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ONE

DUTCHMAN’S CUT
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They stood with their toes curled over the edge of the bridge and looked briefly into the distance. Beneath them the waters of Dutchman’s Cut sliced the landscape in a dead straight line from horizon to horizon and there was no one within miles to see them. There were no words. One of the boys raised his eyebrows, the other dipped his head and they dived together.

Kit Mallion felt the cut of the water as he left the last of the summer overhead and swam down until  the long fronds of water weed caressed his belly and sides. Somewhere, already lost in the peat-brown water, Joe French was forcing his way through the same cool forest. He was the better swimmer and likely to stay under longer but, this time, Kit was going to surprise him.

Above them the ripples of their plunge had fled to the grassy banks and died. Kit kicked and went deeper until his fingers dug into the silt at the bottom and he clung to the roots of the weed to fight the buoyancy that was pushing him upwards.

Lungs don’t burst. He was aware of that. They try to implode, sucking in cool water, and already he was fighting off that first deadly gulp. Both hands were deep in the silt and he lay in the water counting the seconds as his body slowly rotated until he hung head-down, anchored to the bottom of the channel. By now Joe must have swum up for air.

Time to go. He slipped one hand free and tugged with the other, but he had twisted a root around his wrist and it did not budge. He twisted again, narrowing his fingers, but the root bit deeper and held. He was tethered to the silt. Panic made him bend his knees as if to run but his toes pressed on nothing firmer than water and he was writhing in the grip of a nightmare going nowhere . . . nowhere  . . . until, in the final fatal agony, he felt the root loosening its own grip in the mud and he rose to thrash on the surface, open his mouth and claim back his life.

Joe’s voice, laughing. ‘Where do you think you’ve been all this time?’

‘Drowning.’ He was coughing, keeping his chin clear of the water. ‘But I won.’ The weed was still around his wrist, a clump of black roots that clung to him until he fought his way to the bank and flung the mass on to the grass.

Joe, plump as a seal, his hair streaked over his eyes, gazed at him from the water and asked, ‘What’ve you got there?’

‘Mud.’

‘There’s a lump of metal in it.’

‘Bit of an old bike.’ Kit hardly looked at it. Something had cut his finger, but to shed the clutch of the roots was all that mattered.

Joe swam to the bank. He was interested. ‘It still shines a bit,’ he said, and then his imagination took over. ‘It could be a blade.’ He touched it. ‘I reckon it  is a blade. I know what it is . . . it’s a sword!’

‘Far too short.’ Kit knew that even if he had dragged up a scrap of rotting wood Joe would believe it to be the plank of a causeway made by the ancient fenmen  who had once lived their secret lives here, among the marshy reed beds that had once covered the whole flat landscape. So a bit of old metal had to be a weapon. ‘And,’ Kit said aloud, ‘it’s bent at one end and far too blunt.’ From the clump of weed he picked out a fragment of what seemed to be oyster shell. One side of it shone like mother-of-pearl and it had a sharp edge. ‘That’s what cut me.’

‘No,’ Joe persisted. ‘That blade could still be a dagger.’

‘It’s a bit of an old kitchen cabinet.’ Kit tossed it higher up the bank.

The sun was high but autumn was in the air and they shivered as they rubbed their arms and legs to dry off. They had no towels or swimming trunks, but this far out in the fens there was no one to see them, and the endless smooth water of Dutchman’s Cut had been a temptation they could not resist.

Joe soon stopped shivering, but he saw that Kit’s limbs were still jerking with cold. ‘You shouldn’t be so skinny,’ he said, ‘but I’m fairly glad you didn’t drown.’

‘Thanks. If I don’t come up next time you can have my bike.’

They had reached this spot only by hard pedalling along earth tracks between the fields, and Cottle’s Bridge had been a good place to rest. It was not a  picturesque bridge; it was no more than a single flat span used by farm tractors, and there had been no one working on the land when they had stripped and plunged. Kit glanced at their bikes lying in the grass. Other bikes had been found like that after their owners had gone missing only to be found when Dutchman’s Cut had been dredged. He had been close to following those missing owners through the same dark doorway. He shivered and turned away and it was only then, from the corner of his eye, that he saw they were not alone. A figure was standing on Cottle’s Bridge, looking at them.

Kit’s jeans clung to his wet skin as he tried to haul them up and anger overcame his shock. He turned to Joe and spoke under his breath. ‘Tell him to go away.’

‘Tell him yourself.’ Joe’s shirt was stuck to his chest.

But neither spoke. They were almost dressed, their bikes were near at hand and in a few moments they could be speeding away along the track at the top of the bank. Kit, suddenly confident, shouted up at the man, ‘What’s wrong with you? We haven’t done anything we shouldn’t. Go away!’

That encouraged Joe. ‘Yes,’ he shouted, ‘push off!’

They could see there was no danger. The man was not large, his shoulders were hunched, and he looked old. But he did not budge, and when he spoke his  voice was no more than a murmur. ‘What you got there?’ he said and pointed to the clump of weed on the bank.

‘Nothing to do with you,’ Joe retorted.

‘Bring it to me.’

‘No!’ Joe was not obeying orders, and he turned to Kit. ‘Chuck it back in the cut and we’ll get away.’ They were dressed and ready.

But Kit suddenly did not want to throw away something he had struggled to bring to the bank. ‘He’s harmless, ’ he muttered. ‘He might as well see it.’ He pulled the rusty metal free of the weed and, with Joe grumbling behind him, he pushed his bike up the slope.

They had nothing to fear. The man was very little taller than themselves, and although he was much broader they saw that some of his width was due to the tattered clothes he wore. His size was bulked out by rags over rags, every ancient garment worn to little more than a mesh of holes but never discarded, never washed, merely laid mesh over mesh until he was a warm, mouldering heap of brown and grey. On top was a round head under a sad, greasy cap in the shadow of which two liquid eyes looked out.

‘I seen a lot o’ things throwed in that water,’ he muttered, ‘and some of ’em have been good stuff . . . valuable things . . . worth a bit.’

Joe, keeping a straight face, asked, ‘Is that where you found your cap, Mr Cottle?’

‘No.’ The ragged man ignored the name Joe had given him and answered seriously. ‘I bought it off of a stall on the market - same place as you got your bike, by the look of it.’

‘I never . . .’ Then Joe remembered that his machine came second-hand from an alleyway behind the market place. But that was in town, seven miles away, where he lived. He had never seen this ambling heap anywhere, and he could hardly have missed the ragged man from Cottle’s Bridge.

Kit grinned. The old man was obviously not so stupid as to think a scrap of old iron was valuable, but perhaps he had glimpsed the rainbow colours of the oyster shell. It was roughly circular and Kit held it out for him to see. The man, however, shook his head.

‘I couldn’t hold it, young ’un - me hands is too cloudy-cold.’

‘What do you mean . . . cloudy-cold?’ Kit turned slightly to look at Joe, but Joe was expressionless.

‘Me hands is too cloudy-cold - they won’t hold nothin’.’

‘Not even this magnificent sword blade?’ Kit, to get a smile from Joe, held out the scrap iron as if he was a knight handing it to his king but, midway through the  flourish, he paused because Joe did not seem to be watching. The joke had fallen flat. Joe’s face was expressionless, and the old man was annoyed. ‘You want to put that away,’ he grunted. ‘That ain’t no sword.’

Joe came to life. ‘What is it, then?’

‘That’s a pattern, that’s what that is.’

‘Pattern of what?’

‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

‘Why not now?’

 

The ragged man ignored Joe’s question and was gazing down into the water. ‘You wouldn’t want to be in that deep old cut now,’ he said, ‘not with that thing down there.’

The water was as blank as a window in an empty house but as they watched they saw something move in the emptiness. A pale shape came up from the depths, elongated itself as it neared the surface, slid by without a ripple, and vanished.

‘What’s that!’ Joe could hardly breathe.

‘People reckon there’s a big old jack pike down there - and you only see him when he turns his belly up like he’s doing now.’

Down there, where they had been swimming with the fingers of water weed stroking their skin, something was again sliding by. Bigger than a pike. As long  as a man . . . longer, and as it again came near the bank its flank of silver-grey broke the surface and pushed against the grass at the water’s edge.

It sank, and Kit forced himself to raise his eyes to the ragged man. But, unnoticed, the man had already shuffled to the far end of the bridge and was moving further away.

It was Joe’s laugh that made Kit turn towards him.

‘Not even a fish!’ Joe raised his eyes from where the shape was again dissolving into the water and pointed at the sky. A few high clouds were swimming across the blue and it was their pale reflections that were trapped in the water and no silvery bulk was about to haul itself out of Dutchman’s Cut.

Kit had little to say on the ride back to town. The ragged man was simply Old Cottle now and they laughed about him, but the pause in the air and then the shape in the water had affected Kit more than anything seemed to have worried Joe, and now the damp hair on his neck made him shudder.

‘You’re cold,’ said Joe. ‘Come and have some tea with us.’ He lived in town, but when they got there Kit did not feel sociable enough and he still had to go to his village, so instead they took a stroll around the market place. The square cupped enough autumn sunshine to warm their bones and they were idly  looking into a shop window that held no interest for them when a girl came hurriedly out of the doorway
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