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to Tom and Caroline Stevensand their river



The town of Blythney and all its inhabitants are purely fictitious. To create them meant taking certain liberties with the geography of coastal Suffolk, for which the author apologises.


Chapter One

The man on the quay was old, but his hands were strong and sure. As the child watched, hidden by a clump of reeds, he stooped to pick up something from the heap at his feet. He ran a glinting knife through damp fur, and with one deft movement turned the creature’s coat inside out. It was like some gruesome conjuring trick: where a moment before he had held a dead but unmistakable rabbit, now he had a piece of butcher’s meat in one hand and a limp tangle of fur in the other.

The old man tossed the fur into the river, and the current bore it swiftly away downstream. The skinned carcass he laid in a green plastic box before reaching unhurriedly for the next.

He had done three rabbits and was reaching down for the last one when the child erupted from cover and confronted him.

‘That,’ she said indignantly, ‘is gross.’

He had thought he was alone. The small stone quay stood aloof from the main river buildings, modest and unfrequented. Two hundred yards downstream the larger quay, on its modern concrete pillars, jutted importantly out over the fast-flowing bend in the stream. Even on a quiet evening of early summer the big river pier had a relentlessly busy look, fringed with muddy dinghies and set among the jumbled buildings of boat yard and sailing club and the long slipways below the car park. An air of hurry and consequence always hung around Grenden Quay: masts tapped and clinked, flags fluttered, and the webbing slings on the boat hoists swung in the impatient breeze.

But the small quay, upstream, was just itself: a stubby stone rectangle punctuating the long curve of green marsh and brown water. It had no buildings or slipways, nor any car park; the most intrepid of the Blythney off-roaders would not have attempted the narrow, muddy and treacherous track along which the child had walked, a small dark figure against the sunset. Coker’s Quay was a place to walk to in solitude for contemplation of the river’s flow, or to arrive at silently by boat, and trudge across the open marshes to the town.

Local lore said that it was the first of all the landing places, and had been there since before history bothered with this bleak corner of East Anglia. The puzzle of it was that its stones were not local – indeed in this land of mud and reed and shingle there was no such thing as local stone – yet nobody knew for certain where they had been brought from, or when. When the repairs were done in the 1960s by the local history group, granite was brought from Cornwall which oddly matched the damaged fabric of the ancient quay; oddly, because why would Cornish stone have come here to the easternmost edge of England, so long ago? One winter-evening lecturer had told a sleepy half-full Blythney hall that it must have been the ballast of some long-sunk ship, of a Viking ship perhaps, or a particularly adventurous Saxon trader. But then, why had no ancient timbers ever been found here, as they had on the River Deben further down the coast? And why was Coker’s Quay so far upstream? Logic would dictate a landing place at Grenden, where the river flowed fast on the inward bend, and the land was hard enough for a waggon to come right to the waterside. Who had wanted a second quay, so awkwardly placed amid mud and wet marshes? Smugglers? Hermits? Outcasts?

Idle as autumn smoke, tales and theories had long swirled around Coker’s Quay; the town had traditionally been a little proud of its mystery. But even that benign curiosity and respect for the unknowable past was fading today. It could not compete with the bright, relentless spirit of holidaymaking that pervaded the modern town. There was even talk of a marina development which would surround and subsume the little quay; only the problem of building a roadway prevented it. For the moment, Coker’s stayed a lonely place, fit to be visited by lonely people.

‘That is gross,’ said the child’s voice, and the old man turned, his knife in one hand and the rabbit, dangling from its dead ears, in the other.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Where did you spring up from?’

The little girl ignored the question.

‘What you doin’ to them rabbits?’ she asked fiercely. Her voice was not a Suffolk voice but harder, sharp and staccato, as if she had come from a place where people breathed less deeply.

‘I’m skinning them for a pie,’ said the man promptly, and as if in deliberate defiance of the cross little face before him, he ran the knife neatly down the final cadaver and whipped its skin off over its head, like a vest. The inside of it glistened, nastily.

The child paused, captivated by the neatness of the action but struggling to hold on to her original partisan indignation on behalf of the rabbits. The trick was too good though, too masterly for her young honest mind to dismiss as mere brutality.

Finally, as if unwilling to give him the satisfaction, she asked in a grudging tone, ‘Where’d you learn to do that?’

The man tossed the skin into the tide, then stooped to lay the rabbit down in the box and fit the lid on top of the meaty load.

‘In the army,’ he said. ‘You never know when you’ll have to catch your own food.’

The child considered. ‘You can get it in shops now,’ she said, still combative. ‘You can even get rabbit. In the supermarket. I saw.’

‘Still dead, though, isn’t it?’ said the old man. ‘And I bet it had a worse life than this lot. Living in some hutch.’

‘Where’d you get them, then?’ The girl was edging closer now, drawn by the allure of argument.

‘The dog got them,’ he said. ‘On the heath.’ He pointed to the darker line of bracken that divided the pale marsh from the sky. ‘Snap! Dead in a minute. Better than anything that happens on a rabbit farm, believe me. My lady wife doesn’t like my dog, but she does like making rabbit pie. So the dog and I get back into her good books by paying tribute, like any conquered tribe.’

The child kept silence again. The old man kept his silence too, and began to strap the box of dead rabbits onto some contraption that stood by him on the uneven surface of the old pier. It looked like a battered porter’s trolley but with wider, spongier tyres, like the ones she had seen on the dinghy launching trolleys down at Grenden Quay. When he had nearly finished she spoke again.

‘Did you kill people, in the army?’

He did not look at her, but pulled the last strap tight. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I did.’ He glanced away into the distance beyond the marsh, and gave a piercing whistle. Out of the gathering dusk, fast and silent, his dog sped towards him.

He turned back to the child. ‘Getting dark,’ he said. ‘You should be home for supper, shouldn’t you?’

‘Home!’ said the child with biting scorn. ‘As if!’ But she turned, without a farewell, and walked along the riverbank path towards the town. Looking after her, the old man saw that she was limping badly.

The rabbits were graciously received by Marion Glanville, who promptly withdrew to clean and chop them, with the help of a fortifying glass of sherry on the draining board. Her old hands were steady and precise, and her old bone-handled knife well-sharpened. Soon there was no rabbit, only meat: cubed and tidy and piled beneath a bowl to protect it from the prowling grey cat. When she had finished, she came through to the shabbily comfortable sitting room to replenish her sherry before the cooking began. Her husband was reading, his back on a cushion and his long legs swung over the arm of the sofa like a boy sixty years his junior. At Marion’s approach Harry Glanville put the book down, sat up properly and pulled off his reading glasses.

‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I think I met Sheila’s latest project down by the river tonight.’

‘The holiday child from London? It’s a bit early, isn’t it?’ She was a bright, interrogative little woman, spry in her seventies, and most of her sentences ended on an upward inflection. ‘I know Sheila’s boys are back this weekend from Ampleforth, but the council schools don’t break up until the middle of July, do they?’

‘I did wonder,’ said Harry Glanville. ‘But I think Sheila mentioned there was some special arrangement. Brat got expelled from school or something, so she offered to have her early.’

Marion poured her second glass of sherry, and sat down opposite her husband. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you have to admire that niece of yours, doing all this welfare work as well as coping with her own three. And Simon. What’s the child like?’

Harry considered. ‘Not coal-black, but blackish,’ he began.

‘You have to say “mixed race” now, dear,’ interrupted his wife. She had a portfolio of social work herself, and was regarded as the household expert on what would “do” in these altered days.

‘Well, never mind that,’ said Harry. ‘She’s got some sort of bad foot. Limps. Looks like an old injury, because she limps pretty fast and doesn’t seem to make a thing of it. I rather liked her. Told me off for skinning the rabbits.’

‘Did she, now!’ said Marion. ‘You set her right, I hope. These city children! Think meat comes naturally in plastic packets!’

‘She wasn’t all that bothered. Not really.’ He yawned, and reached for his book and his glasses again. ‘Asked if I killed anyone in the war.’

Marion grimaced. ‘Did you tell her you were Sheila’s uncle?’

‘No. I thought I might, then I had a feeling she was enjoying a bit of independent status. Out on the river bank, chatting up mad old men with rabbits. Didn’t want to spoil it by being part of the big warm Sheila family.’

Marion nodded with complete understanding.

The Glanvilles’ house, insouciantly and rather elegantly shabby, lay at the top of the town behind the water tower, commanding a wide view of marsh, heath and river. The road to these top houses was dusty and unmade and led nowhere, but in the hierarchy of Blythney this was a point of pride. No holiday visitors used it as a short cut, and nobody risked their springs by driving fast; even in the frenzied days of late July and August there was a brooding quiet about these houses. Most of them were inhabited by retired couples, with the exception of the mellow Queen Anne façade and the landmark wavy brick wall that indicated the boundary of the Markeens’ little empire at the Hall. It was, without doubt, the classier end of town. You could, as Alaia Markeen frequently said, turn your back on all the seaside business if you wanted to.

Where Sheila and Simon Harrison lived, right on the front in a tall brick house called Seafret, the summer would arrive with more éclat and a great deal more noise. Sheila had no wish whatever to turn her back on ‘the seaside business’. She loved it all: the arrival of London friends to open their holiday cottages, the warm tantalizing smell of fish and chips curling across from the high street, the rattle of rollerskates on the Edwardian promenade and the vista of gaily striped windbreaks on the pebble beach.

She loved the way that her two spare bedrooms filled, from June to September, with successive waves of children’s schoolmates, young couples, overspill relatives from friends’ small holiday cottages, and waifs and strays sent by the Country Hosts Association. She was in love with the clumping racket on the stairs, the impatient yells of shrill or gruff young voices, the trails of sand and pebbles over the worn seagrass matting in the corridor, the oars leaning up in the porch and the casually dumped lifejackets and bikes in the hall.

Sheila loved the carnival and the regatta and the outdoor concerts and the Summer Theatre and the children’s opera group and the picnic circle and the Country Club. She loved the splashing of the beach and the bright skimming life of the summer river. Not least, she loved her own ability to make monumental stews and chillis and lasagnes for twenty people and to preside, beaming pinkly, over a crowded table in the big kitchen which occupied most of the ground floor. Summer was Sheila’s time: her reign as queen of holiday Blythney.

In the winter she was busy enough too, of course. There were committees and governorships and bazaars and fundraising for St Bernadette’s and her prized seat on the Social Work Review Commission, which took her to London two days a month, expenses paid from Ipswich station. But the summer was Sheila’s joy. The festivity and freedom of her summers quite made up for the odd nagging sense she sometimes felt in the duller days of winter, when all the children were away at school: a suspicion that she should have hung on to a proper job in a proper office. In spite of Granny’s money. That one day, she and Simon would be left face to face, with no tumbling young to distract them from one another, and that unless she had another all-absorbing world to retreat into, this would not be a happy moment.

But then, as she often said to pale, irritated London friends, ‘It’s wicked to take paid employment from someone who really needs it, and a family is a job, isn’t it? And when your own littles have grown up – bless them! – there are always other needy mites you can give a helping hand to!’

Sheila’s use of expressions like ‘needy mites’ was, oddly enough, the thing which most divided her from her contemporaries. She was, after all, barely forty. Perhaps being raised by a grandmother, not a mother, had caused her verbal sensibilities to skip a generation. However it was, she spread a certain palpable discomfort which fortunately she never noticed herself.

For the past five years, Sheila had ruthlessly enlarged her summer family by way of the Country Hosts Association, which offered holidays (without their parents and separate from their siblings) to underprivileged children. Baffled tots from Hackney and Deptford, Forest Gate and Brixton, had been delivered by brisk London social workers and plunged into Sheila’s summer frenzy of pleasure. Startled infants with no prior knowledge of J.M. Barrie had found themselves parading the streets on Blythney carnival day dressed as Peter Pan and the Lost Boys; burger-fed babies had sat at her big table staring suspiciously at portions of cheese-and-lentil bake; and when Sheila swept up the river at the helm of the big motor-dory in the uncertain Suffolk weather, a succession of bewildered faces had peered over the gunwale, and uncertain little feet had stepped out onto the muddy sand of the river beaches.

There had been happy successes and sullen failures. Some visitors had made tolerably friendly relationships with the Harrisons’ own children – especially when Douai was young enough not to have fully grasped the notion of class divisions – and at worst there had been armed truces, in which each faction stayed within its own territory and ignored the other. It was all the same to Sheila. In her happy and partly imaginary world all children lived in one big enchanted glade, presided over by her benevolent self.

She was in presiding mood now, telling her thin, dour husband Simon about her plans for the new child.

‘They’ll have a wonderful time. I think it might be all for the best, having an older child than usual. And for a whole three weeks! She can have a lovely time with Douai and Vincent on the river, and if Joan’s really set on this French venture of hers we can see if the Cottens’ Manchester cousins want to come down for the regatta and have her room. Their Alison and Dondie are just about the same age as Anansi, aren’t they? Give or take a year? And they could all have fun together. If you got the other Whitecap out of Uncle Harry’s garage, they could do some races – obviously Douai’s in the Laser Two handicap in the mornings but there’s the afternoon series...’ She paused, half aware that her husband was not listening with any enthusiasm, but then ploughed on.

‘Oh, but of course, Anansi will be gone before the junior regatta, such a shame – maybe if we contacted her family now we could extend it for a bit. The more fresh air the better, with these children, and apparently the mother just hardly cares!’ Sheila smiled, strangely heartened by the thought of lesser mothers hardly caring.

Simon Harrison scowled. The happier his wife got, and the nearer the dreaded summer approached, the deeper his scowl would grow. He slapped cutlery down crossly on the table and said, ‘You can’t make them play together, you know. They’re not five years old any more. Douai’s a year or more older than this child, and if he’s having this Yorkshire friend down from school, he’s not going to have much time for whassername – Anansi – is he? Anyway, Anansi’s supposed to be a male name. Some folk hero in West Africa.’

‘Oh,’ said Sheila airily, ‘they’ll all muck in together. A big gang’s so much more fun! I’ve block-booked on the tennis course at the Country Club to get them going! Mixed doubles!’

‘When do Vincent and Douai get here?’ asked Simon, pulling side plates out of a wall cupboard.

‘The Cottens are picking them up from King’s Cross at six,’ said Sheila. ‘Then they’ll all come down together. About eight thirty, probably. They’re so good. I do feel awful about us not being able to collect them. But with you not driving, and them living in Islington anyway—’

Simon slapped down the last plate and left the room. A twelve-month ban was bad enough when you were stuck out in the sticks, without your bloody wife for ever throwing it in your bloody face. Grabbing his waxed coat from the untidy hall – for it was beginning to drizzle – he stepped out onto the damp promenade in time to see the dark, slight, limping figure of the black child moving towards the house.

Tennis! he thought contemptuously. Did Sheila have no eyes? Or imagination?

The child looked hesitantly at him in the greying light, recognizing a familiar of this unfamiliar house. Simon ignored her, lowered his head and walked hard in the opposite direction.


Chapter Two

It was Anansi’s third night at Seafret.

On the first evening she had arrived late, off a train that stood for an hour idle at Witham and lost a further hour between Manningtree and Ipswich. Miss Archenlaw, the lady with the red nose from the Country Hosts Association, had spent the whole trip fretting visibly about her own homeward journey. She had also made it clear to Anansi that children not travelling in a group, or on the correct date, were a great burden to the organization and a considerable nuisance.

Miss Archenlaw had not said these things outright. There had just been a few pointed observations about behaviour, linked to some headshaking about people who got themselves excluded from school. She had also informed Anansi in half a dozen different ways that she was very lucky to be going to such a nice place with such a nice family, and for an extra fortnight too. More than most of ‘their’ children got.

‘It’ll give your mother a nice breather,’ she said. ‘It’s quite a job being on your own with two kiddies, especially with Kyra being so little.’

Anansi had not replied; but as she looked out of the train window at the darkening countryside, it seemed to her that she saw her mother and Kyra, pale drowning faces, looking back at her. She blinked, fiercely, and as the wobbling view resolved itself she saw that it was only her own face, bleached in reflection, and the long lugubrious features of the escort.

She, her shabby, shiny little backpack and her plastic carrier bag of shoes were briskly handed over to a large blonde lady. Miss Archenlaw had said, ‘Be good, now!’ dabbed her red nose, and hurried for the last train back. The big blonde had said, ‘Hello! What a journey! These trains! Come on now, everybody calls me Sheila!’ and put Anansi into the front seat of a weirdly long, square-backed car.

As she was driven through the darkness, a deeper darkness than she had ever seen, the child clung to some kind of handle on the car door, her right hand on her breast to hold the seat belt away from her. She had rarely been in any car, and the unfamiliar webbing of the belt cut painfully into her neck.

Panic rose, but Anansi was used to panic. She quelled it with practised ruthlessness, leaving only a hunched bleak place inside herself, a black hole of vague sadness edged with rage. But she had lived with that hollow place inside her for so long that she hardly noticed it. Eventually she fell uncomfortably asleep.

When the car stopped at last it was on a road with only one side. To the right lay a row of big houses, their lit windows urban and familiar. But to the left there was nothing. Less than nothing, and a strange sound, and some surface on which the glints of the streetlamps made moving patterns.

‘We’re right on the sea!’ said the woman who wanted to be called Sheila. ‘In the morning you can just pop on your swimmers and run down the beach for a dip! It’s pebbles, though, so you’ll want sandals.’

Anansi was too tired and shocked to understand this talk of popping and swimmers. The next morning, looking out of the window, she saw for the first time the illimitable wastes of the grey North Sea and realized that she had indeed travelled right to the edge of the known land. The window was deep, its sill lower than her waist; she felt that she might topple through it, and when Sheila came to call her for breakfast Anansi was kneeling, holding on to the sill, mesmerized by the appalling sea.

‘Thrilled!’ said Sheila later to Penny Tranmere in the hardware shop. Penny was after a new colander, and Sheila was buying sandpaper for a pine bedside cabinet which she was rubbing down for Douai’s room. Douai would have much preferred a space-age plastic one. Sheila beamed at her friend and said, ‘I went up to get her this morning for breakfast, and she was just gazing out at the waves. It’s a joy to see the way these little mites blossom in this environment!’

‘She’s not so little, this one, is she?’ said Penny. ‘Simon said she was nearly twelve. Though if that was her sitting on your front wall this morning, she looks more like eight.’

‘Bit of a problem family,’ hissed Sheila, holding up her three sheets of sandpaper. Penny’s present occupation was a piece of research on early satirical drawings; for a moment, she thought, behind the sandpaper Sheila’s broad face took on the look of a Hogarthian gossip hissing behind an ivory fan. ‘Her mother has a two-year-old by a different father, and apparently things haven’t gone at all well since the wee one was born. There’s been talk of putting this one into voluntary care. She’s had several spells in children’s homes to give her mother respite. Unmanageable at school.’

‘Can you and Simon cope?’ said Penny doubtfully. ‘I mean, if she’s unmanageable...’

Sheila beamed again. ‘Watch us!’ she said. ‘You know I’m a great believer in the healing power of a Blythney summer!’

Penny, who had her own reasons for keeping conversations with Sheila as short as possible, smiled some incoherent answer and decided, after all, not to bother queuing with her colander. She hung it back on the peg, glanced meaningfully at her watch and gave a narrow-shouldered shrug. With her white collar and pale glossy bob, she was as neat and pretty in her pink canvas smock as Sheila was stout and straggly in her blue one. The knowledge gave her obscure, guilty satisfaction.

‘Well, good luck. ’Byee!’

‘’Byee!’ said Sheila.

Anansi’s first day had been – yeah, all right, she thought with surprise as she hunched into her bed that night. There were no other children in the house yet, which was a reprieve. Having met Sheila she was dreading the possible arrival of her daughter, the big, confident girl Joan whose portrait in rather garish oils smiled down from her bedroom wall. But Sheila said that she might miss Joan who was backpacking round France and would not give a date for her return. ‘Well, you know how they are in gap year!’ Sheila laughed, mystifyingly.

Even more than that she dreaded the boys. Vincent, she divined, being at the lofty age of fifteen, would have little interest in her. But Sheila had shown her a picture of Douai who was ‘nearly a teenager!’ and she feared the worst.

It was pronounced Dowey – weird name! He was called after an abbey in France, Sheila said, ‘very special to us English Catholics’. To Anansi, Douai’s chiselled, pinched face boded no good. He did not have the look of a boy who would take kindly to a girl near his own age being dumped in his home. Sheila had explained about boarding school, and Anansi – whose finer feelings few people appreciated – was miserably conscious of the awkwardness of her being here first. These kids were coming to their rightful home, from distant weeks of exile. Why should they find her, a cuckoo in their nest? Was that fair?

She remembered the first time she ran away from the Home to her own home, and found Kyra born. One of the teachers at school, the nice one, had told her about baby cuckoos. Squatting in other birds’ nests, taking food off their mothers. At the thought, the bleak hollow place inside her seemed to suck with a sudden violent spasm, threatening to draw her strength and peace into it and make her hit and spit. No, Douai would not like her. Why should he?

But he was not here yet, and her first breakfast had been a silent tête-à-tête with Simon. Sheila never sat down for breakfast, preferring to bustle in and out of the room issuing a stream of suggestions for everybody’s daily activities. When she had finished, Anansi asked if she could go for a walk.

‘Of course!’ Sheila had said gaily. ‘Safe as houses, in Blythney! You don’t need to worry! We shan’t be worrying!’

Anansi, who had been sent out alone in Deptford for fags and groceries since she was five, blinked without comprehending Sheila’s meaning.

‘Did I oughter have a key?’ she said interrogatively.

Another gale of laughter from the big lady. ‘Gracious, no. We only lock up at night, here.’

During that first morning Anansi quartered the alien little town, looking at people and shop windows with close and curious attention. She was puzzled by the combination of richness – look at the cars, and the prices in that shop with the sweaters! – and a certain unnerving simplicity. There were ladies whose hair and faces and bearing proclaimed them richer than anybody Anansi knew but who wore sloppy jeans rolled up, and scuffed cloth slippers with rope soles, and whose neat small breasts jutted against shapeless tops that looked, she thought, like they were made of old sacks. There were men with loud, confident voices – businessman voices, rich voices – but they wore baggy pink canvas shorts, the very ownership of which would have stripped all vestige of personal confidence, for ever, from any street-smart guy Anansi had ever known back home.

There was no video shop, nor any of the familiar names: no Woolworth, no Smiths, no Boots, no Kwiksave or Asda. Instead there was a chemist’s which had all the ordinary things but also had old-looking coloured glass bottles high on shelves, and a funny sign with a bowl and a stick. The little newsagent’s had familiar mags and papers but again it was odd; there were dark wooden shelves and real glass bottles with sweets in, and a big shelf of expensive books. The fruit shop, its stands spilling onto the pavement, seemed comfortingly familiar at first. But when you looked more closely, it was not quite right. All the expensive stuff – strawberries, melons – was left out on the pavement unguarded, while the carrots and potatoes were away in sacks inside. There was no curry house, no Chinese, no McDonald’s, but a cafe with little tables and two striped umbrellas outside it, and pubs with tubs of flowers that nobody seemed to have messed with.

Were rich people stupid, or what? wondered Anansi. They left stuff out for anyone to nick. Not a set of bars in the place either, except in the little jeweller’s; but here again was a surprise. Nothing dressy or glittery, but a lot of plain things that looked like orange plastic, at prices which shocked her very much. She liked the shop with the pale pine furniture outside it, and timidly reached out to touch the soft waxed sheen of the wood. You could see how it was put together: little tongues of wood sloped to fit in between other tongues at the edge of the drawers and where the legs met the table tops. She had always loved ‘built things’, where you could see how the parts fitted together. She spent some time looking, with close attention, at cabinets and chests and tables with price tags worth, she again saw with amazement, months and months of anybody’s Giro.

One strange shop made her stand for a while, intrigued. It had carpet on the floor and white empty spaces, and on the walls were paintings in heavy frames, each with a private spotlight trained on it. The man behind the counter – more like a posh desk, really – sat quietly writing in a book, and through the window Anansi could see two or three people walking around, looking at the pictures with equal quietness. She squinted, trying to make out what the pictures were of. One had a church in it, but she could not be sure of the others. More than the pictures she liked the peaceful look of white, cool space. And a cat statue, nearly cat size, made out of some kind of smooth, shiny, dark-brown stuff with pale golden gleams coming from it where the light fell.

To her horror, the man at the desk looked up and smiled at her. He was small and thin, with dark hair curling down over his collar at the back and a wide mouth which continued disconcertingly as a dark scar up his cheek. He raised his black brows and cocked his head on one side, as if to motion her into the gallery. Anansi fled, with all the speed her lame foot allowed, until she was several doors away and could breathe the comfortingly familiar petrol smell of the little garage.

On that first afternoon Sheila took her in the car again, with the belt sawing into her neck. ‘Just a little drive round, to get your bearings!’ said her hostess with a gale of her now familiar laughter. First she showed her something called the Country Club, where under a leaden sky a man was driving a roller over some grass tennis courts. Then they drove back along the bumpy, sandy road behind the town until they came to another unmade track alongside a high bank. On one hand there was flat country with coarse grass and puddles; on the other, a long bleak ridge of piled-up shingle.

Sheila pulled the car in and said, ‘Come on. Have a look at our river.’

Anansi followed her up some steps set into the shingle bank, and looked out to sea. Its expanse still made her shudder, with a queasiness of fear. She had taken to shutting the curtains as soon as she walked into her room and saw that vertiginous grey view.

‘I thought that was the sea,’ she said, ‘not a river.’

‘Behind you,’ said Sheila.

Anansi turned, and for a moment felt a wave of panic. Water on both sides. She saw now that the grass and puddles on the other side rapidly gave way to a river, wide and shiningly brown, which ran parallel to the long, straight sea beach, with only fifty metres of shingle bank and foreshore dividing water from water.

She blinked, and slowly turned right round. In a moment, looking along the straight line of the river, back along the track and out again to the sea, she understood how the landscape fitted together. They were standing on a wrinkle of stones and sand and rough grass which separated the two expanses of water, sea to her left and river to her right. When she turned round and looked past the car and the rough road, it became apparent that the squeezed strip of land rapidly widened out into marshes and dark, scrubby heathland. She saw that this was the place where the river suddenly gave up shadowing the coastline and bent inland. Marsh, heath, river and pebble beach were all equally strange to her; she had no words for any of them. At the point where the river bent, there was a long white hut and a concrete pier jutting out over the water.

‘That’s Grenden Quay,’ Sheila was saying. ‘The sailing club. We mainly sail on the river, though of course the boats can be dragged down to the sea – we put out a sort of wooden slipway, it’s tremendous fun – but the main racing’s all on the river. Oppies, Mirrors, and of course Toppers and Lasers these days – goodness, it’s changed since Simon and I were children! And the Whitecaps, obviously, because they’re a local class ever since nineteen forty-seven – and the keelboats. Swallows, Squibs – even Dragons!’

Anansi did not listen to this gibberish. She was learning to blank out Sheila as she blanked out teachers at school. Instead, she frowned with the effort of taking in this odd, wet, empty landscape. There was a crane by the pier – a little crane, but a familiar outline. A memory stirred painfully inside her: a walk by the docks, years ago when she was little, with a tall man holding her hand. She could remember the upward stretch of her arm; the physical memory made her wriggle her right shoulder. A word came back that she had rarely used.

‘Is it the Thames?’ she asked.

‘No!’ said Sheila merrily. ‘Gracious, no. The Thames is three or four rivers south of here, down the coast. This is the Blyne and Grend.’

‘Blynen...?’ tried Anansi.

‘No. It’s called the Blyne from here to where it hits the sea, all that straight line – seven miles of it. Then the Grend,’ she gestured inland, upstream of the great bend. ‘Same river, but as soon as it bends, it’s called the Grend. See, you can remember it that way. Blyne in a line, bend makes it Grend.’

Anansi withdrew her attention from Sheila halfway through this explanation, and continued to stare at the river. It did not alarm her as much as the grey-brown wastes of the North Sea had done, but it held her gaze in the same way. Sheila would have just said ‘Thrilled!’ but if Anansi could have explained, she would have said that she was gazing at it in the same spirit as you might gaze at a freak or a road accident.

Rivers in pictures were blue; this one was brown, ruffled by the afternoon breeze and stirred up into odd rough whirlpools and eddies near the quay. The whole sheet of water was moving; she could see that from the way the ripples went. There were boats on it, none of them moving but all facing the same way, presumably tied to underwater things that she could not see. If she looked hard she could see water flowing past their sterns, sucking them into position with their sharp bows upstream, tugging at chains and ropes. On the far bank a few cows grazed.

‘When the others get here,’ Sheila continued – for she had not stopped talking while Anansi stared at the river – ‘we’ll get our motorboat launched, and you can learn to sail the Whitecap with Douai.’

The child turned her big eyes on Sheila, unbelieving. ‘I’ve never been in a boat,’ she said. ‘That’s scary.’

‘No, it’s not!’ cried Sheila, with a rollicking laugh. ‘It’s tremendous fun. And perfectly safe. You wait!’

Anansi turned and limped back down the steps to the car.

She thought about these things that night, in the room over the sea. Once she got up and closed the curtains, to shut out the emptiness; but a few moments later she thumped out of bed again and went over to re-open them. When at last she slept, the dream about the fuckilla man came back.

It was a while since it had come, but in her sleep she winced from it. He was coming closer, blocking out the light, and his foot swung back and kicked her ankle, hard. The ankle was sticking out because she was sitting on the floor. In the dream Anansi knew it was her fault for leaving her foot sticking out where he might fall over it. The remembered pain shot through her bones, and in the wide Blythney bed she curled her dark small body into a ball.

There was always a high complaining voice in the dream, saying, ‘Leave ’er! Leav ’er, I told yer,’ and then the man’s voice, far louder, would say, ‘Fuck off, you fucker. I’ll fucking kill her.’ The fuckilla man, she had called him in her head when she was small.

The dream would change then, into a different time with her foot still hurting, and her on the floor crying and nobody hearing. Usually she woke herself up, in a private way she had learnt, before the floor-crying bit had gone on for too long. A few years ago, before Kyra was born, a particular morning had come after this dream and brought with it a new awareness of her lame, twisted foot. Anansi had asked her mother how it got bent.

‘You got run into by a car,’ her mother Tracey said at first. ‘When you was first walking.’

Anansi had argued, and told about the dream. So the story had changed.

‘You got attacked,’ said Tracey. ‘We dunno who did it. I found you and took you to the hospital.’

But there was no hospital in the dream, and it was her mother’s voice saying, ‘Leave ’er.’

Anansi, doggedly rational and perfectly familiar with the upsets of various schoolmates’ lives, had long since worked out that the man, who she was convinced had truly kicked her, was at some time part of the domestic circle. So after Nanna Beverley was dead and Kyra was treacherously born and Kyra’s dad was in and out of the house, out of his bloody head half the time, a man to be kept clear of at all costs, she confronted her mother. Things about fathers, bad things, were beginning to stir in her understanding. They did not, from what Kyra’s dad said, always like being ‘landed’ with bloody kids. Sometimes they lashed out.

‘Was it my dad that did my foot in?’ she asked baldly.

And her mother had been angry and said, ‘He was a bastard, your dad. Said he was a prince, back in Africa. Thass why you got that wog name. Bloody Jamaican, it turned out. Cook in the army or something. Never bleeding cooked for me. Good riddance.’

So Anansi knew that her father had named her, and lamed her, as well as leaving her. Which was, as her waking self knew, all well out of order. Tracey said good riddance, but a small strange part of Anansi was sorry, in the dream, every time he vanished. It was a lovely voice, deep and ringing. And it was definitely out of order, not having a dad.

The dreaded boys were due to arrive on her second full day at Seafret, in time for supper; she hoped very much to be out of the house, so that she could appear after them, humbly, and thus demonstrate that she knew she was an outsider and not a cuckoo. Hence the riverbank walk to the quay where she had
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