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Out of the universal substance, as out of wax,
Nature fashions a colt, then breaks him up and
uses the material to form a tree, and after that a
man, and next some other thing; and not one of
these endures for more than a brief span.


Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, VII, 23









I


‘THE NORTH SHORE’
/the first part









We were beneath a shadow. From the moment I opened the curtains and saw that the sky was heavy and so very close I knew that another storm was coming. Swollen clouds, grey and purple, ominous, were massing out over the sea. The weak old sun could barely struggle above the horizon. The light was weary and, even then, even at the beginning of the day, it felt like dusk. Even then, it felt like the end of the day.


At noon, Mother left to go to the hospital, thirty miles inland as the crow flies, to watch Gramper die. There were tears in her eyes, and in mine too, as she kissed me goodbye. Looking back, it seems strange that I did not go with her. But we had listened to the weather forecast the day before and so she bade me stay and take care of things. Of course, she was also trying to protect me.


I watched her make her way up the hill, a small, neat woman with cropped grey hair. The heavy clouds hung above like dark thoughts. The light was silvery and flickered like a faulty bulb. I wanted to walk beside her and take her arm, to hold her up, to support her, but there was nothing I could do. She would never have let me.


After she had gone, I lay quite still on the couch in the darkened parlour, listening to the singing of the wind and the birds crying in the trees, my thoughts a spinning carousel. I could not stop thinking about Gramper, who had always been so kind to me, and about Mother too. I hoped he would not be in too much pain. I hoped it might even be gentle.


When I went into the yard to get wood for the fire, I saw that the sky was a strange colour, like a two-day-old bruise. The birds had fallen silent. I walked out into the lane and looked down the hill. Everything had become quiet and still. It was as if the land was holding its breath and waiting. Curious, I walked up the road to the church and sat on my favourite bench. From that high graveyard perch, I could see everything.


Inland, behind me, was the King’s Heath: spiked masses of yellow gorse; drifts of broken orange bracken; tall pines, lonely and austere; and deep blue woods filled with cold, damp air and the perfume of leaf mould and decay. The road that Mother had walked up cut through the heath and then passed out of view. When it reached the forest that lay on the other side it dropped down to the River Salt and met the road to Dark Creake and it was at the crossroads there that she would have waited for the bus.


Below me, looking east and north, I could see for miles: the saltwater marshes, the coast road, the shingle banks and beyond that the endless sea, the same hard colour as the knapped flints the old church tower was built from. There were no boats out there, only a mounting bank of cloud, a wall of shadow.


I retreated.


By five it had started raining. The air filled with the scent of wet earth. The downpour soon became heavy and puddles began to form in the yard. I stoked the fire. It had grown colder, and as the light went from the sky I could hear the wind getting stronger.


By six a horde of devils were howling through the trees around the house. The rain came in waves and battered the windows. Looking out, the universe had begun to dissolve. Streams of water poured down the glass, blurring my view of the garden and the world beyond. I kept the fire going and stayed close. For a while I enjoyed the agreeable sensation of being inside, dry and warm and safe, while outside the storm flayed the world. But between the rolls of thunder I could hear a persistent banging and so eventually I put on a coat and went out into the yard with a torch. The sound was the front gate being driven back and forth by the wind, slamming against the posts. By the time I reached it I was soaked, and my hair was slicked to my face and neck. The noise of the storm was incredible. Deafening explosions in the sky came one after another in quick succession. I could not but be impressed by the spectacle and went out into the lane where I was lashed with debris, twigs and grit being driven up the hill before the oncoming maelstrom. Sheets of water were coming out of the sky. A huge crack of thunder burst somewhere overhead, lighting up a world turned topsy-turvy. I saw broken birds tumbling through the sky upon scraps of light. The very ground beneath me seemed to pitch and lurch and I thought that if it was like this on land, what must it be like out there upon the open sea, in that never-ending darkness? I secured the gate and ran back to the house.


Shivering and fumbling, I quickly got into some dry clothes. And then the power lines crossing the heath must have come down. The house was dark. I was alone.


You don’t pass through this land on the way to anywhere else. It is, in a very literal sense, the end of the road. That road brings you to the sea and then the only way on is to follow it north as it curves around the edge of the land, with the marshes, shingle banks and water to your right, the heaths, woods and fields rolling gently to the left, and the endless sky above and beyond. Sooner or later that road comes to an end as well, and then there is nothing.


On the North Shore it can feel that Scandinavia, or even the white void of the Arctic, must be closer than our capital city (which lies more than one hundred miles to the south in what is, to all intents and purposes, another world). The winds that bring the cold air in from the sea scour the land relentlessly. It often feels a great deal colder than the thermometer says it is. The sense of space, of vastness, is strong. It makes you feel small. At times it can be overwhelming.


In long winters the countryside presents a desolate prospect. When the trees have been stripped of their leaves and the fields have been turned over, bare of anything growing, it looks and feels like a hard land. Yet this bleakness has its own rare beauty. The famously big skies, more expansive here than almost anywhere else in this realm, are piled high with cathedrals of cloud. I say again, it is bleak, but it is brutally beautiful. I love it.


Yet in the summer, when the weather is good, it is another place completely. When the fields are full of golden corn, beet tops and lavender, and the hedges are thick with foamy heads of cow parsley, and the sun is shining, the land glows as if it is lit from within. That is God’s light, on God’s land, they used to say. Then people travel here from afar to witness this holy beauty. They come to swim in the sea and walk along the fading shore – on sand and shingle – and to explore the ruined churches and castles, the signs of a rich and complex past. Walkers and bird watchers love the wide marshes that are policed by fleet and nimble marsh harriers and home to an extraordinary avian miscellany: terns, warblers, lapwings, redshanks, pied avocets and the mysterious bittern, and even the gadwalls, goldeneyes and pintails that travel thousands of miles to this very stretch of coast, which for them is a kind of paradise.


Some say that it is a flat land, but they are really speaking of the fens, which are to the north-west, or the counties inland to the west. In fact, this is rolling country, cut across by little roads, much wooded. Villages crouch for shelter in dips and valleys, shadowed by ancient oaks. The people are tough and with a reputation for being distrustful of authority. On the coast they are fishermen, both for the haddock and mackerel that live in great numbers out in the deep sea, and for the renowned crabs and lobsters that live closer to the shore, which they catch from little boats using cunning basket traps. Inland they are farmers, growing oats, barley, wheat and corn, sugar beets and potatoes, and husbanding hardy cattle. There are many muddy pig farms. There is an unusual proliferation of both churches and public houses, which perhaps says something about the character of the people and the land in which they live, of the need for spiritual reassurance and a warm hearth where they can huddle together while the wind blows; bound by song and prayer and beer.


As the North Sea embraces this land, the storms that are visited upon us are uncommonly severe. High winds carry sea spray far in from the great emptiness, on air chilled by Arctic currents. Because of this, the people who live on the North Shore are hardy and ready. We build our houses and churches from flint, one of the hardest stones. Split a flint open and you might find beautiful crystals nestled among the opaque and milky planes. Split another and the shards that fall away will make good blades, unbelievably sharp if also fragile.


Gramper had, in the cabinet he grandly called his Wunderkammer, among all sorts of oddities and curios (including a piece of coral shaped like a lady’s fan, a musket ball from the civil war and a dark misshapen stone, far heavier than it looked, that he claimed was a meteorite), a flint arrowhead. He said he had found it in his garden while digging for potatoes. It was a beautiful thing, pale grey but with a delicate pinkish tinge. Along the edges, where it had been finely worked into a series of tiny scallop shapes leading to the point, the stone was translucent. At first, I had taken it for a carving of a fish because of its shape, but when I handled it, I saw how light it was, and how deadly too, and I knew it was made for killing. I pressed the tip lightly against my thumb to test its sharpness and a spot of blood appeared on my skin. When I asked Gramper how old it was, he just shook his head, as if to say, older than you can possibly imagine.


Gramper also once told me that for the best and strongest buildings the flints must be small and round and that for fine flint work, such as on a church or manor house, the kind that is set so densely that the mortar barely shows, the workmen would test the size of each hard lobe by putting it into their mouths: a strange measurement.


The noise of the storm was overwhelming. Fretting, I put off going to bed and tried to keep the fire going and read a book by candlelight, but at midnight by the old kitchen clock, I gave in. When I pulled the blankets tight around me all I could hear was the house being pulled apart brick by brick. Tiles were being torn from the roof and smashing in the yard. Something somewhere was howling. Several times in the night I found myself wandering through the cold dark rooms, checking that the windows and doors were secure. I wondered what the best thing to do was, to stand guard or to sleep, but I had no answer. I worried that the windows would be broken and that the rain would come in and make everything wet. I envisaged the furniture, the carpets and Mother’s precious books and papers – her hard-won translations, her magical works – all soaked through and in disorder: the beginnings of rot. The beginnings of an end.


I remembered then the stories Gramper used to tell me about the great storm of 1953. On that occasion, the sea defences had been breached. Many of the villages along the coast had been severely flooded. A powerful gale had been blowing for two days before the storm struck, bringing with it a massive tidal surge. As the sea washed into the little villages many people were forced to spend a bitterly cold night in the bare stone churches on higher ground. Gramper said that the devastation was such and the flooding so great that for weeks afterwards it was hard to say where the land ended and the sea began. The ferocity of the storm had been unprecedented, and there was something otherworldly about the aftermath. He said that the residents of Walcott had woken on the morning of Sunday 1 February 1953, ready to go to church and give thanks for their continuing existence, to find not only their houses filled with salt water, their possessions ruined and their kitchen gardens destroyed, but also a 4,000-ton coaster sitting high and dry on the beach, just a stone’s throw from the edge of the village. Stranger still, the great ship was deserted.


In some of the villages further north the sea came washing up the streets, pouring into the houses, carrying away goods and chattels, so that when the waters eventually receded it looked as if a strange cornucopia – chairs, clothes, pots and pans, books, cushions, pictures and so on – had, as Gramper put it, just dropped from the sky, as in that peculiar drawing by Leonardo. Weeks later, he told me, walking out into the landscape, he came across a solitary armchair in the middle of a sodden beet field.


Such things are difficult to apprehend. We make portents and symbols of them but always they elude us, or at least defy true understanding. Gramper said the great storm of 1953 was like an act of God, a phrase that came back to me that night.


All these things circled through my mind during that wild night. At some point in the early hours of the morning I must have fallen into a heavy sleep.


In the morning the fire was cold and the house was icy and quiet. I pulled open the curtains and saw a scene of desolation.


It was still early when I went out. Thick clouds crowded the sky, seemingly low enough to touch. The light was grey and pale. It is a peculiar thing, but looking back, I can remember no colour that morning. In my mind’s eye I see the scene almost completely in black and white, misty like a faded old photograph.


A big branch had come down from one of the trees and lay across our yard. There were broken roof tiles scattered around and a dead blackbird, ragged and twisted, lay a few steps from the back door. Everything was muddy and broken and there were many large deep puddles. Although I had secured it the night before, the gate was wide open.


I went out into the lane. A faint breeze was blowing, bringing with it the smell of seaweed and wet earth.


With Gramper’s stories still in my head, I was curious to see what the storm had done. I walked down the hill, along the narrow lane with the high-banked fields lined with ivy-clad trees on either side. Further down I passed the other houses as the village seemed to gather to itself, the buildings closer together. Eventually, I reached the Green, where the coast road meets the lane coming down from the heath, marking the edge of the marshes. It was still very early. There was no one else to be seen.


Everywhere there was debris. The winds had torn great handfuls of reeds from the marshes and scattered them all about. Many of the trees had lost branches which lay criss-crossing the slick tarmac of the road like a kind of ancient script.


It is a curious exercise to bring these things back.


Yet it is very vivid, even now.


I walked along the coast road a little way and then crossed the stile onto the wide track that ran through the marshes to the shingle banks and made my way towards the seashore. I was thinking about Mother and about Gramper. I was sure he had passed. It seemed to me that there might even be a connection between his transformation and the storm that had just swept across the land, as if it had borne him away.


I reached the shingle and climbed to the top of the high bank, my feet slipping and sliding in the unstable mass of stones. At the top I paused and looked out northwards into the great emptiness. Somewhere far out there, beyond the horizon, impossibly distant, were mountains covered in snow, vast glaciers and ice sheets calving into green water. I turned and looked back inland and I could see the cluster of houses that made up our village, and the small lane climbing the hill to the heath, and the church tower against the sky like a bleached bone, a skeletal finger pointing up to heaven.


We are small, I thought to myself. We are just clinging on, fast to a piece of exposed dirt, crumbling, at the edge of a vast void.


I loved that place even if, in the end, I was eager and ready to get away and to see what else there was in the world. Most of all I loved the marshes, those strange, wide, empty, cloud-vaulted places. The marshes are a special place, a world unto themselves, neither sea nor land but somewhere in between. That liminality is not merely physical, a border between the land and the water. There is something numinous there, a sense that the boundaries between dimensions are wafer thin and might be torn as easily as a sheet of rice paper. You feel it, if you are attentive; the rents in the fabric of space or even time that can happen at any moment. The burnished fox glimpsed slipping quietly through a hedge might be passing from one world to another. Just as the curious magpie is there in the corner of your eye but as you turn to look and say, Hello, Mister Magpie, he has vanished, is already somewhere else. He regards you confidently from a fence post, head cocked, as if wondering whether to engage you in conversation. The eerie noises and calls drifting on the wind that one cannot locate the source of. The sense that it is all shifting. The scrapes and ponds that move from season to season, as if possessed of a queer and unruly intelligence. The stands of reeds that grow and shrink and grow again. The huge flocks of birds that come and go. In that border zone the mud – the very land itself – is always in motion, though to the naked eye it is as still as stone.


I was lost out there on many occasions. The first time, when I was very young, was terrifying. I was wandering and daydreaming, and then, without thinking, I followed an unusual bird call down a narrow track that twisted and turned through the reeds, their high furry heads swaying gently in the wind, until the way finally petered out. I could still hear that peculiar urging call but had lost all sense of direction, of where it was coming from, and of where I had come from. There were too many tracks to choose from and none of them were familiar; they all looked the same. And none of them led me back to the edge of the marsh, only deeper into it. The high reeds and grasses with their billowing heads meant I could not see in which direction the sea lay, or the heath, and so I became disorientated. A growing sense of panic built and I started to call as loudly as I could for help. But the only replies that came back were those of the birds, seemingly mocking me. I sat down and started to cry. Eventually that passed and I tried to push the fear back down inside myself. I walked and walked – quite possibly in circles or spirals – and seemed to go nowhere. It was then evident that I would die in the marsh, abandoned and forgotten, and that after a great length of time my remains would eventually be absorbed back into the mud and water, to become one of the spirits that some say haunt that place by night. But then I found myself on the main track, with the houses of the village and the coast road not far away. How I had got out I do not know. How I had been so lost when so close to home, I could not say.


Later, as I recall, when I was older, I would lose the way on purpose. I loved to find a small, enclosed space somewhere in among the reed beds, and lie down and look up at the sky, far away from the confusions of other people. There were little gravelly islands and small grassy openings, quite dry in the summer heat and protected from the winds and breezes, small spaces where the sun gathered. Often I would take a book. I could pass hours out there, reading or in a kind of reverie. I was shy and solitary, and with the exception of Quill I generally preferred the certainties of my own company. By then, I knew that I would always be able to find my way out, eventually. I was not afraid, though I knew the marshes could be dangerous. At school we were often warned of the perils that lay waiting out there. We were told stories of cattle caught in the black sucking mud, or cut off by the sudden rush of water into the narrow creeks at the turn of the tide, even of a man struck by lightning and burnt to nothing – a black absence, a scorch mark – by virtue of being the highest thing in such a wide and flat and open space just as a vicious storm came on.


The heath which lay inland beyond the village was another in-between place. A wild zone, very different from the marshes, it formed a kind of barrier between the village and the farms that lay further inland. Quite open in some places and densely wooded in others, it was a landscape of gorse and bracken, stands of beech trees, impenetrable masses of hawthorn, home to many kinds of queer mushrooms and innumerable curious small animals, whose names I would eventually know. It was another good place to get lost, another place to daydream.


Quill and I knew that young lovers found dark nooks in the bracken for their trysts.


In those days, I would sometimes spend solitary hours patiently wandering the shingle looking for curiosities: amber, finger-like belemnites and sea-shaped driftwood. In my searching I had discovered treasures as various as a tin whistle, the bleached hand of a shop mannequin (mistaken at first for coral), and nuggets of sea glass of many different colours, polished like beads. That morning, thinking that the storm might have washed up something even more interesting, I started to walk slowly along the beach, just up from the water, my hands pushed deep in my pockets against the cold wind.


I had my head down, scanning the ground in front of me, poking with my feet at the piles of rubbish and seaweed, the cairns of dead crab and knotted rope. I walked in this way for some minutes and at one point discovered a peculiar stone with a hole through it, which I pocketed. I later tied it with an old piece of hemp rope and hung it over the door to my room, for it is said that such stones – ‘hag stones’ they are called – are good protection against witches and evil spirits, though why that might be I know not.


I walked like that for some time, carefully inspecting the ground immediately before me, and then something made me look up. When I did, I saw a shape, just twenty feet in front of me. It was a dark form on the shingle, something heaped among the remainings of the storm.


For a moment, I thought it might have been a seal. I came to within ten feet of it and stopped. As I looked at it the dark shape resolved itself into a human form. There was a man on the beach. A dead man. A dead man lying awkwardly in a shallow hollow in the shingle. He was a crumpled heap of dirty dark cloth, draped in bladderwrack and tangles and haloed by dead starfish. He was curled up, coiled as tight as a man may be, his back rounded against the light, like a sea creature in a crevice in a rock pool. His legs were bent double hard up against his chest, but one arm was twisted out at an angle from his body. The hand was open, pale grey palm cupping the sky. I remember his fingernails, weirdly white, as if sea bleached. A thick coil of weed wound round his wrist and trailed down to the edge of the water like – a peculiar thought this – an umbilical cord. His hair and beard were long and ragged, matted and coarse, like rope and wool. His skin was lined and wrinkled, the skin of a rockfish, white and lifeless. Strange to say, but he looked like just another piece of wreckage washed up by the sea.


A dead man.


It was a dead man. As dead and still as a piece of wood.


I stood still looking at him for a long time. I had a brief vision of Gramper, lying on a hard piece of stone in a gloomy hospital room, the curtains closed and a pale sheet drawn over him. No more stories.


The keening gulls brought me back to the beach. I had never seen a dead body before and I hesitated. It was not fear that rooted me, at least not at first, but in my confusion it seemed that some kind of particular decorum might be required, a certain formality that would proscribe any form of intimacy, even if that was only to go and look closely at his raggy clothes and his bleached and blistered skin. As I stared, I noticed the way that his face was pressed awkwardly against the wet shingle. It then occurred to me that this occurrence – this dead man on the beach – was something I should report. But to whom? There would surely be some kind of official process to go through. With this realisation I began to feel scared as well as confused. I retreated to the top of the shingle bank, from where I could look down on the dark shape, and sat down to think.


A man doesn’t just emerge from the sea. Like a bud bursting from the ground, he must begin somewhere. Nonetheless, it was perhaps possible that in the ferocity of the storm he had been pulled from some passing ship during the night and had drowned in the darkness, and that the currents had then borne him here. If that was the case, then surely his shipmates would have reported him missing to the coastguard or to the nearest lifeboat station, or the police at King’s Eye. If that were the case, I should have nothing to worry about.


I had a small pad of paper and a stub of pencil in my coat pocket and I took them out and made a sketch of the dead man. Drawing is a kind of meditation and can sometimes help find clarity. I’m sure I still have that little drawing somewhere.


I tried to think what the correct procedure should be. I supposed I should inform the police or a doctor, or the coastguard perhaps. Then someone would come and take care of all the official business. But there was no policeman or doctor in the village. I would have to telephone, and I was very reluctant to take responsibility. I was somewhat embarrassed. There would be questions; there would be people to deal with. I was an age at which I was expected to behave like an adult, to deal confidently with the world, and yet so often I still felt like a child, half-formed and unsure, profoundly doubtful. More than once the thought crossed my mind that I could just turn and walk away. But as I weighed that possibility it occurred to me that someone might have seen me crossing the marsh. And if the body was then later discovered, my neglect would seem suspicious. So, I should do something. It was not possible to just walk away.


It occurred to me that there might be some way to identify the man and with that came the horrible realisation that I would have to touch him.


I went down to where he lay. The boots he wore were old and sturdy and made from leather, black with water and with nailed soles that were surprisingly clean. His heavy trousers and thick coat were both very dark blue but looked more like black in the grey light. His thick coarse hair was black and wet and speckled with grey. I bent down and gripped his shoulder with my hand. I pulled hard to turn him over onto his back and as I did a huge convulsion went through his body, a terrible spasm, and there was a great rasping intake of breath, as if he had just broken the surface of the water after a very long, very deep dive. His chest heaved and his back arched and his legs stiffened straight out and his arms twisted and his eyes opened wide – grey like the flints that litter the shore – and he stared up at the sky.


I stumbled backwards, sitting back onto the wet pebbles heavily, voicing several obscenities. I thought I would die. The surprise was awful.


I watched him, shocked into stillness. His chest heaved as he sucked air into himself. He kept coughing violently and his lips were flecked with foam and spittle. It seemed like something must be blocking his airways and he was finding it hard to get enough air into them. Then he was shaken by a horrible racking convulsion that passed through his whole body and he retched and retched and retched until he was filled by a taut silence. I thought he was about to vomit but no, it was a cough, an attempt to expel the blockage in his throat. And then it came up, a coil of seaweed, greasy with phlegm. He coughed the lumpish mass free, and it hung by its tail from his lips. He coughed again and took hold of it and pulled and, like a conjurer who produces an endless chain of handkerchiefs from a pocket, tugged a grotesquely long shank of tangles up and out and with a distraught groan cast it onto the shingle.


Gradually the spasms subsided and his head rested back on the stones. Then his body was consumed by a terrible shivering. He turned painfully to look at me.


Our eyes met and I was shocked out of my appalled contemplation of that dreadful spectacle. I saw immediately that if I didn’t get him to a warm place and into dry clothes he would die for a second time. Without hesitating I pulled him to his knees then put my shoulder under his arm and brought him to his feet. He was much bigger than me, but in my fear and panic I discovered an unusual strength. Straightening up, leaning against me, he coughed a thick gobbet of slimy brown spittle and looked at me again with bleary, unfocused eyes, as if trying to work out what kind of alien creature I was, and what I might want with him. Slowly, painfully, I started to manoeuvre him up the shingle. I had to hope we would meet someone coming out across the marshes on the path from the village, although after such a ruinous storm, what fool but me would think to go onto the beach?


It took what felt like hours to get to the road and we didn’t see a single soul. The sky was rushing overhead. A squall of rain came down upon us and gave us a good soaking before passing on. We fell many times and, as I had to bear almost his whole weight, I was quickly exhausted. We didn’t speak. There was nothing to say. Several times we had no strength left and collapsed together in the mud. He coughed frequently, great retches that shook his whole body and produced gouts of bloody phlegm, horribly spotted with blackish matter and pale spittle. He shivered constantly and his teeth rattled in his mouth. Our horrible dance, our awkward progress. We struggled in silence.


At the road I left him lying in the wet grass and ran to the Green. There was still no one there. I knocked on the door of Jack Newman’s house but there was no answer. I knocked at the door of Bill Castle’s house but there was no answer. The village appeared to be deserted. I ran across the open space to The Green Man but it was closed up and dark inside. No one came to answer my desperate banging on the door. It can only have been mid-morning but already it felt that the light was fading, the sky becoming heavier again. It was starting to rain once more. A miserable, heavy, unceasing downpour.


I would have gone to Quill, for she would have known what to do, but her house was in a village that lay some miles inland, on the other side of the heath. She was too far away.


I ran back to the man and saw that he was at the edge of an abyss, his eyes dull, sightless, inward. That terrible realisation filled me with fear and gave me further strength. I got him up again and we made our painful way up the lane as it started to rain even more heavily. To any onlooker we must have resembled two grotesque puppets performing a dreadful choreography, each operating the other.


Somehow, I got him up the lane to the house and inside. I left him lying on the floor in the hall, gasping and croaking, eyes closed, and ran back out to the yard to get wood. I lit a fire in the parlour as quickly as I could, piled it up with logs and coal, and then dragged him through. I couldn’t lift him so I had to pull him along the floor like a sack of potatoes, dragging the rugs along beneath him like skirts. It was horrible to touch him and feel how cold his skin was.


I went to the laundry cupboard and carried down an armful of old blankets. I began to pull the cold sea-soaked clothes off his limp limbs. The man was slipping away and could offer me no assistance. His arms were stiff and heavy and it was a struggle to get the big coat, weighed down with salt water, off him. He was curled on the carpet in front of the fire and I wrapped the blankets around him. For all I could tell he was actually dead. Or at the edge. In a moment of inspiration I fetched the bottle of whisky from the larder and poured some into a cup and held it to his lips. He didn’t move but some of the liquid went in when I tipped the cup. The fire was building up some heat. I could hear the rain beating again on the roof and walls and windows and doors. I carefully dropped some more whisky into him and took a gulp myself.


Then I went to the telephone. I wanted to dial the emergency number but when I put the receiver to my ear there was no tone. The telephone lines must have come down along with the power the night before.


I was stoking the fire when I realised he was sleeping. His breathing had become regular and deep, a wheezing, rising and falling, which seemed a register of safety. With the fire blazing, I looked closely at him. His face was creased, the lines etched deep. His skin was still greyish. His eyebrows extremely thick, like twists of wire, black and grey. Lips blue and scabbed. Veins and pores. Thick growths of black hair in his ears. Awful stench.


I quickly changed into dry clothes and then went to the radio. I put it on but all that came was a cough of static, the sound of a world that had been disconnected. I didn’t want to leave the man alone so I lay down on the couch where I could watch him. Outside, the wind shook the trees and the rain battered the windows. Lying there, exhausted, I must have gone to sleep, wrung out by the effort of bringing a stranger up from the sea and into our home.


When I woke it was still only the middle of the afternoon but a gloom lay upon the room. I tried the light switches but the power was still out. It continued to rain, but lightly now, and he was still there, as inert as a corpse.


I considered what to do next. He would surely need some kind of medical attention. Aside from the whisky there were some medicines in the cupboard, but I had no idea if they would be of any use.


I wanted to get help, but I was very scared to leave him on his own. Nonetheless, something had to be done so reluctantly I put my raincoat and boots back on, took up a torch and went out again. I hurried down the road and again I could see no one, no lights in any of the houses. It was as if the storm had carried everyone away.


Down at The Green Man I banged on the door again. No answer. I tried peering in through the windows and went around to the back but all was quiet and dark and apparently deserted. I had really been depending on finding someone there.


Quill, I thought, why are you not closer?


It was raining steadily. It wasn’t stormy but you could tell it was coming on again. It was just a matter of time.


As I came back up the road, fretting and worrying, to my immense relief I found another human being: Alice Fitch at her gate. Alice was ancient – I never knew how old she was – and because of this she was mysterious. Only once, when she was young, had she been to ‘North Witch’. But the experience of such a vast, confusing and dirty metropolis had so appalled her she had never been back. She had never travelled again. For the last fifty years or more her universe had extended only to the edge of the sea and to the heath. Although, that is not entirely true, for she had read widely and was always keen to know which books I had enjoyed. She once said to me, one does not need to see the world with your own eyes in order to know it. She had a kind face and a ready smile. In the summers when I was little, she paid me pocket money to gather the sour apples that fell from the lichenous trees in her unruly back garden, which she then made into a tart jam and sold at the church gate on festival days. Now, as I came up the hill, I saw that she was wearing an ill-fitting mac and wrestling with an umbrella that had been blown inside out. She waved as she saw me coming and I went to her. I was thankful for her presence.


‘Hell of a storm, wasn’t it?’ I said.


‘A real blower,’ she said, nodding vigorously. ‘Where is everyone? I haven’t seen nobody.’


‘I wish I knew,’ I replied. ‘I’ve just been down to the Green and there’s not a soul around. And no lights on anywhere.’


‘Well, the power went,’ she said. ‘I had to get my candles out.’ She staggered as a gust of wind battered us. She seemed so frail that she might have been blown away over the heath at any moment.


‘Are you all right, Mrs Fitch?’ I asked. ‘Should you be out?’


‘I’ll survive, thank you for asking. Seen worse than this, I have. I just came out to see how things have been left. Out of curiosity, you might say. Think it’ll be coming in again soon.’ She jabbed the point of the umbrella into the sky. ‘And what are you doing out in this? And is your ma OK?’


I told her that Mother had gone to the hospital because her father, my Gramper, was not well. Alice Fitch nodded sympathetically. I said Mother had gone to say her farewells, to take her leave, as she had put it.


‘But in the meantime,’ I said, ‘something really extraordinary has happened.’


Alice Fitch looked at me quizzically.


‘I found a man on the beach,’ I said. ‘I found a drowned man.’ She regarded me curiously, as if to see if I was teasing her. Her small green eyes were sharp and bright.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I found a man on the beach, and I thought he had drowned. But he’s alive, though only just. He’s in a terrible state. I tried to take him to The Green Man but it was locked up so I took him home. I didn’t know what else to do. There was nowhere else to go. He’s there now.’


‘Where did he come from?’


‘From the sea.’


She shook her head. ‘What is he, a merman?’ Alice Fitch chuckled, but seeing that I did not share her humour, she fell quiet.


‘I know, it doesn’t make sense, but I think he must have come from the sea. He was coughing up seaweed. He was soaked through.’


‘That’s a strange business. Do you think he went overboard in the storm?’


‘I suppose he must have.’


‘Oh, Lord. Where’s he come from then?’


‘I don’t know, he hasn’t spoken.’


‘He’s not commie, is he?’ Her eyes narrowed.


The possibility had not occurred to me. ‘I don’t know. He hasn’t spoken. He’s said nothing.’


‘Well, what are you going to do?’


‘God knows! I need to get help for him. He’s in a bad way. I’ve got him in front of a fire for now. But I don’t like having him there, especially with Mother away.’


Then, as we stood there in the rain, she told me, in a rather distracted manner, an unusual story about her grandfather.


He was a sailor and for many years worked a big packet, not a fisher but a hauler, taking loads up and down the coast between King’s Eye and London and sometimes even round to the south coast. Sometimes further north too.


‘One time they are coming up through the Channel. It’s bad weather, very foggy, big swell, wind and rain and hail and getting steadily worse and as that lane is so busy – you know they do say it is one of the busiest in the whole world – they have all the lamps lit and the captain posts several members of the crew fore and aft to watch for other vessels. Visibility is very low. Everything obscured by a white veil,’ she said, briefly poetical.


Mrs Fitch stared into the distance as she spoke. It seemed for a moment that the wind died down and everything focused on her.


‘Then the seas get bigger and bigger. It’s now almost dark and getting really very rough, like a fairground ride such as would put your lunch back in your mouth, with huge waves bashing against the boat and the wind whipping the spray so that it hurts your eyes and stings your face and suddenly a cry goes up, Grandad Billy has seen someone in the water. Of course, they think it’s a crew member. One of their own. The captain quickly does a tally of his crew as he brings the boat around, a task in itself in such rough conditions for the waves are washing across the decks now and they are side-on to the swell. Everyone is accounted for, which is odd, as Billy is certain he saw someone in the water, waving up at him. Waving up at him, that’s what he said. Waving up at him. That’s mightily peculiar, isn’t it? So, it must have been someone from another vessel that was somewhere close by but that they can’t see for the fog. But there are no lights out there. Only the white air and beyond that the night. They start to scan the water for a figure but as they do a particularly large wave breaks against the boat and sweeps another of the crew off his feet and over the edge. The cry goes up a second time, man overboard!


‘They spend an age going in circles trying to find the second man in the water but there is no one to be seen amid the turmoil of the sea. One man lost or two? And would they have lost the second if they hadn’t stopped and come about in order to get the first?’


She gazed out towards the sea, then continued. ‘It lay on his conscience for the rest of his life. He swore he had seen someone waving up at him from the water. But he must have wondered if he had been somehow deceived, or even imagined it.’


She paused again. ‘I’m sorry. Don’t mind me. I do love those strange old stories he used to tell me.’ She paused. ‘And now you’ve got your own one to deal with.’


She looked sad. For a long time after I heard that story I wondered (and still wonder) what happens; if a man gets washed overboard out there, where does he end up? Does he keep swimming, desperately pursuing the wake as the ship moves ever further away, if he can even see it from within the deep canyons of the heaving sea? With time his strength will surely fail. And what then? Does he sink down and hang low in the darkness? Do the sea mosses and weeds gradually turn him into a swaying effigy, an underwater Jack-in-the-Green? Or does he stay by the surface and come this way and that way with the tides and currents, like a piece of flotsam? Would he be broken up with time? Does he come apart? Does he come ashore somewhere or does he find his way out into the great ocean, never to be seen again?


The man I had found had come ashore on the shingle and he was in one piece. But who knew how long he had been in the water.


When Alice Fitch told her grandfather’s story I was transfixed, despite the circumstances. Her tale suggested a weird connection across time.


‘Did they find anyone?’ I asked.


‘Not one, not two, nobody,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that odd?’


For a long moment we stood there in silence, both picturing the scene, and then she said, finally, ‘I’m sorry, I mustn’t hold you. I can’t help you. You must keep him warm and you need to feed him until you can get some help. Have you provisions?’


I nodded.


‘You can come and get some fresh bread in a bit, if you like. It’s just baking now. There’ll be someone back at the pub soon, I should think. That’ll be your best bet. You go back down there in an hour or so and get help. They’ve probably been helping the boats or clearing the road. It was such a blower there’s sure to be work to be done. And it’s coming on again, you’ll see.’


I nodded again and she turned and slowly went back up the path to her little house. I went up the hill to our place, as the rain gradually increased in weight and persistence and the wind grew stronger and the light faded from the sky once more.


One thing at a time, I thought. I put more wood on the fire and then, leaving the man lying there before it, I went to the kitchen and made sweet tea and warmed some beans in a pan.


Then I came back, and I shook him, and he woke.


I was scared of two possible scenarios at that moment. The first was that he would either wake in a rage or a panic, and in confusion or anger lash out at me. The second was that he simply would not wake at all and would forever remain a cold corpse, pretending to breathe and sleep on the floor of our parlour.
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