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Foreword


THINK OF A NECKLACE STRUNG WITH SIX PIECES OF shining glass, each one a different shape and each a different colour, all of them time-smoothed but still sharp-edged. That’s how I see these six stories.

There are times when each of us feels like a square peg in a round hole, but in these stories children and adults stand right apart from the communities and places in which they find themselves. They are outsiders, finding out who they are, and whether they can belong. They have to face up to rejection; they win acceptance; no matter what they’ve lost, they also learn that green time can help and love can heal. They discover what home really means.

Most of these stories are told by the characters  themselves. And most inhabit that strange between-world where earth and water meet. One is Welsh, two are from the northern isles of Britain and three come from East Anglia, my own part of the country.




Sea-Woman


IT WAS AN EMPTY, OYSTER - AND - PEARL AFTERNOON. The water lipped at the sand and sorted the shingle and lapped round the rock where the girl was sitting.

Then she saw a seal, like a mass of seaweed almost, until she gazed into those eyes. It swam in quite close, just twenty or thirty water-steps away.

She looked at the sea; the seal looked at her. Then it barked. It cried out in a loud voice.

She stood up on her rock. She called out to the seal: not a word but a sound, the music words are made of.

The seal swam in a little closer. It looked at the girl. Then it cried. Oh! The moon’s edge and a mother’s ache were in that cry.

The girl jumped off the rock. Her eyes were sea-eyes, wide and flint-grey. ‘Seal!’ she cried. ‘Seawoman! What do you want?’

And what did the seal want but the girl’s company?  As she padded down the strand, it followed her, always keeping fifteen or twenty water-steps away, out in the dark swell. The girl turned back towards her rock, and the seal turned with her. Sometimes it huffed and puffed, sometimes it cried, it wailed as if it were lost, all at sea.

The girl bent down and picked up a curious shell, opaline and milky and intricate.

‘Listen, listen!’ sang the wind in the shell’s mouth.

Then the girl raised the shell and pressed it to her right ear.
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‘One afternoon,’ sang the shell, ‘oyster-and-pearl, a man came back from the fishing. He was so weary. He peeled off his salt-stiff clothing. He washed. For an hour or two hours he closed his eyes. And then, when the moon rose, he came strolling along this strand.

‘He listened to the little waves kissing in the rocks. He smelt earth on the breeze and knew it would soon rain. This is where he walked, rocking slightly from side to side, in no hurry at all for there was nowhere to go.

‘Then he stopped. Down the beach, no more than  the distance of a shout, he saw a group of sea-people dancing. They were singing and swaying; they danced like the waves of the sea.

‘Then the sea-people saw him. At once they stopped singing and broke their bright ring. As the fisherman began to run towards them, they turned towards a pile of sealskins - in the moonlight they looked like a wet rock - and picked them up and pulled them on and plunged into the water.

‘One young woman was not so quick, though. She was so caught up in the dance that the fisherman reached her skin before she did. He snatched it up and tucked it under one arm. Then he turned to face the sea-woman, and he was grinning.

‘“Please,” she said. Her voice was high as a handbell and flecked with silver. “Please.”

‘The fisherman shook his head.

‘“My skin,” said the sea-woman. There she stood, dressed in moonlight, reaching out towards him with her white arms; and he stood between her and the sea.

‘“I’ve landed some catches,” breathed the fisherman, “but never anything like this . . .”
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