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				‘A breathtaking reading experience . . . a beautiful book that is unafraid to reveal the ugliness of the world’ Toronto Star

				‘She is particularly good at bringing the sensations of landscape to bear – its smells, sound and look – and in Marvellous has created a character of warmth and eccentricity’ Metro

				‘The stories are touching and the twist of magical realism lends them a joyful, fairytale element’ Daily Record
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				About the Book

				Marvellous Ways is eighty-nine years old and has lived alone in a remote Cornish creek for nearly all her life. Lately she’s taken to spending her days sitting on a mooring stone by the river with a telescope. She’s waiting for something – she’s not sure what, but she’ll know it when she sees it.

				Drake is a young soldier left reeling by the Second World War. When his promise to fulfil a dying man’s last wish sees him wash up in Marvellous’ creek, broken in body and spirit, the old woman comes to his aid.

				A Year of Marvellous Ways is a glorious, life-affirming story about the magic in everyday life and the pull of the sea, the healing powers of storytelling and sloe gin, love and death and how we carry on when grief comes snapping at our heels.
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				We die with the dying:

				See, they depart, and we go with them.

				We are born with the dead:

				See, they return, and bring us with them.

				T. S. Eliot, ‘Little Gidding’
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				So here she was, old now, standing by the roadside waiting.

				Ever since she had entered her ninetieth year Marvellous Ways spent a good part of her day waiting, and not for death, as you might assume, given her age. She wasn’t sure what she was waiting for because the image was incomplete. It was a sense, that’s all, something that had come to her on the tail feather of a dream – one of Paper Jack’s dreams, God rest his soul – and it had flown over the landscape of sleep just before light and she hadn’t been able to grasp that tail feather and pull it back before it disappeared over the horizon and disintegrated in the heat of a rising sun. But she had known its message: Wait, for it’s coming.

				She adjusted the elastic on her large glasses and fitted them close to her face. The thick lenses magnified her eyes tenfold and showed them to be as blue and as fickle as the sea. She looked up and down the stretch of road once grandly known as the High Road, which was now used as a cut-through by heavy farm vehicles on their way to Truro. The familiar granite cottages – ten in all – built a century ago to house men for the farms and gardens of large estates, were boarded up and derelict, visited only by ghostly skeins of gorse and bramble that had blown in like rumour from afar.

				They called it a village, but St Ophere was, technically, a hamlet, since the church that had given its name to the cluster of dwellings was situated in the tidal creek below where old Marvellous lived. There wasn’t a schoolhouse either, for that was situated two miles west in the coastal hamlet of Washaway, a place that had lived up to its name earlier that year when the great drifts of snow had turned effortlessly into floods. But what the village did have, however, was a bakehouse.

				Back-along, visitors to the area had often called the village ‘Bakehouse’ instead of its saintly name because Mrs Hard, the owner, had painted BAKEHOUSE in pink lettering across the grey slate roof: an elegant contrast to the once-white stone walls.

				Every morning, when the oven was hotten ready, Mrs Hard used to ring her bell and her customers stirred, and unbeknownst to her, so did every drowned sailor from The Lizard to The Scillies as that bell had been scavenged from a salvaged wreck. The village women would take down their uncooked pies and pasties and loaves and load them into the burning embers. Mrs Hard use to call her oven ‘Little Hell’, and if you got the position of your pie wrong and took someone else’s, that’s where you would end up. Well, that’s what she told the children when they came to collect their mothers’ cooked offerings. It was the cause of many a disturbed night, as children burned up under their oft-darned sheets fearing what was to come if they ever chose wrong.

				It had been a destination village on account of its bread. Now, in 1947, it was nothing more than a desolate reminder of the cruel passing of time.

				The breeze stirred and lifted the old woman’s hair. She looked up to the sky. It was lilac-grey and low, rain-packed, but Marvellous doubted that rain would fall. Blow away, she whisp­ered. She crossed the road and stood in front of the bakehouse. She placed her lamp on the step and pressed her palms firmly against the weather-beaten door. Mrs Hard? she whispered softly.

				It was Mrs Hard who had once told Marvellous that she was so good at waiting her life would be filled with good things.

				Patience, that’s what your father should have called you, she said. Patience.

				But I’m not patient, said Marvellous. I’m diligent.

				And Mrs Hard had looked down on the barefooted child with fancy words and ragged clothes, and thought how ungodly it was to rear a child in the woods, running wild and free like a Cornish Black pig. The girl needed a mother.

				You need a mother, said Mrs Hard.

				I had a mother, said Marvellous.

				No. You had a something, said Mrs Hard. But I could be your mother.

				And she waited for an answer but no answer came from the child’s horrified mouth. Mrs Hard shook her head and said, Just you remember, though, it is patience that is a virtue and patience that is godly.

				Mrs Hard liked the word ‘godly’. She liked God, too. When her husband moved out in 1857, lured by the promise of wealth from South African mines, Jesus and the well-loved reverend moved in. The transition was seamless, as was the first gold mine her husband went to, and the poor man was shunted from pit to pit across the Rand until he died scratching in that foreign dark for a glimpse of that golden key: the one that would fit a lock to a better life.

				‘Breathe on me, Breath of God, Fill me with life anew’.

				That’s what Mrs Hard had written above the bakehouse door when she heard of her husband’s death. Later on, someone – and old Marvellous smiled as she could still make out the faint ochre words that had stained her hands – had changed ‘breath’ to ‘bread’, but Mrs Hard never knew because she rarely looked up.

				Salvation, for me, will come from the dirt, she once told Marvellous.

				Like a potato? said the young child.

				The weather vane creaked overhead. October dusk fell quickly on the hamlet as crows upon the overnight dead. Must be nearly November, thought Marvellous. Lights flickered in the distant villages, a solemn reminder of the passing of this one. She took out a box of matches and lit her oil lamp. She stood in the middle of the road and raised the lamp to the hills beyond. I’m still here, the gesture said.

				A shaft of yellow light fell upon the hedgerow where a granite cross grew out of a bank of flattened primroses. Marvellous had always believed the cross to be an after-thought, hastily erected after the First War, as she could call it now. ‘1914–1918’, it read, with the names of long-gone faces under­neath. But there was one name, she knew, that was not on the list. The name of Simeon Rundle had been excluded from the list.

				Back in 1914 when the tide of war had rolled upon the unsuspecting coast, village life had come to a sudden halt. There were no more fairs, no more dances, no more regattas because the men left and life froze in perpetual wait. A village without men dies, said Marvellous, and the village slowly did. The well-loved reverend was sent to a new parish in the City of London and shortly afterwards Mrs Hard received news that he had been killed in a Zeppelin air raid. She lay down on the shores of Little Jordan, as she referred to the creek, and willed her life to end. It obeyed straight away, such was the force of her will, and the bakehouse oven went out and God beat a retreat. Those left behind prayed constantly for peace but prayers came back with Return to Sender stamped all over them. Only the roll call of the dead grew.

				But then one mild morning in May, Peace did appear, for that was the name given to a child born six months before the fighting stopped. Overdue, the child was, refusing to enter until the guns ceased, until the madness ceased, as if no amount of pushing or urging could force Peace into a broken world. And even then, when she came, it was reluctantly. As if she knew. Feet first and a head not budging, all mixed up, she was, feet and hands and legs and a cord. Like a calf.

				A head weighed down by the burden of a name, said Marvellous as she whispered and twisted and pulled that child free.

				Peace. It’s just not as simple as that. And of course it wasn’t.

				Old ways of life don’t return when the lives themselves have never returned. Only Simeon Rundle returned, came back to his new sister Peace, carrying a whole heap of horror with him. One morning, the villagers found him down by the creek, up to his neck in river mud and his own shit, waving a white handkerchief at a large hermit crab.

				With his swollen tongue flapping out of his mouth like a slipper, he shouted, I thurrender, I thurrender, I thurrender, before raising his father’s shotgun and blasting his heart clean from his chest. Or so the story goes.

				The villagers gasped – two fainted – as it splattered against the church door like an ornate red knocker. The new lay preacher rushed out proclaiming it was the Devil’s own work. Unfortunately, such a careless declaration flew swiftly on rumour’s eager wings, and it wasn’t long before the village of St Ophere acquired a taint that even the welcome addition of electric light in 1936 couldn’t completely eradicate.

				There was nothing actually wrong with the place. It was rightness that was at a tilt. Tides seemed higher, mists gathered there thicker and vegetation grew faster, as if nature was doing its best to correct the error, or if not to correct it then at least to hide it. But the suspicion of ill luck remained, and that’s why the people slowly left: a steady stream of absences like bingo balls pulled from a hat. Migrating to distant villages whose lights still flickered in a low autumn sky.

				Marvellous took a last look up and down the High Road, satisfied that whatever she was waiting for hadn’t passed her by. The wind had picked up and the clouds were blowing through. She held the lamp high and crossed the road to the memorial and the standpipe, and made her way through the meadow where she had once kept a cow. The temperature was falling and the grass wet underfoot, and she thought the morning would reveal the first crust of frost. She could see the wood ahead, her ankles braced for the gentle incline and the careful march through the sycamores, the hazels and the sweet chestnuts down towards her creek. The tide was out. She could smell the saltmud, her favourite smell, the smell, she believed, of her blood. She would rake up a pan full of cockles and steam them on a fire that would burn a tiny hole in the night. Her mouth began to water. She stumbled and fell next to a black­thorn bush and made use of the mishap by picking two pocketfuls of sloes. She saw the light from her caravan up ahead. Felt, strangely, lonely. Never get old, she whispered to herself.

				Late. An owl hooted and the dark eyes of night gazed unblinking towards the horizon. Marvellous couldn’t sleep. She stayed awake sitting by the riverbank keeping the moon company, a pile of shucked cockleshells at her feet. She huddled in the warmth of firelight, her yellow oilskin raincoat bright and pungent and hot to touch. The stars looked faint and distant but it may have been her eyes. She once used binoculars, now she used a telescope; soon night would capture day for ever. She felt comforted by the blurred outline of her old crabber rocking gently on the tide; the familiar creak of rope against wood was a good sound in the undulating nocturnal silence.

				She had lived in the creek almost her whole life long and had been happy there – almost – her whole life long. Islanded in the middle was the small church that had once been a chapel but was now a ruin. For as long as she could remember the tide had carved around the church until the church had broken away from the people or maybe the people had broken away from the church? It was so long ago now that old Marvellous couldn’t remember what had happened first. But the tide had carved its path until church and headstones and faith had all gone adrift. Sunday services used to be held when the tide was at its lowest point, sometimes at daybreak, sometimes at dusk, and once, she remembered, in the dead of night, a lanterned trail of believers sang their way up the riverbed like pilgrims seeking Galilee.

				Yes, we’ll gather at the river,

				The beautiful, the beautiful river;

				Gather with the saints at the river

				That flows by the throne of God.

				She swigged from a bottle of sloe gin. Saint’s nectar, it was, flowing by the throne of God. Amen. Light from the altar candle slinked out of the church, dusting the tops of gravestones that the tide had mercifully spared. It was its own star, thought Marvellous. She lit that candle every night and had done so for years. A lighthouse keeper, that was what she really was. That’s what had drawn Whatshisname to her shore during the war years. That, and the music, of course.

				Whatshisname. The American. She had watched him go into the church as a shadow, and when he had emerged he was still a shadow with deep hues of mauve emanating from his dark skin, and from his mouth the glowing tip of a cigarette pulsed like the heart of a night insect. He walked across the dry riverbed lured by a familiar song, and as he pulled himself up the bank, he saw the wireless, sitting in a battered pram parked beneath the trees.

				He said, Louis Armstrong.

				And she said, Marvellous Ways, nice to meet you at last.

				And he laughed and she had never heard laughter like that, not in all her days, and his eyes flashed as bright as torch­light. He sat with her, and the table rocked and the river rippled as bombers flew over and the air raid sirens sounded and bombs fell over the Great Port, over Truro too, and barrage balloons cast deep shadows across the sky, and Louis Armstrong sang of lips and arms and hearts as anti-aircraft guns pounded against the indigo dark, and two strangers sat quietly under a tree that had seen it all before.

				He talked about his grandfather back home in South Carolina in the Low Country, talked about the fishing trips they took along the oozy marshes, how the smell of mud and salt were the smells of home, and Marvellous said, I know what you mean. And he told her of the trestle bridges that glowed pink at dusk and cedars that grew out of the lush wetlands and the heavy scent of tea olive and jasmine, which reminded him of his late mother. He said he missed eating catfish, and Marvellous said, So do I, even though she had only ever eaten dogfish. Together they toasted Life and clinked their mugs and pretended they were somewhere far far away.

				He came often after that. Brought her doughnuts from the American doughnut factory in Union Square, and they ate them with strong black tea even though he preferred coffee, and they listened to the radio Rhythm Club and tapped out rhythms with their jitterbug feet. Sometimes he brought tins of Spam, corned beef, too; he never let her go hungry. And once he brought her a poster of a film she had seen a couple of years before. He was thoughtful like that.

				But then days before the planned invasion of France, he asked her for a charm.

				A charm? she said.

				A lucky charm. To bring me back safely, he said.

				She looked into his eyes and said, But that’s not what I do. I’ve never made charms.

				Oh, but that’s what people said you did.

				That’s what they’ve always said, and she held his hand instead and the only charm she had was hers and it radiated out.

				June 1944 was The Last Goodbye. Those American boys were shipping out. He strutted over whistling, all gabardine trousers and Hawaiian shirt, gosh he looked so smart. He gave her all he had left – chocolate, cigarettes, stockings – and they sat down under the tree and drank tea and listened to Armstrong and Teagarden, Bechet, too, and someone else who would never be as famous. She watched the young man play rhythm upon his knees, watched his mouth turn clarinet. In that moment, either side of him, she saw two futures vying for space. In one he lay still on Omaha Beach. In the other he sat still, head in a book, trying to make something of himself in a country coloured by hate. When he stood up to leave she said, Go left, and he said, What’s that? She said, I don’t know what it means but you will when the time comes. You must go left.

				So long, Marvellous, he waved.

				So long, Henry Manfred Gladstone II, she waved. Henry Manfred Gladstone II. So that was his name.

				It’s been a pleasure, he said.

				The night grew wild with movement. The concrete barges began to depart and thousands of men embarked from piers and beaches, and there was such a kerfuffle, and yet by morning all was quiet. The generators were quiet. The smell of diesel subsiding. The Americans had left and had left behind tales of romance and unborn children, and so much joy, and it was the women who cried because they always did.

				So long, Henry Manfred Gladstone II, she whispered. It’s been a pleasure.
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				As Marvellous had predicted, a thick crust of hoarfrost had settled across the river valley by morning. A curlew called out incessantly from the creek until a plume of smoke rose from the gypsy caravan. A moment later, Marvellous opened the wagon doors and carefully climbed down the glistening steps. At the solid crunch of earth, she stretched her arms up towards the trees, down towards her toes, up towards the trees again. For someone so small she took up a lot of space.

				She followed the sloping path down to the riverbank where the pit-fire from the night before smouldered timidly. She sat down heavily on the mooring stone and studied her mood as she did the daily flow of the river. She was troubled; had slept badly. A dream had pulled her from sleep – a blind dream again – one of words not images. Open the boathouse, dream had said. I will not, said Marvellous vehemently, but dreams don’t argue.

				She stood up and waited for the highest point of the tide, the moment when the movement of the river ceased. She slipped out of her yellow oilskin and well-worn boots and shivered as the frosty mud found space between her toes. She unpinned her hair and the limp curls of white fell beyond her shoulders towards a waist once slimmer, once held. One button now, two buttons. Her fingers weren’t nimble and the action took a moment. Her heavy felt trousers slid to the earth. She pulled her wool sweater over her head and her breasts tumbled free and goose pimples rose in the crisp morning air. She lifted the shell box over her head and placed it carefully upon the ancient stone. She slipped from her bloomers. It used to be only the tops of her thighs that touched, now everything touched, but it would feel different in a minute, in the river it would feel different and she knew this because she knew so much because she had been old for such a long time.

				She took off her glasses and stepped carefully to the bank, felt for the edge with her toes. The smell of high water was thick. She raised her arms above her head and the breeze caught in her armpits, at the juncture of her legs.

				Now.

				She bent her legs and dived into the creek, surfacing two yards from shore. She swam downriver with mullet and watched a cunning heron fly low and unseen and make an easy killing in the brittle light. Front crawl took effort so she opted for breast stroke. She liked the feel of chill water between her legs as they parted.

				As she drew level with the boathouse, her stomach tightened as her eyes rested on the stone and clapboard dwelling. It looked majestic and serene, frosted as it was that morning, and it looked like the symbol of love and commitment that it had previously been when her father had built it all those years before. Once white, it was now green with moss, long-jettisoned to the vast maw of her past. Twenty-five years ago she had bolted the door and had imprisoned all that had resided inside just as she had done with her heart. The salt-caked windows pleaded with her as she passed. Open us up, they whispered. Nonsense, she said, and she dived under the water and held herself down with eelgrass. She stayed there as long as she could, surfacing breathlessly back upstream in the shadow of the mooring stone. She struggled up the riverbank and wrapped herself tightly in her oilskin. She turned back towards the boathouse. You can’t speak, she said. No, I can’t, it said. That’s all right then, she said, and she stomped back up to her caravan in a mood as heavy as mud.

				That afternoon, the engine purred as the crabber rode the ebbing tide towards the narrow sandbar that kept the uninvited world at bay. On the sandbar was the wreck of Deliverance, her old friend Cundy’s fishing boat. At low tide the boat tilted portside revealing the wound from which it never recovered. At high tide the stern sat so low in the water that most people thought the boat’s name was actually Deliver.

				Through the sandbar, the vast stretch of Carrick Roads could be seen ahead, glistening as shafts of sunlight cut across the heaving grey waterway. A gunshot echoed beyond the meadows. Marvellous stopped and listened; heard a faint dog bark, too. A flock of gulls took off into the low white sun, patterning the valley with fleeting, half-glimpsed shadows. She raised her telescope and studied their flight, looking for unusual signs, but again there were none. She caught a tern surrendering to the current, joyfully drifting backwards on the fast out-going water.

				She lowered the telescope and slipped off her glasses, quite sure now that whatever she was waiting for was not coming by water. There were signs with water – obvious signs – like the unforgettable night when two thousand starfish had crept in on the tide.

				It had been a lifetime ago. A night when loneliness had taken her too early to bed. She had lain awake unable to sleep, willing her life to change as young women do, when all of a sudden she felt the creeping movement of company outside. She got up and when she saw the shimmering pattern of orange stars, she thought the world was upside down and the heavens finally within reach. And in a way it was, and in a way they were, because the following day Paper Jack marched through the shallows and cut a path through fifteen years of thorny silence.

				He came with bluebells behind his ears and ramson stalks in his mouth and was trailed by lovelorn bees who knew the scent of a good man. He stopped outside her caravan and with arms out wide he shouted what the children used to shout:

				Marvellous Ways! Marvellous Ways!

				Is she well or is she crazed?

				She’ll cast a spell and make you well,

				She’ll cast a spell you’ll go to hell.

				Marvellous stepped out from the caravan that day and with as much indifference as she could muster, said, You again!

				And he said, Me, again!

				So what do you want? Wellness or hellness?

				And he quietly said, You-ness.

				And she said, Ain’t no Eunice living here.

				And he said, God damn it, woman, you’ve still got a mouth! Now come down from those steps and let me hold you.

				And they held on to each other until Time Past crept between them and made them shy, and Paper Jack pulled away and smiled at her, and his smile broke like a spring morning and melted the long winter of her heart.

				’Course he wasn’t called Paper Jack then, the name Paper Jack came much later, as names often do. He was called just Jack or Singer Jack then, and he was quiet and watchful and eyed everything and everyone like the weather. He once called Marvellous a band of high pressure during an argument, and once when his brother, Jimmy, wasn’t around he called her a frosty start to the day. Jack liked Marvellous from the moment he saw her on Jimmy’s arm. Jack liked Marvellous more than any girl he had ever set eyes on. And once, when he was drunk, and she was alone, Jack said he would wait for her because she was worth waiting for, like the first sighting of pilchards in the early morn of a summer day.

				That First Return was in 1900. Marvellous was forty-two years old and Jack, thirty-six. Both had been worn down by life and were an inch shorter than the last time they had met. Marvellous built a fire outside and cooked the crab she had hauled the previous day. They drank in each other’s presence with ale and rum, and became so shy that even the leaves began to blush.

				You got yourself a man? asked Jack.

				No one permanent, said Marvellous. And Jack felt half glad, half jealous.

				He said, A woman like you needs a man –

				– is that so? –

				– because a woman like you needs a child, he said.

				Too late for that, said Marvellous quietly, and she began to clear away the stinking shell. Four hundred and seventeen children she had delivered by then and not one her own.

				She stopped and said, I wanted your child, Jack. I wanted to love and care for your child, and she knelt down and rinsed her hands in a bucket of river water.

				He sat in silence and watched her guiltily, listening to a nightingale in the leafy oak branches above. When Marvellous had finished, he stood up and pulled her towards his chest. They rocked from side to side as the nightingale sang in the leafy oak branches above, and they kissed and she wished they hadn’t because she could taste his sadness on his breath. Could taste his other life and his other women too, and that’s why she knew he wouldn’t stay.

				I’m not staying, he whispered.

				I know, said Marvellous.

				I’m going to make good and then I’ll come back and fetch you.

				I’ll wait, said Marvellous, because she was so good at waiting.

				You’ve only ever been the girl for me.

				I’m not a girl, Jack, and time’s running out.

				You’ve never looked more beautiful.

				Where have these words been hiding?

				Taken me years to find you.

				I never went far.

				The silence was punctuated by bird calls.

				She ran her hands over his face. Where have you been all this time?

				Australia.

				I thought I could see another sun on your skin.

				I ended up south at the copper mines. Place called Moonta – Little Cornwall they called it because there were pasties there and Methodists too.

				Food for thought, said Marvellous. Food for the soul.

				And there were blackfellas, too, and they knew the land and they knew the sea. And I’d go down to the bay and watch them spear fish with harpoons made from stingray barbs. And this blackfella – Bob, he was called – well, he called me a whitefella. Can you imagine it? I’d never thought about being a whitefella before, not until that moment when I stood on that strange shore looking at the biggest bluest sky I’d ever seen, watching a blackfella spear fish for his tea.

				Marvellous smiled. She took his hands and kissed them.

				And he wanted to tell her that was the start of his home­sickness: that overwhelming sky and those skinny-looking blackfellas. He wanted to tell her that nothing felt right and he missed his home because how could he make a home in a land that whispered angry words? In a land where flies outnumbered men, in a land where heat rose from the red-parched earth as fiercely as a kiln? How could he make a home in a land that didn’t have her? And he cried on that beach and pretended he had the burning midday sun in his eyes, because when Bob looked over at him he laughed and said, What’s with the fakkin tiss, mate?

				What is it? asked Marvellous.

				Jack fell silent. He pulled out a heavy gold fob watch and placed it between her hands. See, I came back rich, he said.

				You came back a Gentleman.

				I did. And could you love a Gentleman?

				I’d prefer a sailor with no money.

				Jack laughed. How did you know?

				Because I know you, Jack Francis. And I can smell your life on your hands.

				Marvellous refilled his mug from the flagon.

				There was another accident underground and I lost my nerve, Marve. Couldn’t go back down there again. Kept thinking of Jimmy. You ever think of him?

				Now and then. But I think of you more.

				Do you love me more?

				Yes. Because I have more love to give.

				He reached for his ale. I still have guilt, he said.

				Time swallowed mine.

				Lucky.

				No. Just very very tired, said Marvellous.

				I won’t go underground again, said Jack. Just the sea for me now. I’ll take my chances with the waves.

				Swim with me, said Marvellous.

				I can’t swim. Don’t know a sailor who can.

				We’ll stay shallow and I’ll hold you.

				I’m a lot to hold.

				I’m a good anchor.

				They stood by the mooring stone in the lamplight. They undressed each other and they looked all over each other’s bodies and their eyes became hands and their longing caused the river to ripple and when they could look no more she walked him into the cold water, and he was so giddy he had difficulty keeping his feet on the ground.

				As he dressed, she packed his bag with sloe gin and pickled limpets and saffron buns. Packets of dried sweet chestnut and comfrey leaves, too, to ease the rattling breathlessness he tried to hide.

				That night, before he left, she asked him to sleep with her. Came right out and said it. Said they’d wasted enough time already and she was dying for it, quite frankly. Warmed by the booze, he followed her into the boathouse and in the golden candlelight the heat of the day gave way to the sweat of night. She pulled her shirt over her head and he touched her breasts, and kissed her breasts and reached under her skirt and his hands met no other fabric except her goose-bumped flesh. He unbuttoned his trousers, and she once again unbuttoned his heart. They were no longer shy.

				They clung to each other and loved as if it was their last chance at love and where he entered he never left. And that was the night they began to share dreams because that’s what happens when you both know the weight of another’s soul.

				Jack waited for her to sleep before he disappeared into the rise of dawn. He knew how to do that without making a sound because he filled his lungs like balloons and held his breath so tight they lifted him off the ground. And as he glided swiftly through the trees, her voice broke through the dreamscape and her voice said, I’ll be here when you get back. Be quick, my love. I’ll wait.

				But he wasn’t quick. But she did wait. For twenty years did she wait. And when he returned there would be no bright starfish laying down a golden path to her door. Just the unmistakable sound of rumour.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3
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				Fireworks pulled Marvellous out of a dreamless sleep. She had thought it to be war yet had found it to be peace when she staggered down from her wagon and caught the tail end of the spectacle: the sodden fizz as white and green and red embers disappeared behind the trees, plunging the creek into a soft milky silence, leaving only stars, and plenty of them.

				She stood alone on the shore, confused and dishevelled, pressed upon by the vast inky Cornish sky. She didn’t know if it was because her hand looked so old against the dense cluster of stars or because she didn’t know who or what she was waving to in that perfect night sky, but her eyes began to water.

				She stumbled down into her boat, part woman part child and neither knew what to do with the other. She lit a lamp and pulled a blanket across her lap and pushed away from the bank. The boat and her mind drifted. And again there was yet silence. No sound now of aeroplanes, or electric generators, or sirens or bombs. No caw of gulls, no drip drip of sodden branches. A padded silence that lapped like flotsam at the shore of all she was.

				The boat gently rose, gently rocked. Feet away, now, from Deliverance, and the sight of its breached hull saddened her because some days she thought that was exactly what her mind was becoming, a breached hull. She could feel a leak just above her eyes, had felt moments sucked out by the tide and she wondered if her mind would eventually become empty like the boat. And she thought that empty at this point in her life would be a very lonely place to be, because there was no one left to remind her of all she had done and what she had once been, which was young.

				What if, on those quiet afternoons when she liked to sit and think back over her life, what if she couldn’t recall Jack or Jimmy, or the lighthouse keeper who first taught her about love? What if she couldn’t recall the rush of sun across the moors or the sound of hymns that rose from the mines as Christmas approached? What if she couldn’t recall the haul of oysters that blistered her hands or the sight of square-rigged ships racing across the horizon to meet a sun when back home was still a moon? What if the sight of her father became the sight of a stranger and an owl was no longer an owl and its purpose was blank? What if a clock tower struck eleven and it was simply a sound? What if it all went? And night fell and she didn’t know it was night? Or a sandpiper called or a mullet rose at surface break or a gannet dived and she mislaid their names like coins behind the backs of chairs? What if she held a shell to her ear and there were no words to describe the sound? A limpet, that’s all she’d be. Good for nothing except hanging on.

				She secured her craft to the hull and let the boats nudge one another like the old friends they were. She found a piece of gingerbread in her pocket and the scent was different against the ponderous stench of weed and mud. She felt it warm her stomach immediately, felt it dry the cold damp of worry. She ran her hand across the mossy starboard slats of Deliverance, and as the breeze quietened and the rocking ceased, she leant forwards and began to tell the story of the boat back to the broken boat.

				Light was nibbling at the foot of the sky when she finished the story. The breeze had picked up and a smoky haze dawned stealthily from the earth. The river stirred, began to empty. Marvellous rested her ear against the damp wood and heard something that she hadn’t heard before. Had she been listening to a human chest she would have called it a heartbeat. But because it was a boat, she didn’t have a word for it.

				The lighthouse bell began to toll announcing the incoming mist, and great swathes of the stuff crept towards Marvellous and caught in the trees like Spanish moss, laying salt on the leaves of the rhododendrons, on the fronds of palms. She felt scared. Old and scared. She pulled the blanket up higher and huddled down on to the bottom boards. Open the boathouse, dream had said. She looked back towards the sad white shack and thought of her life as a winged insect trapped in its amber past. Dawn broke with a whisper. Her mouth let out a sigh.

				When the mist had eased and the sun committed she moored at the stone and staggered up to her caravan before the day attempted to change her mind. Hanging outside like a wind chime was a bunch of keys of various sizes: keys to boats, to cottages, to locks unknown, a key to understanding, too: a tiny key that hung from a ragged aquamarine braid, but why she had ever called it that she couldn’t remember. She leant in close and looked for the unmistakable shape of the boathouse key, the one she’d last held twenty-five years ago. There it was! as recognisable as an old-time face. She prised it away from the bunch and marched back down to the moss-stained door with it held triumphantly aloft.

				The key fitted perfectly. She took the padlock off and shoved the door open with all her might. She heard a moan and that last year with Paper Jack rushed towards her and she fell to the ground, and it wouldn’t let her go until she felt it again, remembered it once again. All mixed up, it was, sadness and joy and a whole heap of pain.

				She struggled free and gathered her breath and never took her eyes away from that boathouse door. Swinging to and fro, it was. Never took her eyes away because there was no breeze any more, all was still. A pendulum to Lost Time, it was, swinging to and fro in a nothing breeze.

				Inside, the stench of long-gone years and briny damp unsettled her nose. Fine webs from a spindle spider connected floor to ceiling and wall to floor, and green mould spores gossiped and kissed and multiplied before her eyes. And all around was a sound like seeping gas or breaking wind or a great big sigh, a release of stale air from that tomb of two. She opened the balcony doors and the sea air rushed in, and the light startled through the gap and fell upon the wall and the clammy, unused bed. And on the wall above the bed, the starfish: as orange as it ever was. She unhooked it and cradled it in her hands and the woman she had been joined her on that bed and comforted her. Twenty-five years she had been without that man. Once even a day without him had been unbearable.

				Twenty-five years! she said out loud. Do you hear that, you silly man?

				She heard his wheeze. She heard his voice say, We were young. At least we had that.

				Young! scoffed Marvellous. We were never young!

				You’ve never looked better, she heard Jack say.

				You’re full of nonsense.

				That’s why you love me.

				That I do.

				You been looking after yourself, Marvellous?

				When I can remember to. What about you?

				Cough’s gone. Got my strength back. Did you get my dreams?

				’Course I did. Bit unclear, though.

				I’ll do better next time.

				That would be a help. What’s it all about, Jack? What am I waiting for?

				You know it doesn’t work like that, Marve.

				Are you going to stay? Is that why I opened this place up?

				Not right now. But I’m coming back.

				That old song.

				Be kind, my love.

				Well, I’ve changed. And I might not wait, you know. I’m a lot older and a whole lot wiser.

				Oh, you’ll wait! she heard him say. You can’t get enough of me. I drive you wild.

				You drive me mad. Always have.

				Mad and wild. You’ll wait.

				I might not! she shouted. Silly old fool! she shouted and she tutted loudly. She couldn’t hear him after that. Heard only the stir of the river, the stir of the trees, the stir – strangely – of her fear. An owl screeched. She looked out and watched it swoop down and tuck into a breakfast mouse.

				She put the starfish in her pocket and pulled the boathouse door to and went in search of soap and a brush and a pail of water. She would give the boathouse new life and a clean one at that. She would set the hearth alight and burn logs day and night and chase the damp until steam crept from the cracks, till only salt crystals glistened drily upon the window-ledges.

				Hours later, she lay in bed exhausted; her hands red and raw and her arms too weak to unpeel her glasses. She listened to the distinct sound of a curlew, sonorous against the plangent mournful call of the fog bell: that fixed point in her shifting, swirling, unclear world. She felt cold. Even the roundels of slate she had warmed on the stove were proving useless against the damp chill. She moved a slate to her chest and eventually the weight and warmth led her to sleep.

				And then, just as her lids closed, a dream lined up to take flight across her sleep, a dream that would deposit two images, at last, to the door of her mind: the image of a linnet, tentative and free, flying across the Thames with a chest full of song. The image of a young man looking towards a horizon that promised nothing.

				The fog bell mourned.
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