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Chapter 1

Winter 1917

Bertie Lanyon could not recall how many times he’d been sitting in the grass on the cliff top, staring out into nothingness. Ritually and almost every day, as soon as he could, he’d sped from his small terraced cottage to squat with his knees tucked up to his chest and his arms wrapped around them to glare out in the direction of France.

He did not know what he hoped to see, and he dare not allow his imagination to run wild, but he knew what to expect. By day there were endless miles of bluey grey, occasionally dotted by tiny fishing boats that bobbed in the far distance and disappearing from sight where the sky merged with the sea.

Night time was much worse, offering nothing, but pitch, yet it didn’t prevent him from scrutinizing the darkness. Once in a while there’d be a moon shimmering on the black surface and from time to time there’d be the twinkling of a red or green light from the unfortunate hookers and reelers who applied their trade in the midst of darkness, but out there amongst undulating swells there were no battleships, nor the invasion fleet everyone once feared.

Unlike the balmy summer nights, where he’d welcomed the breeze to cool his sundried skin, tonight’s rafts of rain and coldness chilled his spine and numbed his face.

He clapped his hands to generate warmth, and he blew warm breath down through the neck of his jumper onto his chest. Considering a retreat to the tall wooden structure twenty yards behind him, he patted his sides, rubbed his back, and swivelled his neck.

He could hear the banter and the laughter; for those inside it was the first time in many years, but he wasn’t in the mood to join in the fun, and he decided against it. Besides, this was his spot where he’d crouched, scanned the coast and reminisced for the last three years, and he wasn’t going to allow just a cold sea breeze and the threat of a storm to uproot him.

If the brave lads on the front lines could endure the bitterest of weather whilst the earth around them shook from continual bombardments, then he could withstand a mere tempestuous gust. However, the shivers did disturb his thoughts and, with the passing of the angry clouds above, he wondered, ‘How did the long hot days and tranquil nights pass so quickly from one season to the next?’ Maybe it was the almighty’s doing. Had he accepted the prayers of the many thousands who daily willed the hours to pass quickly because their loved ones were suffering in the trenches? Or had the seasons just rolled almost unnoticed from one into another by only Bertie and his friends who had frolicked away their days playfully on the peaceful and beautiful cliff tops?

Within the groans of the swirling gusts which chilled his back, he was sure he could hear Millie calling out warnings.

“Don’t slip on that rock.”

She was the caring one, with an intrinsic kindness, always on the lookout for danger and worrying about the wellbeing of others.

Her high-pitched cautions were as clear to Bertie as they were four years ago when he, Drake, Newt and Lily foraged amongst the rocks for treasures washed up by the sea.

“Don’t stand on the seaweed,” she repeated, as Drake, the defiant and daring one, slipped and fell backwards with so much speed that his legs shot forwards and rose so uncontrollably high that he almost kicked himself in the face.

That was Drake, always doing the opposite of what ‘mothering’ Millie told him, endangering himself to show off in front of her, and when he did hurt himself to shock and impress her he would always pull off the scabs on his knees and elbows.

Being older and wiser to life’s ways now, Bertie knew that was Drake’s way of flirting with Millie, and Millie, being just eleven and innocent of any romantic notions, fumed, blustered and cussed as she lost her temper at his continual showy recklessness.

He allowed himself half a smile. He could never recall a time when he had been without the gang. They’d always been around one another, together as a gang. He couldn’t really imagine being without them, but then again, he knew the hard way that everything eventually comes to an end.

Gradually Bertie’s smile faded, and his memories receded.

He once more stared out into the nothingness: cloud-covered moon and no stars, just sheer pitch with an occasional flash of lightning in the distance, but he knew the sea was there below him, just as it always was, pounding against the rocks just as it did when his father was lost to the black waters just a few years earlier, and before the start of the mass deaths, and before the villages were accustomed to the deaths of their young.

A tear blurred greyness and then blinded him; he wiped his eyes clear with his knuckles. He sighed, drew a breath and held it to compose himself.

He was used to it now. Controlling the returning melancholy had now become as natural to him as sleeping and waking. Even when he couldn’t occupy his thoughts with a pleasant distraction, he’d finally adapted to the ever wandering thoughts of where his father’s body was.

Every night for years, it had been the same nauseating questioning. ‘Did he die inside the boat?’ ‘Is he still trapped inside?’ ‘Was his body bashed against the rocks?’ ‘Or did he simply drown to be eaten by the fish?’ He knew he’d never know, he understood that, but it didn’t prevent the recurring nightmares, the endless searching in his dreams and the inevitable sadness. He shouldn’t have gone out that night. He knew it, they all knew it, but what choice did he have?

There’d been no work in South Cliff since the tin mine closed nine years ago, leading to the spread of poverty that ravaged through the local industries.

––––––––
[image: ]


Most folks in South Cliff, and the surrounding villages, were afforded enough charity from their relatives to abandon their homes and forge a livelihood elsewhere, but for those who were not so fortunate, and had nowhere else to go, their desperation resulted in risky ventures of which they were not accustomed to.

For the few in South Cliff who had no choice but to stay in their now worthless homes, some found seasonal work in the fields; two of the men worked away from home only returning once every couple of months, and Bertie’s father, Bert, and his close friend were offered employment by Taddy Dimmock, the last remaining fisherman to work out of the timeworn harbour in South Cliff. Although Taddy worked the small boat from dawn until dusk, he was prepared to rent out the boat for the evening shift to anyone willing to pay him 25 percent of their profits.

Bert and his friend had little experience of being on the seas. As with most in the coastal village, he’d been on the waters with his own father when the seas were bountiful, but that was many years ago when they still called themselves Victorians.

They were reckless and shouldn’t have gone out that night. Both men knew it, all the family knew it and everyone in the village knew it, yet no one spoke about the onset of the nearing storm. The late afternoon had delivered dense low clouds and an eerie dullness which muffled all sound, hindered vision and foretold of the bad weather to come.
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His Ma had been soulless ever since, blamed herself for pressuring him to work and for not stopping him from going out when the waves began to roll in ever higher.

Now, and from that moment in the unforgiving night, she’d only been able to unburden her grief by relying upon copious doses of Mrs Hecklaw’s home-made restorative remedy.

The plain black bottle of her kindly neighbour’s soothing potion and sleeping tonic was readily available at her request and never too far from her grip.

There’d been no frivolity since thenceforth. She lost any joyous spirit that had been spared from the poverty, and she had become soulless and void of emotion, surviving in an empty shell of her previous being. She cooked, cleaned and begged desperately for work.

Another wet bluster shuddered him. It was not the cool breeze he welcomed in the summer, but one which shivered his every bone.

Again, he wrapped his arms around his sides and patted his body to warm himself, and then he caught another glimpse of what was lurking behind him.

Barely visible in the gloom, standing tall just twenty strides from the cliff top, was the wooden-clad structure that only yesterday filled his heart with pride. He swivelled to glance at the crude creation which omitted hints of light, singing and laughter from its ill-fitting planks.

It didn’t mean anything to him now. The entertainment and the hope of filling the hearts of the locals with joy had lost its appeal, for crumpled in his hand was the letter from the post boy which his Ma had not been brave enough to open.

The muffled noise of the frivolity, the echoes of laughter and the sound of the music which breached the gaps in the planks could do nothing to ease his pain.

He straightened his back and ambled towards the strong wind which blew in from the sea, only stopping when he saw below him the bellowing whiteness of the waves crashing into the rocks below.

Briefly, he turned his back to the sea and listened to the howling gusts behind him swirl across the wild grass to creak and clatter, and raise and drop the inelegant wooden boards of his theatre.

‘I’ve done it,’ he thought, without absorbing the pride which was rightfully his. ‘My idea.’

He denied himself the smile of satisfaction and shook his head. Then, arching his back to reduce the resistance of the increasing gusts, he turned away from the building and took another step closer to the cliff top.

Another icy blast quivered him and pimpled his skin, or was it trepidation as he began to recall the happenings of four years ago.

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath of the crisp winter air and positioned himself at the edge of the cliff.

He could feel the hollowness under the spongy grass beneath his feet. He swayed and stared into the grumbling abyss below as the strong wind battered against him, but then, as it eased, he straightened himself once more and, drawing in a lung-filling breath, he finally roused enough courage to open the letter.
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Chapter 2
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“Ma! Come quick! Bertie, come here now! The both of you.”

Bertie was resting on his bed when James burst into the kitchen, practically vibrating with excitement, hollering repeatedly with ear-splitting urgency.

“Ma! Bertie. Where are you?”

He’d not been home long after working in Old Man Corney’s field. He was exhausted, hungry, and his neck was sore from the scorching sun. All he wanted to do was rest up a while, with his best friend Finn curled up by his side, and wait for his Ma to cook supper.

As usual, he was looking forward to going down into Horseshoe Cove with his four pals to scavenge amongst the sea-battered rocks for washed-up treasure as they did every night in the summer.

“Come on. Where are you?” James urged.

‘Bugger.’ He’d be in trouble again if Finn barked or bounded down the bare wooden stairs to greet his older brother.

“Shush, Finn,” he whispered, wrapping his fingers around the retriever’s ginger snout. “Easy boy.” He urged as he scooped up the dog in his arms, its tail flapping across his face with both excitement and bewilderment. “Mustn’t let Ma hear you up here, boy.”

He heard James open the door to the hallway. “Ma! Bertie!”

“I’m coming,” he shouted back as he wrestled to hold Finn close to his chest.

“What do you want?” he asked, somewhat relieved by the lack of a response from his Ma confirming she was not in the house.

“Just get down here now.”

“Why?” He delayed, waiting for James to return to the kitchen.

“Just do as I say.”

He waited until he heard James’s cumbersome footsteps thump back into the kitchen.

“Where’s Ma?”

Bertie did not answer. He couldn’t; he needed all his breath to haul his wriggling friend along the narrow passageway and down the stairs without hurting him.

“I’m here.”

He heard his Ma shout just as he safely knee'd open the kitchen door and lowered Finn’s paddling feet to the floor.

“What in blazes is going on?” she asked, entering the house cradling an armful of beets and carrots.

“Not now, boy.” Between panting breaths, James gently forearmed away the bounding dog as he leaped towards him with outstretched paws and a draft-creating wagging tail. “Get down.”

Unable to comprehend what excited his normally placid brother, Bertie only inched into the room and looked at him from the doorway.

“Come sit.” James dragged out two chairs from under the table, and then turning, he took the handful of soiled roots from his mother. “Sit now.” He tossed them into the tin bowl. “Quickly, sit now.”

“What?” she scowled.

“Sit.”

Remaining static and confused, James used the flat of his palm to guide his Ma to her chair. “Come on! This is very important.”

He frowned at Bertie and, slanting his head, he nodded in the direction of the empty chair, indicating he wanted his brother not to waste any more time.

“What is so important? James, what’s wrong?” she asked bewilderedly.

James arched forward and leant over the table with his knuckles pressed against the wood.

“It’s war.” he exclaimed with a nervous pitch.

“What is?” Bertie frowned.

“Germany has invaded Belgium,” he said, inhaling slow breaths between each word.

“Germany?” the widow gasped and dropped her head into her hands. “Belgium but...”

“And now they’ve attacked France,” James rushed.

“Mister Asquith has made a speech in the House.”

“House?” Bertie swivelled his head away from his Ma’s angered face to James.

“Parliament.” James’s eyes widened. “He has informed the country that he has given Germany an ultimatum.”

“A what?” Bertie couldn’t prevent himself from cutting in.

“Ultimatum.” His brother’s carefree ignorance broke James’s patience, and he slammed his fist on to the table. “Do as I say, or there will be trouble.”

“What? ... Sorry.” Bertie’s face flushed and his embarrassment caused him to look away.

“No,” James corrected. “Do as I say or there will be trouble is kind of an ultimatum.” James turned over his palms to express his frustration. “Now will you let me finish?”

“Why has he done that?” she sighed, raised her hands to cover her face and squeezed her eyes tight to prevent tears from falling.

“Don’t think he had any option.” He pulled out the spare chair. “It’s very complicated,” and sank into its seat. “But when the Germans started their bullying, he, Mr Asquith... our Prime Minister, promised the rest of Europe that we’d protect them and that he wouldn’t let the Huns invade any other countries.”

“And?” Still ignorant to the significance, Bertie patted his thigh to capture Finn’s attention.

“And... and... You bloody fool! It only means we are at sodding war!”

“James... language.” His Ma groaned and raised her head out from her palms, her face suddenly pale.

“Sorry Ma. I couldn’t help it.”

“We’re going to war?” Bertie had to repeat, his hands reaching under the table and stretching to find the brow of Finn. Suddenly, he felt the need to give his friend a comforting pat.

“That’s right, Bertie boy. We are at war!”

James seemed pleased it was he who delivered the shocking and terrifying news. He’d been in Trewin looking for work, seven miles north of South Cliff, when he saw a gathering that was locked in a fierce arm-waving debate.

Once he had digested the enormity of the reports, he sprinted the entire distance, leaping over stone walls and hedges, and racing through the shoulder-high crops to ensure he was the first to deliver the news to the handful of villagers who remained in South Cliff.

“The King has already called up the reservists, and it looks like, from what I heard, that many more are willing and ready to follow.”
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“I don’t understand.” Returning her blank gaze to the pattern of the grain on the tabletop, their Ma shook her head. “Even if the Germans have behaved horrendously, what has it got to do with us?”

“Because the meddlesome Germans won’t stop until they’ve conquered all of Europe to eventually make it their own empire.”

He clamped his hand over his Ma’s shaking palm to stop it from shaking the tabletop. “Be everyone’s master, including us.”

She momentarily tilted her face towards him. He saw fear in her eyes, and although he squeezed her trembling hand, her entire body shuddered.

“I’m not learning German.” Bertie shook his head and peered under the table. “Are we, Finn?” The dog wagged his tail and grunted.

“Then you’d be one of the first to get your tongue cut out,” James leaned across the table.

“Stop it! Stop it now.” She pulled her hand away from under James’s palm and scraped back the chair. “Both of you.” She rose quickly and moved towards the window to stare blankly across the fields towards the English Channel. “Stop all this nonsense.” She tried to distract herself by fumbling and brushing off dirt from the carrots.

“But it’s true Ma. All of it.”

“Enough, James.”

“It will be in all the newspapers tomorrow.”

“Enough, I said. I don’t want to hear any more about it.” The tin thudded as she threw down the carrots. “I don’t want to hear any more about the Germans or the war.” Although the volume was low, her words carried force.

James slumped back against the chair spindles. “It’s not going to go away.”

Bertie held his breath, his hand feathering Finn’s ear.

“Then we shall read all about it tomorrow,” she calmly announced. “But enough is enough for one night.”
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Chapter 3
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The bland root stew was cooked and eaten in apprehensive silence that evening, and afterwards the hours hurried by with a mixture of excitable but illogical speculation as Bertie and the gang sat in the long grass looking out at the restless waves expecting to see a bustle of flotillas. However, nothing out of the ordinary happened in South Cliff that evening, nor over the next few weeks.

Bertie worked in Old Man Corney’s field in the unusual glorious sun, and after supper he rendezvoused every evening with his pals down in Horseshoe Cove to explore and rummage through the tidal treasures. Disappointingly, as normal, nothing too exciting was discovered, just the regular wash-ups of wood, broken bottles and rope, lots of rope.

At times, Bertie was not as eager to beach-comb as Millie, Drake, Newt and Lily, and, lapsing into a melancholic sullenness, he’d slip away with Finn to sit and just stare from a distance for fear that one day amongst the seaweed and shells they might discover something of his father’s.

As was their routine, when the eastern sky began to darken they would assemble their hoard and hide it away in Quintal’s Cave, full well knowing that whilst occasionally some villagers may take a gentle stroll down the cobbles to the old harbour on the other side of the bay, no one would dare to tread the treacherous snaking path which led the way through wild bushes to the high-backed and pirate-haunted
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