behind one of those closed doors? I hurried past and down the wooden staircase, carrying my clumpy boots in my hand so as not to waken him.

It was dark and still downstairs, the blinds drawn. I breathed shallowly, disliking the rich smell of beer and the stale reek of smoke. I picked my skirts up as I wandered around. I’d seen some of the old men spitting into the sawdust and was mindful of my hem. I went into the kitchen and found it empty. I peeped into the cupboard but it was bare, like Old Mother Hubbard’s. I’d eaten the last of the bread and cheese. There was a jar of pickles, a tin of treacle, and pepper and salt – they would make a very sour breakfast. Still, at least I could make myself some tea, if I could get the ancient range working.

I went out to the privy – an even worse experience in daylight – and then started battling with the range. It was a complicated brute of a machine, but similar to the one in Mr Buchanan’s kitchen, where I’d worked as a maid. Mrs Briskett the cook had taught me to master it – and with a little huff and puff I managed this one too. As the kettle slowly boiled, out of habit I seized a cloth and wiped down the greasy surfaces, and then took a broom and swept the floor.

I heard footsteps outside, and then Lizzie came in, her cheeks red from the wind, a basket hanging from her arm.

‘My, my, you’re up early!’ She cast an eye around the room. ‘And you might have spun Tobias a tale of being a theatrical, but it seems to me you’ve had a maid’s training, judging by the state of this room. Thank you, dear. Now, let’s get you breakfast – and I’ll share some with you.’

‘It’s very kind of you, but I can’t find anything to eat in the cupboard,’ I said.

‘See what I’ve brought in the basket!’ said Lizzie, delving into it cheerfully. She unwrapped two strange orange fish and set them sizzling in the pan.

‘What are they?’ I asked.

She stared at me in surprise. ‘Great Heavens, girl, haven’t you ever tasted kippers? My family’s smoked herrings for three generations. My, you’re in for a treat. And I’ve a freshly baked loaf, a crock of best butter, a pot of my own raspberry jam, and a jug of full-cream milk.’

‘You’re giving me a breakfast fit for a queen!’ I said.

‘Well, you look as if you need feeding up. Look at you, thin as a pin!’ said Lizzie, picking up my arm and circling my wrist with her large hand. ‘You’re not ill, are you, child?’

‘No, I am naturally thin,’ I said. The frying kippers were starting to smell wonderful. ‘You will see I have an excellent appetite!’

‘You need one. You’re light as a little feather,’ said Lizzie.

I gave a start, but it was clear she’d hit on my name inadvertently. I made the pot of tea, Lizzie buttered the bread, and we ate our kippers.

‘They are delicious!’ I said, taking a huge mouthful to show Lizzie that my appetite was healthy.

‘Careful now! Eat cautiously, or you’ll munch on a mouthful of bones.’ She shook her head at me in fond exasperation. ‘Fancy you never trying a kipper till now. What did you have for Sunday breakfast at home?’

‘Mostly porridge,’ I said, truthfully enough. Then I thought of my fastidious employer Mr Buchanan, and his silver tureens of eggs and sausages and bacon. I could always count on scoffing a full plateful of his leavings. ‘But sometimes a grand fry-up, if it was available.’

‘Your mother never tried you with kippers even though she came from these parts?’

I swallowed. ‘Mama and I could not always be together,’ I said delicately.

‘And what about your pa?’ said Lizzie, wiping up kipper juice with a crust of bread.

I hesitated again. ‘My father was away a lot,’ I said. I took a deep breath. ‘He came from these parts too, but he went away to sea.’

‘Did he?’ said Lizzie. ‘My grandpa was away at sea when he was a lad, on the whaling ships. Most of our menfolk used to be whalers. My grandpa told me the stink was so bad when the ships came back you couldn’t go near the harbour – running in blood and guts and blubber, it was. Sorry, dear.’ She saw I’d stopped eating. ‘I didn’t mean to put you off your breakfast.’

‘Perhaps – perhaps my father was a whaler too?’ I said.

‘No, no, there’s no whaling nowadays, more’s the pity. There’s no steady job for any of the men round here. They fish with the tide and clutter up their houses during the day and drink themselves stupid here at the Fisherman’s and are no real use to man nor beast – especially their womenfolk.’

‘Do you have a husband, Lizzie?’

‘More’s the pity. I married him when I was a little lass not much older than yourself. Well, I was never as little as you, I was always a big strong girl even in my teens – but not strong enough. Before six months were gone he was beating me black and blue – for naught, just because he was in the mood. I should have left him then and there, but I was weak and there was already a baby on the way, so what could I do? If I ran away, folk would think I was having a child out of wedlock and shun me.’

I swallowed. ‘I’m sure it’s not always the woman’s fault if she has a baby out of wedlock,’ I said.

‘I know that, dearie, but there’s the shame of it all the same,’ she said. ‘And what would I have done once the child was born? How could I get work with a babbie at my breast?’

‘Perhaps – perhaps you would have given the baby to a foundling hospital?’ I said, my voice wobbling.

‘I couldn’t have borne being separated from my firstborn,’ said Lizzie, sipping her tea and sighing. ‘I don’t see how any woman could ever give away her own child.’

‘Perhaps you’d have had no choice,’ I said fiercely.

Lizzie looked at me. ‘All these perhapses! Is this what happened to you, little Missy Emerald Star?’

I felt myself flushing as red as my hair. ‘Perhaps it did – but I know my mama loved me with all her heart and soul,’ I said, my eyes filling with tears.

‘Oh dear, don’t start crying now. I didn’t mean to cause offence. Come on, finish up your kipper, don’t let it go cold. Of course your mother loved you. Who am I to judge any different? And I might as well have given my Henry away, and Stewart and Andy, for all the good they do me now. They’re all rough lads, the spit of their father, and they lead me a merry dance. I wash and clean and cook and care for them all, with never a word of thanks, and then I come here to earn an honest penny and I never get thanked for that either. That’s men for you – especially Monksby men.’

I stared at Lizzie, perplexed. I had had little experience of family life. My foster parents had not been the sort of couple for open affection, but they had seemed very cosily settled together. During those long lonely years growing up in the Foundling Hospital I had thought all families living together were equally happy. When my dear friend Polly and I played picturing games, our favourite fantasy was playing Mothers and Fathers. We took turns being the parents and breathed life into the hospital bolsters so that they became our babies. We embellished our games with quaint dialogue: ‘How are you today, dear Mother?’ ‘I am very well, dear Father. Pray come and kiss our pretty baby’ – the very words bringing tears of longing to our eyes.

The turbulent experiences of the past six months had done nothing to alter my expectations of family bliss. Mr and Mrs Greenwood at Bignor had treated each other with great kindness and respect and loved their three children dearly. I felt a little pang remembering, because I had longed to be part of their family too. Most of all I’d wanted to be a family with Mama. Now that she had been so cruelly taken from me I felt my only hope was to try and find my father. I had pictured a strong, loving man welcoming me with outstretched arms and cherishing me for the rest of my life.

But now Lizzie was painting a far bleaker picture. I saw my father turning from me with harsh words, I saw him reeling drunkenly, I saw him striking me . . .

I drooped over my kipper, unable to eat another mouthful. ‘Are all Monksby men really like that?’ I whispered.

As if on cue, Tobias came scuffling into the kitchen in his undervest and trousers, scratching himself and yawning. ‘What’s that smell? Have you been giving this girl kippers, Lizzie?’

‘Yes, I have. The poor little mite would have gone hungry, left to your tender mercies,’ she said. ‘Go and stick your head under the pump, Tobias – you look a dreadful sight. I’ll stick a kipper in the pan for you.’

‘Who are you to order me about, Lizzie Hughes? I’m your gaffer, girl,’ said Tobias, giving her a little push as he shuffled past.

‘You’re free to give me notice any time you want. You know you’ll never get another woman to come and work for a surly, smelly old tyke like you,’ said Lizzie with spirit.

Tobias swore at her but their dispute seemed reasonably amicable all the same. When he came back, marginally more kempt, Lizzie served him his kipper and he ate it with relish.

‘You’d better start coming in this early every day, Lizzie. I’m always partial to a cooked breakfast,’ he said, smacking his lips. Then he turned to me. ‘Right, lass. Are you staying on here or going on your way?’

‘I – I’m not sure,’ I said.

‘Well, make up your mind – no shilly-shallying,’ said Tobias.

‘Could I settle up now but maybe leave my suitcase here for the day? And then stay another night if – if I can’t finish my business today?’ I asked.

‘Very well. So that’s half a crown, little miss,’ said Tobias, holding out his hand.

‘It says one shilling and sixpence on your board outside,’ I said indignantly. ‘I can’t pay that much!’

‘You showed me a whole purseful of money last night. I’m the landlord and I can charge what I like, whatever it says on that board. Half a crown, if you please!’ said Tobias.

‘You can’t charge the poor girl half a crown! How can you possibly justify that?’ exclaimed Lizzie.

‘Simple! It’s one and six for her bed, sixpence for a very fine breakfast, and another tanner for the storage of her goods,’ said Tobias.

‘I provided her breakfast – and I’ll look after her suitcase,’ said Lizzie. She reached for my purse and counted out a shilling and six pennies. ‘There, you’re all paid up now,’ she said, slamming the coins down in front of Tobias.

He swore again but seemed to accept the deal.

Lizzie followed me upstairs. ‘Don’t let that mean old skinflint upset you, dear,’ she said. ‘So what are you going to do today? Are you seriously looking for kinfolk? What was your mama’s name again?’

‘Ida Battersea.’

‘There’s no Battersea that I know of in these parts,’ said Lizzie. ‘But I suppose you could try over in Sandfleet or Rushmore – I don’t know all the folk there. But you’ll be tramping miles if you go there. Are you sure you’re up to it?’

I stamped my feet. ‘I have stout boots,’ I said.

‘And you’re clearly not used to our fresh winds,’ said Lizzie. ‘You’d better keep my shawl for the day.’

‘I couldn’t possibly!’

‘Go on, tie it tight about you. You need something to keep you warm. I’ll get it back from you when you collect your case,’ said Lizzie.

‘Why are you being so very kind to me?’ I asked, near tears.

‘It’s nothing, dearie. I’d happily swap a little lass like you for my great big lummoxing lads.’

I held that thought in my head when I set out to wander the village once more. Perhaps my father still ached for his long-lost daughter.

I had hoped there might be more to the village than I’d seen last night. I’d arrived after dark, exhausted after the long express train ride up north, and then the little local train that steamed up and down hills and set all its passengers shoogling in their seats. But no, even in daylight I could only find three or four uneven little cobbled lanes winding up and down the cliffside, with houses stuck on in clumps here and there, like barnacles.

I looked in vain for a post office where I might enquire. There were very few shops – a butcher’s, a bakehouse, and a general provisions store. This latter was open, so I peeped inside timidly. A gaunt old woman in a bonnet sat knitting behind the counter. She gave a little start when she saw me, and her shaky hands dropped a few stitches.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you, ma’am,’ I said. Surely she expected customers to walk into her shop?

She sighed irritably, peering at her knitting. ‘You’re a stranger in these parts,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Are you visiting?’

‘Well . . . possibly. My mama lived here when she was a girl. Ida Battersea – did you know her?’

‘There’s no Battersea here,’ she said, picking up stitches.

I decided to be bolder. ‘And – and I’m looking for a gentleman. His name is Bobbie,’ I said nervously.

‘Bobbie what?’

‘Well, I’m not sure. His Christian name was Robert. Are there any Roberts in this village? He may have gone away across the sea.’

‘I know many a Robert. There’s Bobbie Brown and Robbie Wright and old Robert Pegley and young Bob Pemberton and Bobbie Waters and Bobbie Donkeyman. Which one are you chasing?’ she asked.

I hesitated helplessly. ‘I’m not quite sure,’ I said.

‘Here’s a girl wants a man by the name of Robert, and when I give her a choice of six she’s still not satisfied,’ said the old woman, her head bent over her needles. There was no one else in the shop so presumably she was addressing her knitting.

‘Thank you for your help. I presume they all live locally? I – I shall do my best to seek them out,’ I said.

‘Well, off with you then, unless you’d care to make a purchase,’ she said.

Lizzie’s kipper was warm in my stomach but it had left an insistently fishy taste in my mouth. If one of these Roberts was my father and he swept me up in his arms in a paternal passion, I didn’t want to breathe fish in his face.

‘Might I have a quarter of peppermint balls?’ I asked, fumbling in my purse.

The old crone took for ever setting down her knitting, getting to her feet, shuffling over to the shelf of sweetie jars, prising off the lid, shaking peppermints onto the scales ounce by ounce, tipping them into a little paper bag, and spinning it up and over so the corners were fastened. She was breathing heavily by the time she held her hand out for money. I gave her a penny and she put it into a cash drawer and then sat back down, exhausted.

She knuckled her rheumy old eyes and peered at me intently. ‘Stand over by the door,’ she said. ‘I want to take a look at you in the daylight.’

I moved over to the door. She leaned forward on her counter, her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re a London lassie – but that shawl’s knitted to a local pattern,’ she said.

‘Oh! Yes, it’s Lizzie’s, from the Fisherman’s Inn,’ I said.

‘You stole it, you brazen hussy?’

‘No, she lent it to me,’ I said indignantly. ‘She’s been very kind to me – unlike some people. Don’t you call me a brazen hussy, you silly old woman.’

‘Oh, you’ve a sharp tongue in your head and a fiery nature, judging by your hair.’ The old woman sucked her few remaining teeth. ‘Tainted colour. Mmm! I reckon it’s Bobbie Waters you’re after, missy.’

I ran up to her. ‘Do you really think so? Do I – do I look like him at all?’ I asked eagerly, throwing caution to the wind.

‘I’m just a silly old woman, so how would I know?’ she said triumphantly, and bent her head over her knitting.

‘Where would I find him?’ I asked. ‘Which house does he live in?’

She shrugged, stitching away.

‘Oh please tell me – please,’ I begged. ‘I have to see him as soon as possible!’

She looked up at me, her eyes narrowed. ‘If you really want to see him . . .’

‘Yes? Yes?’

‘Then go through the village, as far east as you can go—’

‘East. Yes. And then?’

‘And then gaze ahead and you’ll be looking straight at him,’ she said, and started cackling with laughter.

I plied her with further questions, but she rocked back and forth, still laughing, refusing to say another word. Then a couple of raggedy barefoot boys came scampering into her shop for two ounces of sherbet and I shut my mouth abruptly. I hadn’t realized I’d be found out so quickly, and by a half-witted old woman too. I didn’t want anyone else to work out whose red-haired child I might be before I had a chance to meet my father and tell him myself.

When I was outside the shop I unwound Lizzie’s shawl from my chest and tied it tightly around my head instead, endeavouring to tuck in every wisp of hair. To my surprise and relief the women I saw in the narrow streets were mostly wearing their shawls tied about their heads in a similar fashion.

I was not sure whether I was walking eastwards or not, so I stopped one of the women and asked if she could kindly tell me which was east and which was west. She stared at me and then cupped her ear. I repeated my question.

‘Aye, that’s what I thought you said, lassie. And if I’d asked such a daft question not once but twice, I’d blush with shame. Are you simple, girl?’

‘No, ma’am – and you’re not the slightest bit civil. I’m a stranger in these parts. How do I know which way’s east?’ I said crossly.

‘Well, follow that sharp little nose of yours. You’ll soon find out,’ she said, and hobbled on her way in her broken boots.

So I followed my nose. The street petered out. I saw the harbour wall, and a muddy beach with a few old boats in various states of decay mouldering on the sand. There were rocks where girls clambered with baskets, and a vast expanse of grey sea. I stepped onto the sand and gazed out to the faraway horizon.
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