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  Living his life again. Same person, same fishing village, same years. But this time the world shows him a different face.


  Ken Jackson builds traditional boats in a small Cornish fishing town, where everyone might not have heard everything about everyone else, but if they haven’t, it isn’t for the want of listening. Which complicates matters for Ken, because he has a secret: he’s living his life all over again.


  It sounds like a dream come true. He’s got the chance to make things right for his loved ones, and to avoid all his old regrets. But the past is never that simple. Ken’s second life opens his eyes to different sides of people and places, and what’s a man to do when his hopes and dreams and carefully laid plans are ripped apart?


  Dedicated to the memory of my friend and comrade-in-arms, Lee Distin.


  Part I


  I wish you were not on this earth, but entirely within me, or rather that I were not on this earth, but entirely within you; I feel there is one too many of us; the separation into two people is unbearable.


  Franz Kafka,


  Letters to Felice


  1

  The Pain of an Old Wound



  We walked down to The Anchor for the quiz night that evening. The kids had been nagging me to go with them for weeks. Six weeks, to be exact: since eight weeks after your funeral.


  So there we were, and it was the beginning of my end.


  It was the twentieth of March, the first day of spring, although it didn’t feel like it. Helen and Jane and I went arm-in-arm around the inner harbour wall as the water turned inky, the breeze blew salty, boats bumped shoulders like drunken kettledrums, and streetlights started popping on in sequence.


  We paused outside the bakery so they could show me their new fancy cakes in the window display, and to let me catch my old man’s breath.


  Helen squeezed my arm with hers when I noticed one of your famous glazed nut loaves on a raised glass shelf. The shop looked as good as it ever did. You taught our girls well.


  People went quiet when we walked into the pub. No one actually stood up and applauded, but it felt like that nearly happened, you know? If I’d made direct eye contact with anyone right then, I think I would have embarrassed us all. So I held on to Helen and we claimed our table while Jane got the beers in.


  Pete and Natasha arrived right behind us. By the time we were all settled, the awkwardness was over.


  No one sat in your chair.


  I’m sure people sat in it all the time when we weren’t there, but that night it was your chair again. Charles had the log fire blazing high, and yellow flame-lights shone along the carved arms your fingers used to smooth and polish during all those years we sat in our corner.


  I returned several welcoming smiles while we waited for Charles to start the quiz. It was doable from our table, with our kids and their wives chatting around me.


  Sheila Wood came over and hugged me from behind, her chin resting on my bad shoulder and her breath smelling like a pint of warmed vodka.


  Helen narrowed her eyes so fiercely I thought she was going to swing across the table and slap the poor woman’s face.


  Sheila stiffened, and let go of me, murmured that it was good to see us all out together, and returned to her precarious bar stool.


  Helen was right. Sheila would never have done that when you were with us, and that night you were with us.


  Pete and Natasha’s babysitter called. Baby Sara was sleeping sweetly, but Toby wanted to say goodnight to Mummy and Daddy before he went to bed.


  Pete handed me the phone. “He wants to talk to Gramps.”


  “Hello, Toby.”


  “Daddy and I are building a boat!”


  “That’s exciting! I bet you’re really good at it.”


  “I am. Daddy’s quite good too. Night night, Gramps. I love you.”


  “Night night, clever boy. I love you. Give Sara a kiss for me?”


  “Okay.”


  I handed Pete’s phone back. “You’re building a boat.”


  “It’s just a plywood dinghy kit. Toby’s loving it.”


  “You know my grandfather was a boat builder, don’t you?”


  “I remember you telling me when I was little. I always wanted to give it a go with you, but we never got around to it.”


  Ouch.


  That would be because I was so rarely there when he was a boy.


  Every now and then he dropped something like this into a conversation. I’m sure he didn’t mean to make me uncomfortable. I don’t think he and Helen ever felt they were losing out when I was away for so much of their childhoods. It was just how things were in a navy family.


  And of course you more than made up for my long absences.


  But, increasingly, I found myself wishing things could have been different.


  Charles started the quiz with a few questions on the 1966 World Cup. The first one—name the England player who scored a hat trick in the final—drew a chorus of sarcastic groans, but there were more difficult questions to come. He ended the section with some obscure stuff about earlier matches in the 1966 competition that had people glancing around to see how other teams were doing.


  I slid our team paper over to my side of the table and filled in the answers, then looked across the room to where Johnny Cable was waiting to share one of our nods of mutual respect. Aside from our quizmaster Charles, Johnny and I were probably the only people in the room who knew all those answers. I nodded back and was glad I’d finally surrendered to the pressure to enjoy an evening out.


  The next hour passed in a warm glow of familiarity. The kids didn’t really need my help, once the ancient football section was out of the way. You and I grew a pair of good quizzers there.


  “Which big cat,” asked Charles, “has markings on its skin that appear in an identical pattern to the markings in its fur?”


  It was a new one on me. We all stared at one another, except for Natasha, who slid the paper across and wrote Tiger.


  Our kids’ wives have turned out to be good quizzers too.


  Charles asked his final question. “What was the name of the suffragette who threw herself in front of King George the Fifth’s horse during the Derby in 1913?”


  We all looked at your chair.


  Early twentieth century history: your specialist subject.


  None of us said a word. Normal pub quiz noises surrounded us, but from inside our bubble everything sounded muffled. Blood was roaring in my head and grief swelled in my throat until I could hardly breathe.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, but not in time to stop a tear of unspeakable loneliness rolling down my cheek and falling. It landed on my thigh. It didn’t make a slow-motion splat noise, but it felt like it should have done.


  I had no idea how much time passed before Helen prised my fist open and pressed a clean cotton handkerchief into it. I gave my eyes a quick wipe and cleared my throat.


  Jane was writing Emily Davidson in the answer box, so it couldn’t have been too long.


  Pete went to hand in our paper at the bar.


  I took a long swallow of beer and wished I hadn’t surrendered to the pressure.


  Natasha was upset too. She offered to buy me another pint, but I only wanted to get out of there. Couldn’t make a scene by leaving before Charles had calculated the results though, so we sat there and watched other people enjoying themselves.


  We came joint-first with Johnny Cable’s team. He and I sent each other a casual salute across the room, and at last I could beat a respectable retreat.


  Charles was waiting for me inside the front door. “It’s good to see you, Ken.”


  I shook his strong hand. “Good to see you too, Charles.”


  He gripped my shoulder and his eyes shone. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been going through. Just want to say, we all miss Clare. Of course we do. But we miss you too.” He pulled me into a bear hug. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  Fortunately, he let me go before I broke down in front of everyone.


  Outside, in the chill night air, Helen and Pete linked arms with me and walked me away from the pub while I took deep trembling breaths and tried to keep everything together.


  Naturally, we went home by Sea Road and stopped to sit on our bench for a bit. The kids had paid to have it repainted and a brass plaque fixed to it after your funeral.


  In memory of Clare Jackson.


  She loved the view from up here.


  I sat in the middle with my back against the plaque. The kids squeezed on either side of me, and we stared out over Porthfurzy in silence.


  It was one of those eternal salty nights you always enjoyed so much, when the wall holds an approaching mist away outside the harbour for a pause. The sea was hidden under a milky cloud that swirled and refracted moonlight eerily, while inside the harbour wall every light was sharp, and random noises sounded closer than they should.


  The foghorn sang its first long, mournful note.


  Helen rested her head on my shoulder. “Mum loved that sound.”


  “She did.” I closed my eyes and almost heard your contented sigh.


  The rustle of Helen’s showerproof jacket suggested she was looking behind and past me to the cemetery farther along the cliff.


  I wondered if the kids knew that I climbed that hill every morning after breakfast, to spend time with you and all my other loved ones asleep up there on the cold skyline.


  No one spoke until the foghorn groaned again. Then Natasha said she and Pete had better get home.


  They’d already said goodnight and were leaving, when he remembered something and turned back. “Where was your grandfather’s boatyard?”


  I pointed down to the sea wall’s shorter flank, where it met the steep gorse hill near the eastern edge of the cove, directly across the harbour from our house. “You can’t see it in the dark, but it’s the sloping patch of wasteland at the end of Easterly Road, between the old fish market and Johnny Cable’s house.”


  Helen chuckled as Pete and Natasha walked away in step, his arm around her shoulder and hers around his waist.


  I squinted at her. “What?”


  “You and Johnny, in the pub tonight. You’re like a pair of old rock stars.”


  I snorted. “Er, how, exactly?”


  “Local boys who went away to find your fortunes and came back celebrities. Him a famous artist. You a war hero. And you can’t stop it even now. Every year you’re the two big beasts slugging it out at the top of the pub quiz league, all politely self-sufficient and distinguished alpha-like.”


  Jane was chuckling too, and I couldn’t help grinning at the cartoonish description.


  “You and Johnny are our local heroes. And that salute across the pub tonight just blew everyone away.” Helen kissed my cheek. “Don’t ever change, Dad. We love you.”


  We were still smiling when they left me at the front door.


  “See you in the morning,” Helen said. “I’ll bring your breakfast.”


  But my smile slipped once I was alone in the house. I didn’t feel like any sort of hero, local or otherwise. It was okay sharing a joke with the kids. It’s part of a parent’s job to help lift the family’s spirits when times are tough. But, left to myself, I knew my failings all too well.


  “I love you.” I said it aloud just to hear it again, because I missed telling you.


  Into bed, propped up on one elbow with my good shoulder against the headboard, staring out over the harbour, holding your pillow to my cheek. Your scent had faded from the fabric weeks earlier, but it was hardwired in my memory.


  The entrance light flickered on in Johnny Cable’s place across the water. He must have been just getting home from the pub.


  I waited a few seconds.


  Sure enough, next thing his whole ground floor lit up, throwing out an intense wash of cold blue light that stretched long shadows across my grandfather’s old boatyard and the abandoned fish market in one direction, the junction of sea wall and gorse hill in the other, and between them a rhomboid of night-dark wavelets lapping at the rocks below his pale art deco house.


  His view of the old fish market framed by the characterful town had given him several paintings over the years that he’d sold for good money. His thing was the crumbling remains of Cornish industry, and people liked it. Whether it was ruined tin mine chimneys, derelict cottages, or the decaying skeletons of abandoned boats and fishing industry buildings, buyers snapped them up.


  No matter how many times you and I had debated this over the years, I still didn’t know how I felt about him making a commercial gain from the broken old dreams of my county. But who was I to judge? I was certainly no art critic.


  You had a more generous perspective. You liked to say he recorded for posterity the remains of a vanished community life.


  Whichever it was, he did it well.


  The mist finally surmounted the sea wall and rolled into the harbour, and Johnny’s house lights glowed through the first swirls of it where before they’d shone bright in the night.


  The foghorn sang its long melancholy note, but I didn’t even get close to hearing your happy sigh. All I could hear, all I could remember, were your tears the last time the foghorn had sounded for you, on the night you died.


  You were so tired. You even looked it at the end. Suddenly, crushingly tired, for the first time in our long life together.


  Two years of fighting the cancer: the surgery; all the chemotherapy and radiotherapy; the accumulated mountain of fears and denials and brave determinations; those precious months of false hope when we dared to think we’d won; and then its relentless return and the non-negotiable final verdict.


  It kicked the life out of you and left you with nothing but exhausted tears.


  It kicked the fight out of me and left me with nothing but bitter regrets.


  If only I’d been there for you more. To help you bear the load. Especially in those tough early years when the kids were little and you had to find your place in my hometown, so far from your own family and the support they might have offered you.


  If you hadn’t been so tired out by all those years of coping alone while I was away fighting in other people’s wars, maybe you’d have had sufficient strength and stamina left to fight your own battle.


  If I hadn’t spent my life chasing excitement and being important elsewhere, maybe you wouldn’t have died.


  I stretched out and stared up into the darkness, suffering again that world-ending moment when you stopped living while I lived on.


  Nan would have said your soul was waiting for the tide to go out before you left your body and began your final journey to the West.


  We’d never believed any of that old guff, you and I. But in that moment, I wanted you to have a soul, and I wanted it to be there inside you, still, waiting for the tide to go out. I wanted more than anything for you to be going on. Somewhere. Anywhere. Just: on.


  So I waited with you while the tide came in, and when it folded back on itself I half-convinced myself that I saw you relax. Like one more invisible exhalation, two hours after you’d breathed your last air in this world. I kissed your cheek, and whispered goodbye, my love, and more of me died that night than stayed alive.


  If I could do it all again, I’d do it differently. I wouldn’t join the navy. I’d stay home and get a normal job, be a hardworking husband who was there for my family. For you and the kids.


  I’d stay in Porthfurzy and learn my grandfather’s trade from him, so he wouldn’t have to retire in sadness and sell his yard to the still-busy fish market. I’d be a boat builder and would come home to you every night, to help share the load of bringing up Helen and Pete. To help you pace yourself and conserve your energy through all those long years, ready for your big fight.


  I’d be more open and honest. Like one of Natasha’s tigers, having the same stripes on my skin as in my fur. I wouldn’t chase impressive status, or relish the way people responded to me when I couldn’t discuss my work.


  I’d be transparent. Like Johnny Cable and his house of many windows.


  I’d be more loving, and more deserving of your love.


  If only I could start again.


  The foghorn’s song was distant and muffled. It seemed to last forever.


  My eyelids closed under their own weight. The world and everything in it slowed down. Including my heart. Eons passed between its beats until, finally, it didn’t beat again.


  It was the end of my beginning.


  2

  A New Start



  I don’t know exactly when I became fully aware that I’m living my life again. The core of knowledge was there from the start, but it uncurls consciously and recognises itself sometime around my second birthday, when I’m learning to talk.


  My struggle to communicate is fierce. I understand what people are talking about, if not their precise words. When speech doesn’t come to me automatically, my frustration triggers pictorial memories that remind me of the ease of communication I enjoyed before I died.


  They’re not emotional memories. It’s simply an awareness of my previous existence in some quiet part of my brain, like a furnished sitting room, while the rest of that organ gets on with the everyday business of developing, and of coping with the demands of life as a toddler.


  Even when I’m winding down after one of my rare but full-on tantrums, I observe my behaviour in context, from inside the room that remembers.


  Then there are moments of clarity, often in the quietest hour before even my early-to-bed and early-to-rise family stirs, when I remember specific events from my first life. I watch them play through as if they’re on film, without comment or analysis, and they become part of my inner narrative.


  By the time I learn to talk, there exists in me a clear and active distinction between my public and private communications.


  My world is my immediate family: Dad, Nan, and Granfer. Home is Nan and Granfer’s cottage on Shearwater Road, one of the terraced rows of slate-roofed granite cottages that climb North Hill and Western Hill in staggered slanted lines cut by steep cobbled streets.


  On Western Hill, we huddle together when Atlantic gales hammer the rocky headland behind us and whip across over our heads to scour the rough gorse slopes of Easterly Hill on the other side of the cove. We see the sun first in the mornings, and we lose it first in the afternoons or evenings, depending on the time of year, when it sinks towards the sea behind us.


  To the south, that dark sea stretches away forever.


  Some days it sits dull and sullen. Others, it glitters like a million golden smiles. Sometimes winds hit us that have blown free across it for thousands of miles and bring with them fleeting hints of tropical smells. Sometimes rain stalks across its wide expanse like giant silver men on stilts.


  Even in summer, whole days can be cloaked in fine drizzle under low clouds. Granfer calls that weather dimpsey. It’s one of his old words, and he likes how the moisture in the air carries invisible clunks and clinks from around the harbour.


  The friendlier waters of our sheltered cove kiss the inner wall that sweeps around in a smooth horseshoe shape of big time-polished granite blocks.


  The wall starts at the deep trawler anchorage known as Western Pool, in its quiet corner below our end of the sea wall.


  Then it runs above the slender crescent of fine sand two hundred yards below our front parlour window, and around in a wide curve below the small family shops either side of The Anchor pub on Fore Street.


  It ends at the wharf, the boats, the buoys, the rope-and-chain-strewn and rivulet-carved sloping triangle of oily mud, the seaweed-glistening granite steps, and the stinking covered fish market with screaming gulls overhead.


  Granfer builds traditional wooden working boats in his yard at the foot of Easterly Hill, between the fish market and the far sea wall. He builds them mostly for the hard men of our Porthfurzy fleet, but occasionally for gruff fishermen from down Newlyn in the west, and up Falmouth in the east, and even as far away as Mevagissey, Polperro and Looe.


  Six days a week he leaves our cottage before dawn as the fishing boats are putting out to sea, and returns after dark, often wearing fresh wood shavings in his clothing and sometimes smelling of a pint of beer he’s drunk in The Anchor to wash the sawdust down on his way home.


  My mum left school at fifteen to learn the boatbuilding trade from him. She stayed with him until she died, six years later. Now he works alone.


  The polite coolness between Granfer and Dad fills our home, even when only one of them is in the cottage. It originates from Granfer and is returned to him by Dad. It’s polite because family is important, so neither of them puts the other down within my hearing.


  Granfer will never tell me why he holds Dad permanently at arm’s length.


  But Dad told me in my first life, when he and I walked down for a Saturday night pint on my first weekend leave from the Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth, and I remember the conversation.


  “I lived in this town for two years before I married your mum, but I was still a city boy at heart. I tolerated the old ways out of courtesy, to fit in, but I didn’t respect them. Especially when it came to healthcare.”


  He sipped his beer and stared into the fire. “Like many Porthfurzy women before her, your nan knew midwifery. She was a wise woman. She still is. But back then I thought I was wiser. I insisted your mum should have you in hospital, for all the benefits of good hygiene and modern medicine. She went along with my wishes, to support me, because I was being a foolish young outsider and she didn’t want me to feel like that.”


  He got lost in his memories. Reflected flames shone in his eyes.


  I gave the conversation a nudge. “She died in hospital.”


  “Yes. Not while giving birth to you. Two weeks later, when she was rushed back there in an ambulance, dying of an infection from the bit of afterbirth they’d failed to remove.”


  In this new life, I remember her. I went through my first run at it with only second-hand knowledge of her, gained later, and no memories beyond vague recollections of the first time I’d seen her photographs.


  But in my second time as a newborn baby, I was aware not only of her warmth and love, but also of my wordless desire to drink it in while she was still with me and to remember her after she’d gone. She was lying beside me in her bed, gazing into my eyes, when something broke inside her and I knew she was slipping away again.


  In the pub, I squeezed Dad’s shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. You did what you thought best. You were trying to protect her.”


  “It was me she needed protecting from.” He stared into the fire a while longer, then made a visible effort to jump forward eighteen years to the present. “Well then, Midshipman Jackson. Tell me what you’ve been up to in Dartmouth.”


  So Granfer works long days alone in his boatyard, and throughout my second childhood I carry the quiet knowledge of how his heart was broken.


  By the time I start school I’ve made the private decision that I’ll finish my formal education as soon as the law allows, on my sixteenth birthday, and join him in our family trade.


  It never occurred to me in my first life, nor does it in my second, to follow Dad into his trade. I enjoy the warm tastes and smells, and I like him being the town baker, but my appreciation of his edible magic always stands on the consumer side of the shop counter.


  Once I’m installed in school, we vacate our room in Nan and Granfer’s cottage and move into the flat above Dad’s shop on Fore Street. I still spend a lot of time around at Shearwater Road with Nan, because Dad’s working day is twice as long as my school day. As self-sufficient as I consider myself to be at five years old, I can’t be left completely alone.


  The bakery is simply where I sleep, beneath an old water stain the shape of a cartoon speech bubble on my bedroom ceiling. The upstairs flat is crummy and Dad never does anything with the place. He keeps his shop immaculate, and the flat acceptably clean too, but our living space is dark and dreary when we move in and it will stay that way for many years.


  No matter, though, because the entire cove is my home and all the children of the town are my playmates. We run as wild as ferrets, and in their constant company I wriggle free from under the enormity of my strange situation and cast away the solemnity of my old adulthood.


  My best friends are Sheila Wood and Billy Pritchard, who come from two of Porthfurzy’s oldest fishing families.


  Nan comes from another old family, the Morgans. They stopped working local waters when she was a young girl, in the 1920s, when the herring and mackerel trade became too competitive with fishing fleets from all over following the shoals as they migrated around Britain’s coasts.


  Other families adapted and stayed, mostly fishing pilchards for the Italian market, but many of Nan’s people departed for foreign shores. By the time she married Granfer, she was the only Morgan left in the town.


  “My mum says your nan’s a wise woman,” Sheila tells me breathlessly one day, when we’re stamping up through the scratchy gorse of North Hill behind the two adjoined cottages where she and Billy live.


  “What’s that mean?” Billy pants.


  I know, but I let Sheila answer.


  She waits until we reach the top ridge and she’s standing defiantly into the wind like a little warrior, with her red corkscrew ringlets swept back hard from her flushed face. “You know, herbs and spells and stuff. Mum says Ken’s nan is the last wise woman of Porthfurzy.”


  Billy is scornful. “What? A witch?”


  She gives him a stern look. “Don’t be naasty. ’Ave a paasty.”


  “A healer,” I tell him. “She makes people better when they’re sick. And animals.”


  He shrugs an easy-going acceptance.


  “In the old days, the fishermen used to get charms off of wise women to keep them safe at sea. Shells and…stuff.” Sheila tails off vaguely.


  Billy gives me one of his looks.


  “I don’t think my nan does that.”


  We fill our eyes with the panoramic view of our fat horseshoe cove, and beyond it an irritable sea beneath the wide sky of fast moving greys and dirty whites. From up here we can see the dark horizon’s steady curve.


  A kestrel rides an air current not far above us, hovering with its pointed wings arched, quivering with the intensity of a powerful loaded spring.


  “It’s a male,” Sheila says. “Brown body and a grey head. Females are brown all over.”


  “Paul calls them wind-fuckers.” Billy says.


  Sheila and I look at each other. That’s a naughty word Billy’s big brother has used, but I don’t know what it means. I think she’s thinking the same thing.


  The kestrel drops like a stone and hits the ground a hundred feet along the ridge, bringing sudden, savage, silent death to some small mammal.


  We watch the spot while he eats his prey, invisible in the scrub, until he bursts clear of the gorse and climbs with great wing thrusts and tail feathers fanned to resume his quivering hunt along the cliffs.


  Our breathing has returned to normal after our steep climb.


  “Ready?” Sheila asks, fastening the top button at the neck of her thin cotton dress and turning up its soft collar, for all the good that will do her. “Three, two, one, go!”


  We hurl ourselves from the ridge and roll back down the hill, spikey gorse shrubs flattening beneath us then springing upright again behind us.


  I win the scratching, bruising race this time, but it’s an even thing between us over the three weeks of our first Easter school holiday.


  Sheila and Billy’s homes are always open to me. Their teeming relatives, brothers too young to be at sea yet and sisters and cousins and grandmothers and aunts and great-aunts and all, give me insights into the chaotic joys of big families. Their mothers welcome me with the same down-to-earth warmth they give their own.


  On the fine mid-July evening that ends my first school year, Granfer is pleased when I ask if I can work with him in his boatyard during my summer holiday. We clear it with Dad, and early next morning Granfer collects me on his way past the bakery.


  Dad packs food for two—freshly baked and buttered warm bread rolls for breakfast, plump Cornish pasties for lunch, fat jam-filled doughnuts for tea, and nubbie buns for snacks through the day—and winks at me as he wraps it all in tinfoil parcels.


  We walk past the fish market, and Granfer exchanges “Morrnin’” nods with the old men sitting on benches along the wharf, mending nets and ropes and hazel-woven crab baskets.


  Every one of them has a pipe between his teeth or a short roll-up cigarette between his lips, and every one of them flares his nostrils to follow the hot food scent in my haversack.


  Although fishermen won’t take a Cornish pasty out to sea for fear of bad luck, they’re Dad’s best customers for his pasties on land.


  Granfer passes no comment when I share the food with him, but he helps me to eat it, and our daily routine is established for the next six weeks.


  The yard is a long wedge of land that slopes from the foot of Easterly Hill down to the water.


  Hard against the hillside sits the wide-fronted boatshed where most of the building work happens. Two pairs of high double doors at the front allow easy access to the inside, even when Granfer has three boats in build as well as Mum’s project in there at the same time.


  Across the inside back wall of the boatshed runs the slender, enclosed steam box that’s longer than any plank Granfer might ever want to shape. It isn’t long enough to feature in my plans for the future, but he doesn’t know anything about them yet.


  The open yard in front of the boatshed is split into three.


  There’s a flat space for open-air work, and storage, and the little old caravan that Granfer uses for his office.


  From the flat we can’t escape the noisy stinking business of the covered fish market, where hundreds of wicker caskets filled with oily fish are unloaded from boats for auction every day except Sunday. Surly men gather under the awning to bargain and shout, while gulls squabble and scream overhead until the caskets are loaded on lorries and driven away and my head still pounds with the hideous racket of it all.


  Then there’s our little dock, which second only to the boatshed is my favourite place in the yard. At low tide, the fish market noise goes over my head when I’m down here. I spend many an hour sitting in some small boat or other beneath the davits, or tied up against the slippery granite steps, repairing or replacing simple rope work with my nimble little fingers and pretending I’m adventuring somewhere across the sea.


  And finally there’s the launching slope, with its narrow gauge railway lines embedded in the concrete from the dry boatshed down to its greenest and slimiest section at the harbour’s low water level.


  Granfer lets me ride the boats he launches. Hurtling down the long railway line when he strikes the chocks away and hitting the hard water with a great splash is surely better than any fairground ride could be.


  Back in the boatshed, Mum’s nearly finished project was her first solo build, a labour of love designed to celebrate the successful completion of her apprenticeship. She worked on it until two weeks before I was due.


  Granfer hasn’t touched it, or her bench of tools that stands against the wall behind it, or the yellowed newspaper pictures and magazine cuttings of James Dean pinned to a corkboard on the wall above her bench, since she died.


  Her boat is a smaller version of our fishing fleet’s robust, open-decked, clinker built harbour boats, to be powered by a throaty marine engine. Mum intended to name her Rebel.


  I want to establish myself as Granfer’s heir apparent. So, with his permission, for the next few years, I’ll work from Mum’s bench in my school holidays and learn how to use her tools, aiming to help him build one boat per summer and to progress in tasks of increasing technical difficulty.


  I start by finishing Rebel for Mum. Which means I watch Granfer closely as he works on the boat, and I help with the small jobs he teaches me to do.


  I also want to prepare financially for the future.


  I’m probably the only person in Porthfurzy who has any inkling of the hard times waiting to wreck our fishing industry, like cruel sharp rocks beneath the surface.


  I’m certainly the only one who’s spent hundreds of hours in a previous life learning lists of historical football league results for pub quiz nights, and I plan to put my remembered knowledge to good use.


  But cautiously, and without making any fuss about it in public.


  Nan is my chosen ally. Kind, wise, observant Nan, who knows secrets and how to keep them.


  On a sunny Sunday afternoon in September when I’m seven years old, I leave my friends messing around on the beach and climb to Shearwater Road to see her.


  I sing Paul Simon’s The Late Great Johnny Ace under my breath all the way up the hill. It’s off his Hearts and Bones album. In twenty years time, I’ll probably play the newly released cassette tape over and over again for an entire summer.


  Nan’s in her back yard, rinsing a bucket of freshly picked wild blackcurrants under the outside cold tap.


  I sit cross-legged on the concrete with my shoulders resting against the sun-warmed whitewashed wall, and help myself to her harvest.


  Nan tilts her head. “What’s that you’re singing?”


  “Some song I heard.” I select another plump blackcurrant. “Sheila’s dad goes betting in a bookmaker’s shop in Truro.”


  She shrugs. “A lot of the fishermen do that.”


  “I want to do it.”


  “You’re too young.”


  “I know.” I study the purple-dyed pads of my thumb and forefinger.


  “What do you want to bet on?”


  “Football.”


  “Granfer does the football pools.”


  “That’s weekly. I want to make a bet on the winners at the end of this season.”


  She smiles. “Who’s going to win, then?”


  “Manchester United will win the First Division, Liverpool the FA Cup, and Chelsea the League Cup.”


  “Oh, yes?” Her smile is broader and her eyes twinkle.


  “Yes.” I abandon the blackcurrants and offer her my serious face.


  “So, what then?”


  “Will you make the bet for me?”


  “Ah, now we come to it.” She reaches through the back kitchen door for a big saucepan and fills it with blackcurrant leaves.


  “This is important, Nan.”


  She rinses the leaves under the tap. “Why?”


  “I want to show you that I know.”


  She shoots me one of those shrewd looks that I’ve seen before, whenever I let slip some un-childlike remark. “And why is it important for me to know that you know?”


  “Because in 1966 they’re going to play the World Cup in England. That gives me this season and next season to convince you that I know the results in advance. Not the weekly results, but the big ones. We can do small bets while I prove it to you, then you’ll trust me so we can do some big bets on the World Cup.”


  She blinks. “Some big bets.”


  “Big enough to look after you and Granfer, Dad and me, and my wife and our kids and grandkids.”


  “That’ll have to be a very big bet.”


  “A few big bets. Most of our World Cup winnings will be seed money for my investments.”


  “Seed money.” She gives me her one-wide-eye-one-narrowed look. “What investments?”


  “New technology companies that will do well in the future.”


  “And you know about them, too.”


  “Yes.”


  I follow her into the kitchen and perch on a high wooden stool while she puts the pan of blackcurrant leaves on the stove and lights a flame under them.


  “Will you do it for me?”


  She will. In fact she does, that following Saturday. We take the morning bus into Truro, where she buys ten balls of oiled crimson wool to knit a winter jumper for Granfer, and then we find the bookmaker’s shop.


  Nan intends to place a small individual bet on each of the teams I’ve listed, until the man behind the counter grill asks if she’d like to group them together in a treble bet. He explains that the winnings from each successful bet will then become the stake for the next bet, and all three teams will have to succeed in order for her to collect any money, but that her ultimate win will be much bigger if it comes off.


  She decides to go the whole hog, albeit with only a modest one-pound initial stake.


  I know the three championship results for that season, but I’ve never memorised the final match dates for each competition, so I start reading the sports pages and listening to the Saturday teatime scores report on the radio.


  In the 1960s, the football season is a lot shorter than it was by the end of my other life. In mid-April ’65, Chelsea beat Leicester City to win the League Cup.


  Dad, who was born into a family of enthusiastic Arsenal fans only a stone’s throw from the Highbury Stadium in North London, isn’t exactly over the moon about their rival club’s success.


  In private, I’m quietly triumphant and excited about the first part of my plan coming to fruition.


  Relieved, too, because I haven’t been certain that events in the wider world will happen the same way in my second life as they did in my first.


  At the end of April, part two of my scheme falls neatly into place when Manchester United are crowned First Division Champions. Only three days later the triangle is completed when Liverpool defeat Leeds United at the Wembley Stadium.


  Nan’s cash win isn’t huge, but she says it’s more money than she or Granfer have ever brought home in one go.


  She doesn’t trouble Granfer and Dad with the details of how she picked those teams, and I don’t hear either of them complaining about the secrecy when she buys us new shoes and gives Granfer a heavy new work jacket with elbows and cuffs of leather.


  She also buys me my first pair of proper studded football boots.


  Football may be the national sport of England, but in our remote peninsula county of Cornwall, as in Wales to the north of us, rugby union is our game.


  Rugby is rarely shown on television, and we won’t get to play it until we start secondary school at the age of eleven. But we watch the older boys and young men of our town playing rough-and-tumble rugby sevens on the beach.


  Meanwhile, on the patchy strip of scrub grass beside our little Porthfurzy junior school, in an atmosphere of growing excitement about next summer’s World Cup tournament, we boys play football.


  I’m the tallest boy in our school, having inherited my height from Dad’s London family along with my Cornish darkness from Mum. I’m as useful flying down the right wing and crossing the ball into the centre as I am charging the goal and scoring with my head or feet.


  I’m also the first boy in Porthfurzy to own a pair of proper studded football boots.


  They’re supple black leather things of beauty, with long, flat, yellow laces that wrap several times under and around my insteps to bind them on tight. I love them, clean and polish them, cherish them, until my next growth spurt in early autumn makes my feet too long.


  I give them to Billy Pritchard, who accepts them with open-mouthed wonder.


  Nan buys me a bigger pair to replace them, and a bigger pair yet again seven months later, following our second successful treble bet when West Bromwich Albion win the League Cup, Liverpool the First Division Champions title, and Everton the FA Cup.
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