


Chapter 1

I was born upstairs in the small bedroom, not in the smallest room with the outshot window, where I sleep now, or the main room that is kept for guests – summer visitors who write and let us know that they are coming and how long they plan to stay. Sometimes, after a night’s drinking, folk may rest there, although Mother always takes their money off them first. If she doesn’t they wake up and protest they don’t know how they came to be lying in that fine wide bed, say they’ve been apprehended and held there, in comfort against their will. But that is at harvest time, when men and boys come to wash away the wheat chaff tickling their throats, or in high summer when they’ve spent the day thinning out the wild oats from hay. But I was born in winter, the sea storming on the beach beyond, roaring through the night, louder than my mother, whose ninth child I was.

My father was over at Sogg’s Fen searching out a rabbit, and when he came back in he brought with him news that three fishermen from Dunwich had been lost at sea. The bell was ringing in the church there, Mother swore she could hear it through the storm, and she laid me against her chest and cried so hard she nearly drowned me with her tears. ‘What is it?’ my sister Mary was tending her. ‘Will he not feed neither?’ But Mother said she knew someone had to be taken that night, and sinful as it was, she was just so very grateful that it wasn’t me.

My father gave the rabbit to Mary to skin and gut, and he climbed into bed himself, knocked sideways with the spirits he’d drunk to keep away his fright.

‘We can’t both be lying down,’ my mother shoved him, ‘or this boy will have survived for nothing.’ And when he didn’t rouse himself she got up and careful as she could she climbed down the ladder, and leaving me beside him, she laid a fire in the public bar in case anyone should come in for a sup.

 

It was Mother, more than anyone, who had the village in her blood. Born and reared up near the common where her father was a pig man. She’d never wanted to leave, never planned to, but one afternoon she was out on the street when a man pedalled by and winked his eye at her. ‘Knives to grind,’ he sang over his shoulder and she smiled right back at him. He was an older man, halfway to her father’s age, with a ragged look as if he needed someone’s caring. But he was smiling as he wheeled around, smiling as he asked her name, and soon he was offering to sharpen the family knives half price. He had his own grinder, made a fair profit if he worked all hours, and when he and Mother married he carried her away to Dunwich where he set himself up as a pork butcher. Mother said she hadn’t known how much she liked the pigs till then, their bristly grey bodies, rootling and bathing in the sun, the happy way they let their babies snuffle round them, and it pained her to hear their screams rising up from the slaughterhouse beside the shop. She’d never imagined either how much she’d miss the village. She missed the washing flapping on the green, the geese that guarded it, the paths that led away towards the river and the sea. She missed the bracken unfurling in the spring, the pheasants that rose out of it, strolling glossily across the land. ‘There’s bracken here,’ my father told her. ‘Up on the heath, and pheasants too, and there’s deer as well that come out of the forest.’ But what he couldn’t know was that they weren’t the ones she recognised, they weren’t the ones she’d always felt were hers.

On Sundays, in that first year, he gave in to her desire to be back home. He’d sit her on the seat of the old knife-grinding bicycle, and pedal her back across the marshes, through mud and sedge, along sheep paths less than a foot wide, screaming as they nearly tipped into the river. They had to get off to lift the bicycle over a stile at Bridge Farm and wheel it across a cattle grid at the start of Dingle Marsh, but once she was heavy with her first child, they took to walking, stretching their steps against the drawing in of evening, until the days grew too short and she too large. Then, often as not, they stayed in Dunwich where they went to the lepers’ church up by the turning. She knelt by her husband’s side, pressing her swollen knees into the wood, and wished herself thankful for everything she had.





Chapter 10

The strange thing about Mac is that you don’t see him all day and then just as it starts getting dark there he is, in that great cape, striding out on his walk. But he isn’t a detective, I soon discover that. He’s an artist, and he has a wife who is an artist too, with thick red hair piled on top of her head and fastened with a pin. They’ve taken a studio, a hut it is, although you’d never know it now they’ve made it their own. They’ve cleared it out and painted the wood white and they have tea parties in there, sometimes just the two of them. That’s when I first saw her, Mrs Mac, sitting outside on a crate, painting a row of poppies and below it a row of babies, fat and laughing on a scroll. I stop to have a look. And through the half-open door I see tea laid out with white fluted cups and a jug with a black stripe and everything so beautiful even though underneath I can still see it is a hut, Bob Thorogood’s it is, with the coils of rope hung on the wall, and a hank and an eye splice left behind.

‘You’re the boy from the Blue Anchor,’ Mrs Mac catches me looking. ‘My husband says you’ve made some fine drawings of boats.’

Blood gushes to my face. I want to run, but if there’s one thing that Mother’s proud of, it’s the manners she’s cuffed into me. I stare at my boots.

‘Will you have something to eat?’ she asks me, and I flush again because it’s not as if I haven’t noticed there are sandwiches on the table beside the pot of flowers, the finest wild ones you could find that won’t last till nightfall. I say I will because I don’t want to give offence, and I take my sandwich on its petalled plate and I eat the little triangle of bread, so fast that I have to search myself for what is in it. Honey. There’s a string of it on my lip.

‘I’ll be off now, thank you.’ And I take my leave of Mrs Mac and keep walking till I’m at the mouth of the river where it meets the sea.

 

Father’s on the run again. That’s what Mother calls it. When he starts in on the ale at lunch and drinks till there’s a fight. I go to Mother in the scullery where she’s busying herself with the scrubbing of a pan, and I would have stayed there to defend her, if I’d not seen the rolling pin she had to hand. ‘You go on up to bed now, Tommy,’ she says quiet, and we listen to him, from the empty bar, roaring out commands.

It’s too early for bed. Instead I slip into the evening and, keeping to the shadows, I run down to the sea. The tide is out, and green webs of seaweed trail across the blackened harbour wall. Don’t ever climb there, Mother has warned me, but I’m tired of her warnings and her endless fears, so I catch hold of the rough stone and pushing with my one good foot, I force my way up. Towards the top there is a ridge of wall. I’ve seen boys up there, babbing for fish, although I’m never asked to join them, but even so, I know it can be done. I strain and pull, my fingers scraping against the smashed-up shells, and the higher I get the louder I can hear the sea, surging below me through the gulley between groynes. And then I’m up. I swing my legs over and find the wall is narrower than it looked, the water below dark and deep, the tide about to turn. I edge myself around to face the comfort of the dunes and that’s when I see him, Mac, walking away from me along the beach. I sit quite still, but he is trudging over the shingle, his gait uneven as he sinks into the stones, his black-caped back towards me. What is he looking for? I wonder as Mac turns to the tideline and stares out at the sea, and as he lifts a pair of binoculars, I imagine his eyes straining all the way to Holland and on to Germany to see if what they say about a war is true.





Chapter 11

School is finished for the summer and George Allard has me turning the handle long hours for his rope. ‘This strong twine’ll be in demand,’ he tells me, ‘when the trouble comes. Horses and string, barley and grain. That’s what we’ll need. Not beer. Folks’ll turn their backs on beer. They’ll see it was the ale that distracted them, misted up their eyes, and they’ll spit it out and curse it for the bad luck that it’s brought.’

I take his money but I don’t say a word. And I don’t pass every penny on to Mother either as I usually do. Instead I keep a thruppence in a knot under the mattress, and the following month I do the same. Now, when I find myself alone, I lift the mattress and I count my coins. There will always be people who need a drink, I tell myself, to see them through the day, you don’t grow up around an inn without learning that, but even so, if times are pressed and guests are short they might just stop at the Bell and not come on to us, and so I keep counting, and count again, for it eases me to think there is something small laid by.

The next time I pass the huts down on the river, Mac himself is sitting outside with a board across his knees. He has a jug before him stuck with a few sticks and he is using a tin paintbox like a child’s. I stand and watch him. He’s drawn the outlines first in pencil and now he’s using the tip of his brush, spreading colour, filling the dry wood of the twigs from inside. I squat down beside him. He has a stem of larkspur, must have picked it from the Millside garden, and he squashes the brush into the powder, stirs and flattens it until the pink is mixed, and then he lets it spread out inside the pencilled lines so that the edges catch it like a dam. He uses blue, the crushed blue of canvas, and yellow and red for spots and creases that I don’t see are there, overlapping each other and ballooning into buds, so that they seem to be growing right there before us, the stalks silvery, the leaves grey.

I sit there for an hour, my breath still, myself forgotten, until Mac looks up and asks if I need tea. I say I don’t, but my stomach growls in contradiction, and Mac goes into the hut. ‘How’re the boats?’ he calls, his voice like a song, and I look around to check that we’re not overheard.

‘Coming on,’ I lie, thinking of the ink scratches and the scribbles of my vessels, and I search his larkspur with my eyes to see how it is done.

The bread, in four triangles, is arranged on a china plate, with one coloured petal set into its design. There is cheese inside, and a sprinkling of cress. I look into the hut for Mrs Mac but she’s not there. ‘Thank you,’ I say again. And I turn away so he won’t see how hungrily I force it in.





Chapter 12

Mother is out, and Father is upstairs sleeping off his lunchtime ale, when an old woman pulls open the door of the inn. Her face is scored with lines and a thick white whisker stands out on either side of her chin. I’ve never seen a witch before but even so I know she is one. ‘Spare me a sixpence,’ she says and her voice is an inland voice with no trace of the sea. Ann, who is sitting at the table sewing, says we haven’t a sixpence to spare, and even if we had we wouldn’t part with it. But the old woman looks at me as if she can see the knot of money tucked under my bed, and she waits. I wait too, so long that Ann puts down her sewing and comes to stand beside me.

‘If you cross my palm with silver,’ the witch-woman tries again, ‘I’ll tell you the man you’re going to marry.’

‘What if I don’t want you to?’ Ann flushes. ‘For it may not be the one I’ve chosen.’

‘Whether it’s the one you’ve chosen or not,’ the woman smiles, ‘it’s the one you’re going to hev. He’s on a ship right now, standing there with a knife in his hand, splicing roope and thinking on you.’

The blood drains from Ann’s face. And I know, because I’ve heard her mention it to Mother, that she’s set her heart on Jimmy Kerridge who left Southwold on the Flying Horse and hasn’t come back for more than a year. ‘So I’ll be marrying a sailor?’ Her voice rises to a gasp.

‘He’ll be back,’ the old woman nods, ‘to claim you for his own. Sure as this boy here has two moles above his elbow, a half an inch apart.’

‘I do not!’ I say. ‘I’d knowed if I had.’ But later, once Ann has given the woman red herring and a dish of tatters, and she’s sat inside and had a rest, I climb the ladder and creep through the room where Father is snoring on his back. I duck down through the low door to where I share the bed with Ann, and I strip off my shirt. See, I hiss, there’s nothing there. But when I squeeze the skin around and twist my chin over my shoulder, there are two brown bumps, soft as velvet, on the side of my arm.

I lie down on the bed and wish I’d thought to ask what the future holds for me. Not whether I am getting married, I don’t care anything for that, but whether I’ll get aboard a vessel and sail away like Jimmy Kerridge out over the horizon to where I’ve never been.





Chapter 13

It’s Mary who hears it first, borrows a bicycle from the gardener up at the big house and races here so fast her cheeks are red and her hair hangs loose out of her cap. But she still has her white apron on, and her boots are gleaming with the polishing she gives them last thing at night. ‘It’s the war,’ she says as she flies in, ‘there’s talk of nothing else at Blyfield House. Someone’s been shot. Not just the King of Greece. An Archduke of somewhere.’ She’s panting fit to burst. ‘It’ll come to me. But that’s what’s started it, and now Germany’s declared war and the master says there’s no avoiding it. He’s sent his two oldest boys to Southwold, to offer their services at the town hall. He says he’ll be proud if they’re the first to be called up.’

It is a Saturday and there are three men in the bar. Old Tilson and his brother Fred. And Mac, who’d come in an hour before and is drinking one drink slowly, in that way I know, which means it has to last. The Tilson men look up. ‘You don’t say,’ their mouths are open. They lost a cousin in the Boer War, and before news could travel back his wife had named their child Pretoria May because the phrase was always on her lips: Pretoria May win.

‘We’ll best be off,’ the brothers say, and as they push open the door we hear the church bells ringing, loud and urgent enough for anyone at all to stop and wonder at them. Father pours himself a glass of Scotch, and when Mac looks up, he pours him one too.

‘Good Lord,’ Mother is by the open door. ‘They’re not wasting any time.’ And I go and stand beside her, and there, coming up the street, is a wagon loaded up with luggage, and on the box beside the driver, in a hat garlanded with flowers, sits Mrs Tilbury who spends her summers at the low house by the ferry. Three of her children sit behind with their nursemaid, and a wiry, white dog called Madam, and they wave at us cheerily as they pass by.

‘Where are they going?’ I ask, and Mother crosses her arms and shrugs.

‘Away from the coast.’ Father joins us, the smell of whisky hot on him. ‘Where they think it’s safer.’

Mac drains his glass. ‘I’ll be away then too.’ Pulling his cape about him, he steps out into the street.

‘Wait,’ I call when I see he’s turned towards the sea, ‘I’m coming with you.’ And although Mother clutches at my shoulder, I slip out of the door.

I’ve never walked with Mac before, only followed him, and I wince as our two crippled feet snag on the same uneven ground. We pass the Bell, empty of its men, and climb down into the scrub of land below the dunes. What will we see? I wonder as we climb through slipping sand, and as we come up over the ridge of the beach I expect to find warships already massing out to sea. But there’s nothing there. Just the Belle steamer gliding towards Southwold, and Danky in his corded cap and wading boots, throwing out a line.

Mac walks down to the edge of the water and stares out to the horizon. ‘We were thinking of travelling on from here,’ he says quietly, ‘to Paris, and Vienna, but now . . .’ he shields his eyes, ‘I’m not so sure.’

We walk on, following the line of the beach until it curves, treading in single file over the hard sand below the shingle, and then, as if it had been agreed, we climb the wall of stones and cross the top, and skelter down the other side towards the wooden bridge that crosses the flat river. Two swans live on this river, their reflections stretching white and deep, and here they are today, leading their young brown family in single file.

Mac stops when we come to the top of the marsh and snaps off a twig of hawthorn. He examines its crinkled leaves and the swivel of its thorns and slides it into the pocket of his cape. He stops again when we reach Hoist Wood. There are old trees here, ghost trees I think of
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