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To the foxes of the Finn Valley for calling me and giving me courage to return that call. And for Maggie and Phoebe. In their company I walked hours each day across every field and forest path no matter the weather, excavating Suffolk’s temper and tone. Without those walks this book could not have been written nor its sentences have found their breath.




Midwinter




Prologue




Think about a fox.


The vixen knows when to let her kits fight it out. It’s with the push and the pull that they learn when to hide, when to growl and claw, and when to sit so still a bee might mistake small whiskers for a dandelion.


She’ll not leave them entirely, mind. She’ll keep watch.


 


I was gone, but I never really left you, heart. I never will.







Chapter 1


Vale


The shock of the water hit me like a hatchet. It felt like my ribs had cut clean through my skin and come out my throat. And almost as soon as I was in it, the tide ripping and heaving, I felt Tom’s wrist slip from my grip as he got pulled away.


I swam as fast as I could. I yelled for Tom. I could only just see the boat in the dark and rain; hear Tom’s voice bellow out, disappear and then come up again. I was hurtling along towards the river mouth – and beyond it the sea.


I tried to shout but almost as soon as my mouth opened it filled with water. I knew if I could keep going, the water might rush me back towards the boat.


Suddenly I seemed to be moving faster, skimming along the top of the river. I thought I saw Tom’s arms reaching through the surface of the water. He was closer than I thought.


‘The boat, Tom. Swim towards it!’


I was rushing at the stern and somehow, climbing up through the water, I threw myself towards it. It was my last chance. My left hand hit something hard. Then my right arm whipped up and found a rope, a rail, something, it didn’t matter. I just had to hold on to it, tight, with every last bit of everything left in me.


‘Tom where are you?’ I couldn’t hear him, nothing. Just sloshing and wind, then—


‘Help me, man.’


He sounded nearby but I couldn’t see him.


‘Tom I’m here. Grab the boat.’


‘Can’t. Boat’s moving too much.’


It was. Not just from the choppiness but left and right in the wind.


‘Hang on, just don’t lose me. I’ll get you in.’ I didn’t know how.


I took the biggest breath I could and heaved myself up the side of the boat. I didn’t make it all the way in but it was far enough, and with another push I went over like a fish on a line and all the water with me.


It took me a moment to find which way I was facing.


‘Where are you?’ I was trying to look over the sides to see where Tom was. ‘Tom?’


‘Fuckin’ hurry up, I’m here.’


He was right up towards the bow, hanging off something. I couldn’t see what.


‘What are you holding? Can you climb up it? I’ll drag you over.’ Suddenly I felt the boat rotate sharp towards the peninsula. ‘Are we moving?’


‘Of course we’re moving, everything is fuckin’ moving. Jesus can you just help me?’


Scrabbling around for a life jacket or something, I found some nylon rope.


‘Tom, I’ve got rope. I’ll make a loop and you put it under your arms okay?’


‘Shit I’m getting tired, man.’


‘Keep talking to me while I do it.’ The rope was all frayed but long and that was good enough. I made a noose best I could with one end and then tied the other end around the planks that made a bench across the width of the boat. I could hardly feel my hands.


‘Are we out at sea, brother? It feels different, I don’t feel the gully anymore.’


I looked around. I could make out land I hadn’t before. The wind was getting worse. A few times gusts nearly knocked me clean over. ‘I think we’ve moved towards the beach again. I’m going to throw the rope now. Tom, can you see?’


‘Lower it.’


If I leaned right over I could see him, close but still too far to grab hold of. The rope got caught by the wind as Tom waved a free hand, trying to snatch at the blue line. Finally he got it.


‘One arm at a time. Can you do it?’


I couldn’t hear his reply.


He was struggling, hanging on the side with one hand and trying to get the rope over his head and free arm. It wasn’t heavy enough for the job.


‘I’m in!’


‘Can you let go? I’m going to try and drag you round to the stern. Then I can get you in.’


‘Brother, there’s rocks here.’


‘Can’t be.’


‘My feet keep hitting something’


‘Then the boat would hit them. Tom, are you ready? You have to let go but swim hard and stay close. I’ll pull you along.’


He did. And he didn’t. I don’t know what happened. But he got himself pulled away from the boat again, out along the rope, and the next thing he was screaming all hell about rocks behind him. And in the same moment there was this almighty bloody gust out of nowhere and the boat swung, hard and quick towards him with the rope still holding him to it. And he fucking disappeared between the boat and whatever was behind him. He was gone.


I’d fought with Pa. We fought about stuff all the time, but usually one of us had to stop because neither was going to be the first to use Ma to score points. Not this time; we both took the brakes off. I was shouting and hissing and I heard myself saying things I should never have said. I felt this fuckin’ mad rage in me. There was no way of taking any of that back. And then I saw his hand coming at me. Came at my face like a hoof. The surprise meant I didn’t know what to do. I don’t think he did either so I left. I went out for a walk.


It wasn’t slow like my walks usually are. It was angry. My shirt suddenly felt like it didn’t fit. While I was walking, past the tractor sheds and out across the fields with my arms all stiff in their sockets, I must have dug my nails into my palms because when I uncurled them to open the gate, they burned like crazy.


It was early. The sun was low and a big dry moon was coming up the back. I got to the fallen chestnut and sat there looking down at the dogs sniffing and carrying on. Never understood how that tree kept living. It came over in a storm a few years back. We’d found it the next day, Pa and I, lying there with all its legs in the air and out the soil but it survived. Must have been because enough roots were still stuck in the earth and it had the water ditches feeding it. Anyway, it was still there and its branches made a big arch that was just right for resting on. I pulled my jacket close and stuck my hands in my pockets. Ma always said if you know where your roots are, you can survive anything. When I hated how things were my mind always turned to Ma and how she was before everything happened in Zambia and we came back here.


Ma was beautiful. Soft and sweet smelling and covered with flour. I knew this wasn’t quite right because she couldn’t have always been baking. I remembered her sitting at her piano, in her dress with zebras on it, and I knew she would have been making apple pie for me or nut bread for Pa. Her novels were always covered in flour too. She’d stand there kneading the dough with her library books to the side of the board reading away and sometimes she’d say ‘Oh, that Mr Darcy, now there’s a man for you.’ Pa would tease her and say she only ever liked a man in breeches and he didn’t stand a chance with her what with his overalls. I always pretended to look away when they kissed.


My chest ached from the cold and my head. I get headaches from being too angry. Felt like the inside of my skull was all red and raw. The dogs were fed up as well so I started back to the house. We’d been out so long that by the time we were making our way past the horses I could see Pa had put the lights on. I could make out the shape of the house against the sky. When the sun went down and the warm went with it you could hear the last hope of heat crack as it hit the horizon. It made me wish I hadn’t cut my hair so short.


I put the dogs in through their door, all wet from the grass, and stood outside. The house looked warm with all the lights on. Ma always said it was pretty and I suppose it was. She liked brick houses. Looking at it I thought, maybe this time I’ll leave.


So, I stood there feeling the kind of sorrow that stuck in my throat. I didn’t cry and I kept standing still. Then, for no reason, or maybe because I just didn’t know what else to do, I made a deal with myself or God or some bullshit like that, that if Pa came to the window and looked out before I counted to one hundred then I would go back in. If he looked for me in the night outside, I would go back inside and tell him it was okay, that I didn’t blame him. I wanted to tell him I missed Ma too. But he didn’t look out and I knew I could never say it anyway. When I ran out of numbers, even though I counted longer than I planned, I turned away. I walked up our track until I reached the road and started for town.


By the time I found him in town, Tom was already talking stupid and acting worse. He was wheeling around slopping his pint, acting like a loon. After our farm and the Admiral, the Old Anchor was his other home. He and the guy pulling pints were telling each other dirty limericks and Suffolk rhymes. Tom would start to laugh even before he got to the last line. He was always pleased with his efforts. He took a swig of his pint.


‘So, Beccles for a puritan, Bungay for the poor.’ The barman joined in. ‘Halesworth for a drunkard and Bilborough for a whore.’ Tom never tired of that one.


I was used to him being like that and mostly he made me laugh. Only a couple of times did he take it too far. Like the time he was trying to grab this girl. She told him to fuck off and he suddenly got right angry. I had to pull him off her and slap some sense into him. I wanted to tell the girl we were sorry but she had run off, and now she hates us. It didn’t look like this night was shaping up much better either. Tom was all swagger and spit and none of the girls were having any of it. The Anchor was heaving with the usual Friday mess, someone was having a birthday too, so I needed to use my elbows like crowbars just to get to him.


‘As I live and breathe, it’s brother Vale! Glory be, what happened to your face?’


He was funny that way, always talking strange, especially when he got oiled up. Some of the guys called him Shakespeare because of it. He got his way from his Ma who fancied herself an actress though really she was just an usher at the town cinema. These days no one even knew where she was. She just floated in and out of town and then was gone again. She’d had some sort of breakdown a few years before. Tom still loved her like no one else. He’d do anything for her.


‘Hey,’ I said.


‘You look like a man in need of a beverage.’ He squinted at my face which I knew was swollen even though I’d tried to hold snow around my eye. ‘Ugly stuff,’ said Tom, ‘we’ll need to discuss that.’


I nodded over the noise.


‘Get this gentleman a brew!’ He just kind of bellowed it into the air but I guess somebody heard because soon enough, a jar slopped over the counter and then Tom was clunking glasses with me and making the kind of hoo-hahr types of noises the army blokes make. When we were a bit younger Tom had a cousin who did that all the time. I didn’t like it and I didn’t like him – but I still felt bad when he got his legs blown off in some raid in Afghanistan.


The whole town was like a barracks some nights. Especially after a tour got back. Tom could get into trouble quite quickly when that happened. He was always saying he was more of a man than they were. One time he really went at this one guy who everyone was saying had medals and was a proper hero and Tom said you don’t need a war to be a hero and he could fight the Taliban in his underpants and still win. It ended badly of course. I didn’t know what I was, but it wasn’t a hero.


The base was the other side of town towards the Forest. Some days, you’d have armoured vehicles and travellers with horses and a few tractors one after the other, all fighting for space on the same narrow road.


Tom and I had a few more ales. He was better practiced than I was, so I got pretty bad pretty quick. I know I was ratted because when Tom suggested we find some girls, I thought this was a good idea. Tom had shagged lots of girls, me, only one, and in the end, I don’t think it really counted. Also, it was Tom’s sister so I could never tell him about it.


In the end we never found any who would talk to us let alone go with us so we bought some bottles with what was left of Tom’s wages and walked out along the harbour past the secondhand boat place. We carried on past the huts for the rowing teams to the river quay. Tom thought we would have better luck at another place we knew down there. Tom’s logic was, go to a real dive and the girls would always be keen. When we got there we found the doors all shut up. We were cold and still had our bottles with us.


‘Let’s get in a boat,’ said Tom. ‘Be warmer.’


We looked around a bit. They were mostly too fancy to be any use, all closed cabins and the like. Most of the pleasure boats were already out the water what with winter coming. Tom said this was on account of them being owned by ‘townie frauds who would piss themselves at the first sign of a decent swell.’


‘Or maybe they just don’t like the cold.’ I said


‘Fuck off,’ said Tom. ‘Which one we having?’


I liked the look of a small wooden dinghy, it was blue and had a big thick tarp we could crawl under. Tom said it was a girl’s boat. In the end we settled for a bigger one with an engine out the back and enough shelter and canvas to keep the wind off us while we drank. We swung down along the planks and ropes and after some wrestling with the cover found we could make ourselves a nest.


‘You can’t be cut up about your Pa you know,’ said Tom. I’d told him about the fight as we walked.


‘What do you know about it anyway?’ My head was swimming all around and around as bad as the water under the boat.


‘I feel you Brother, but in the end your Pa’s your family. Like me and my lot. My mother doesn’t even live with us and some days I hate them both so much I could beat in both their fuckin’ heads with a shovel.’


‘You’re too drunk to do anything with a shovel.’


We thought that was funny.


‘When we get back I’ll have a word with Pa Midwinter about it.’


‘What you going to say?’


‘That you’re already ugly and if he keeps this up you’ll never get laid. Ever.’


‘But luckily I have you right?’


‘Exactly.’ Tom tested the wheel. He swung it left, then right. ‘Shall we take this fine vessel a-sailin’?’


‘Sure.’ I said and stood up to show my willing. I didn’t feel too good.


‘Whoa there sailor.’ Tom leaned over the side of the boat. ‘Yup, tide is up so we are good to go!’


‘What you know about tides anyway?’


‘Absolutely sweet fuck-all. But I do know sometimes, the sea comes up the river to this here town, and sometimes, it goes the other way.’


‘But which way do we need it to be going?’


‘Well,’ he was getting all ponderous, ‘Everything is back to front with boats. So I figure, whatever direction you think it doesn’t need to be going is the right one. Got it?’


‘Er. Yeah.’


‘Good.’ He was one triumphant sailor.


We were all kinds of merry, unhooking the tarp from around the boat, Tom finding a tin of tea and some matches in a box, me pointing out that we had lots of rope. For a moment I wondered what we were doing.


‘Let’s head for the peninsula.’


‘Aye captain,’ said Tom. ‘I say we have a jolly old picnic when we get there, like we do in the summer.’


Half way along the river, off to the left, was a long old peninsula, with some old Second World War bunkers. It was now some secret bird-nesting place but everyone ignored all that and just used it as a beach. If you walked right over it to the other side, which took less than ten minutes, you could swim in the sea. You’d have to really want to, though, shrivel cold even in the summer.


As we looked out into the black we couldn’t even think which way the ocean was.


‘See where them gulls are heading?’ said Tom, pointing up.


I couldn’t see a thing.


‘We’re sailing that’er way.’


He was a clever salty that Tom.


Somehow we got the boat out into clear water, mostly by pushing away the other boats and dragging ourselves along the pier ropes until we were clear. It wasn’t pretty but it was effective and then we could hoist the sail. I was thinking less and less about Pa and the troubles we were having and starting to fancy a life beyond the farm. A life with boats and booze and company.


We were making good progress and because the tide was high we knew we weren’t about to get stuck on sandbanks and crap like that. Tom was pretending he knew all sorts of sailing songs and was singing like there was no tomorrow. I knew he was just making them up as he went but I liked hearing them and he liked singing them and I guess that’s what friends do for each other. We shared another bottle of beer as we went, and passing it between us made me feel like my cousin probably felt when he talked about his army friends, brothers in arms and all that. It made me wish I’d had my own brother. I had Tom though. That was good.


By the time we got to the peninsula we were frozen. We had crouched down in the boat as far as was safe with a hand on the wheel. A few times we forgot which way we were meant to turn, with boat steering working kind of backwards, but we did a good enough job in the end. Tom was going on about navigating by the stars and us going off to find new worlds. In the end we just found the peninsula and that was fine by me.


We stood to throw the anchor over. We didn’t get the rope out all the way.


‘Think it matters?’


‘No, brother, it’s in the drink isn’t it? Hold the boat steady.’


‘Okay. Quite windy though.’ It was whipping off the ocean like a row of ice picks.


‘Boat’s going nowhere. But we are going a-picnicking. Come on.’


There was a pause when we realised we’d be needing to jump over and wade in onto the stone beach. We didn’t have a dingy.


‘What you think?’ I said. ‘How will we get back? Tom?’


Tom was leaning over the stern. Next thing, he disappeared over.


I had to follow. I was only in half way up to my knees but as the water hit me I felt the air being sucked clean out of my chest. Ahead of me, Tom was holding his tea and matches over his head. By the time we reached the shore, and it wasn’t more than twenty yards, we had both sobered up by at least two bottles.


‘Fuckin’ burly out here man,’ said Tom.


I had taken off my socks and boots before leaping over so. Once I put them back on, Tom sent me to find kindling and a can to fill with rainwater while he tried to get his feet warm.


‘You keep singing so I can find my way back, okay?’ Tom nodded and piped back up. His singing voice was a little thin now.


‘Yeah, like that. Keep at it and find some driftwood here and don’t go wandering.’


‘Jesus you’re a bossy old bitch,’ Tom said.


I leaned away from the river, towards the sea and set off across the flat.


‘Tom! Sing!’


Tom started up. Even with my head all gummy, I knew where I was going. We came here nearly every weekend in the summer. The rocks on the north side made shallow cups for rain water and we’d scoop it out with whatever tins other people had left there. It wasn’t far to go but the wet and the dark weren’t helping. I imagined the telling-off Ma would give me if she were alive. ‘Not your sharpest choice was it, my heart?’ The last time she’d said that was out in Kabwe on the day she died. She found out I’d hidden a scorpion in my bedroom and the lid had come off the bottle.


I found the water and some tins and wood easily enough, I was used to scratching around for stuff. Getting back to Tom was harder. I guess it was the wind but I couldn’t hold his voice. Sometimes he would sound out ahead of me but then turn up behind me. I felt panic rising and wished like hell we hadn’t come. What the fuck were we thinking? I spilled some of the water tripping over. I had to go slower. There wasn’t much of a moon but it was all I had.


‘Tom! I can’t hear you, sing!’


Tom struck up again and this time I knew I was closer. I shuffled over a little ridge like a hobbled donkey, to see Tom hopping from foot to foot trying to get warm. He had set some reeds on fire.


‘What took you so long?’


‘You’re fucking crazy, you know?’


I couldn’t feel my hands as I let the pile of wood fall. It was starting to feel like the longest night of my life.


We drank the tea when it was just about hot enough. The water was all full of the leaf bits but we didn’t care. We never said it but I reckon we both felt like those American cowboys, all booze and cold black nights and smoky fire.


The wind was stacking clouds like a mob of crows. No sign of stars now and the air was starting to clot.


‘Feels like snow,’ said Tom


‘Hail probably.’


‘What’s the bloody difference? If it comes we’re in trouble. Nowhere to hide here and with the tide we’ll be stuck for hours.’


‘We’ll survive.’


‘I will, you, not so sure. Don’t forget Old Riley.’


Three years previous, one of the old duffers from town had got caught out on the peninsula in a storm and by the time they found him he was stone cold. Dead.


‘Maybe we should face the river again? Get the boat home?’


‘That’s very sensible of you, brother. And I don’t much care for it. Still, something coming.’


We stood to put out the fire. My legs felt like they had seized up for ever. Tom decided to keep his boots on but I took mine off and the shingle dug deep into my feet as we walked down to the water’s edge.


‘I admit I do not see our sailing vessel,’ said Tom.


‘Me neither.’


‘Where’d it go?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘We in the right place?’


‘Reckon so.’


‘You’re a whole lot a help, brother.’


‘Well, I’m seeing what you’re seeing and I’m not seeing the boat.’


‘Fuck this.’


‘I’ll say.’


‘We can’t be in the right place.’


We squinted into the black water. There was nothing that told us where we were or how far away the boat might be. I started to feel tired and then just beaten and angry.


‘We shouldn’t have come.’


‘Yeah, first-class, fur-lined, five-star, ocean-going stupid idea,’ said Tom.


‘Your five-star stupid idea, you mean.’


‘My? My stupid idea?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘I don’t fuckin’ think so, brother.’


‘Yeah, you were all, hey, let’s go a-sailin’ and all that crap.’


‘So what? You do everything I say? Anyway I never said we had to come here. We could have gone up stream, not out here in the middle of fucking nowhere in a fucking storm to have a goddam picnic did we? No. We didn’t. That, brother Vale, was your genius. So, for once, just stop fucking whinging and man up.’


‘You sound like your Pa.’


‘Thank you, brother Vale.’


‘I wasn’t being nice.’


‘I know.’


‘Okay.’


‘Okay.’


‘And, it’s fuckin’ pitch dark and I can still tell you look like shit.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Your face hurt?’


‘Can’t feel my face.’


Tom thought that was funny.


Then we were quiet a little. We were both suddenly feeling the night.


‘Looks like witches’ piss out there,’ said Tom.


‘I’ll say.’


We agreed to wander up the shore a little to look for our boat. It was a stupid idea given we were both still hammered, and I was walking like a crab with three feet. We’d sometimes catch sight of ripples as a cloud shifted a little. No boat.


‘Must be the other way.’


‘Yup.’


Back we went the way we had just come and well past where our fire had been when, there she was. We could just make out her shape, way down the river toward the sea and much further out than we remembered.


‘Oh man.’ I said.


‘Oh jeez.’ said Tom.


‘What you think?’


‘I say we do it.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘A call to valour, Vale Midwinter. Our finest hour. It can’t be that far. It’s got the anchor and all.’


‘True.’


‘You okay?’


‘Sure.’


‘Say it like you mean it then.’


‘I can’t. I’m not. Shit, Tom.’


‘I’ll wade out and let you know how deep it is.’


‘That’s crazy, we go together, that way if it’s deeper than we think, we got each other.’


Tom threw his weight at me and nearly crushed the life out of me. He smelled like a brewery.


‘I love you, brother, I do.’


‘Okay, but we still got to get to our boat.’


Tom nodded. We were neither of us in a good way to be swimming in the dark, but then again we could hardly stay there. Tom took his boots off in case we had to swim. He left them on the water’s edge.


I hardly felt the water rise this time. I was numb already. Tom roared ‘Fuck!’ as the water hit him. By the time we were in up to our waists we realised what we were in for. Turns out, when the river goes back out to sea, it takes everything with it.


‘Tom, come closer. We’ll do better together.’


Tom had to lean his weight into the river to get to me. My pulse was up in my throat. It was difficult going even for those few steps. We linked arms.


‘Jeez, where’s all this water going in such a hurry?’ He was shouting.


‘Back out to sea, and we’ll be going with it if you don’t look sharp.’


‘Boat’s not far. Water’s not too deep.’


And he was right, we could see the boat and we were only in it just at our waist. Tom was a little deeper because of his height. As if to make up for it he started with his sailor songs again. We waded deeper and deeper in. All the while the river dragged its great heap under us.


Then it felt like we had been going all night. I had to think about every step. Tom was getting tired too. We were linked through our arms. We stopped singing early on. We were headed into the middle of the river where we knew there was a fucking huge gully. There were rocks there too. The back-rush of the water in there would be a beast. As we edged closer we could feel the drag getting worse.


‘I don’t think I can do this, brother’, said Tom.


‘You have to mate, we’re linked. You drop, I go with you.’


‘I think we should go back.’


‘Are you crazy? It’s taken us how long just to get out here and now you want to get back? And then what, we sit there waiting in the storm like old Riley and the boat just heads out to sea without us?’


‘That’s what I’m thinking. I worry we’re on that boat when it heads out to sea.’


‘No, we need the boat. It’s got a motor and when the tide changes again then we get pushed back up the river. We can’t do that swimming.’


I was trying to sound confident but who knew how I sounded. I was just trying to shout through booming wind, with my teeth half frozen in my face.


I would just as easily have gone back and sat on that bit of rock until someone came to get us. Maybe even Pa. But I didn’t fancy our chances waiting for someone to find us with a couple of matches in a thunder storm. Tom was starting to get that weepy look old drunks get. I was having none of it.


‘Come on Tom, hoo-hahr!’


I let it out from inside my belly somewhere and fuck me, Tom straightened and gripped me closer with his arm, though I’m sure it was aching like a bitch. We took another step before finding our balance again. The river bed was solid enough but we knew it would suddenly drop away into the gully where the boat was resting and when we felt that rush we knew we would be done for if we stepped in. The wind was thickening and it was raining harder too. It might have been hail. We were wet through and too tired to keep on. I knew what we had to do and I knew Tom wouldn’t like it. I didn’t like it either.


‘Tom we’re going to have to swim. Together.’


‘Are you crazy?’ Even in the dark, I could see Tom was panicking.


‘We can’t beat the gully. We’ll be sucked out to kingdom come. We have to go in further upstream and hope we get washed toward the boat. If we go in here, right next to the boat, we’ll be washed past it in 5 seconds.’


He didn’t say anything, we just stood there shaking and leaning into the tide to hold our ground.


‘I don’t know.’ said Tom.


‘Water’ll wash us at the boat. When we see it coming, we got to push up out the water and grab hold. Got it?’


‘Jesus fucking Christ. We just walk in?’


‘Tom, no, Jesus, listen to me. We have to swim, stay on the surface, keep our legs out of the drag underneath.’


‘Jesus.’


‘Come on. Just don’t let go of me.’


‘I won’t let go. Aren’t there rocks down there too?’


‘That’s why you have to kick. Stay on the surface.’


‘Okay, okay.’


‘And prepare for the cold.’


‘Okay. Shit. Okay.’


Nothing prepared us and we lost each other just as soon as we hit the water. The gully beat us and beat us again. I was just struggling to breathe. Then I heard Tom choke and rasp, and suddenly felt a huge weight. I thought I was dying then, but I kept fighting. And I still don’t know why.


I got us home. Me and Tom. I got us both back on that boat and the motor going. I don’t know how. The wind was screaming and Tom even louder. I wanted to tell him to shut the fuck up; but I knew he couldn’t. Then we hit something in the water, got shaken quite hard, and he yelled out and then went totally quiet. I thought he was dead. Jesus Christ, I panicked. I had to take my jacket off and loop it through the wheel to hold it in line so I could get to him at the back of the boat. It made no difference to me whether I got back home, I would have just let myself drift out, but I had to help Tom. I was so cold I was on fire, burning right through, and it felt like I had a shard of glass stuck through my shoulder. The deck was wet and there were bottles and things rolling around on it. I nearly landed on Tom, slipping and getting my feet caught in the ropes.


‘Tom?’ He just lay there. ‘Wake up man.’


I shook him hard and he shouted out as his eyes opened suddenly. He was fucking terrified. He looked like a pig when you get one trying to bolt from the runs at the abattoir. His skin was so white I thought I could see right through it.


‘I’m getting us home. Can you hear me?’


He was clenching his jaw for all he was worth but he nodded.


When I’d finally pulled him out the water he was a dead weight, his body did nothing to help. His arms were pulling at the side to lift himself but the rest of him just hung there. The sides of the boat were so deep and he finally came over like a huge sack of lead, screaming all hell. It was ugly but he didn’t go out in the tide, I’d not let him go. That was good.


Hearing his grunting and shouting and passing out and coming to made me panic some. I just wanted to get somewhere where someone would know what to do with him.


‘You got to hang on.’ I tried to cover him with the tarpaulin. It didn’t reach all the way over him, but maybe it helped. I guess I should have done it before, to keep the wind off him.


‘I have to go just up there to steer now.’ I pointed towards the wheel as I shouted. ‘You hang on, okay?’


My jacket sleeve had done okay holding our path but we’d drifted a bit. I felt beaten. I could see the harbour lights but I couldn’t judge how far we had to go. Sometimes they seemed to disappear, and then I panicked some more and thought maybe I had gone half a circle and was pointed back out towards the sea again. I hurt everywhere, too. Mostly in my shoulder. I had to take my hand off the wheel because the engine was shuddering along through it into my bones. It hurt like hell. I knew there were better ways to get in to the harbor, all to do with floats and sand banks, but I didn’t know what they were.


I wondered if Pa knew where I was. But, instead of wishing he was there and feeling bad for everything I’d said earlier that night, I thought that if me and Tom died, then that would teach him a lesson. I thought if I died then maybe once he had lost his whole family, Pa would know how I felt when Ma was killed. I should have hated myself for thinking it. I didn’t.


Tom’s shouting had stopped. Instead he was grunting like a dying horse. All I could hear other than him was the water sloshing and banging on the side of the boat and the empty bottles rolling from one side to the other. Tom was crying too. I didn’t know how to help him. The rain kept on.


The water was syrup. Pa always said about boats, to send them out you have to work hard, charting the course and stuff, but for the most part, if you just give it some push, a boat always finds its way home. Same with horses. I didn’t give a shit about horses and I was well past ever wanting to see a boat again. You always hear about the speed of light travelling at this and that, but that night I knew for sure that darkness just stands still.


‘Tom you have to do it.’ I said that mostly to myself.


I think he said, ‘I can’t.’


I shouted out with all the lung I had left. There was no one else to hear me but you always hope someone will. My voice didn’t even go very far. It froze right up under my chin somewhere. There was no space for it in all the rain and ice. I shouted again. Nothing.


I stopped. And in that same breath the wind and rain fell away. It felt just for a few seconds like when Ma used to say ‘angels are passing’. That hush. Just the slopping and washing of the water.


Then I saw the lights. They were right up ahead, closer than I had thought they were. I stood up so quickly I nearly threw myself overboard.


‘Tom! Tom, we’re close, we’ll make it. Did you hear that?’


I was shouting at him over my shoulder. I didn’t want to leave the wheel now I was trying to get us straight to the lights. I could see them clearly and I knew where the buoys were in the water. It was okay.


The lights got bigger and clearer even through the rain. I heard a man shouting, someone other than Tom. Tom was groaning and then he’d suddenly bellow like a bull being branded. Even with all that I was pretty sure I could hear someone else.


‘Hello? Hello?’


A big light swung round. It was so bright it was like staring right at the sun. It swung again; left, then right and back again. All the water ahead of us lit up. It was a search light from the harbour master’s cabin.


I shouted for all I was worth. As we got closer I could just see him on the edge of the quay. I shouted and cried even more and shouted at Tom and at the guy. I’ve never been so pleased to see someone before. And that light, guiding us home.


As we got nearer I could hear he was giving instructions to get the boat in close.


‘Are you alone boy? Are you all right?’


‘No. I’m all right, but Tom is hurt.’


‘What you say?’


‘Tom. He’s badly hurt.’ I was yelling at him. ‘He needs to go to hospital.’


‘I’ve called them.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve called the services.’


I didn’t know what he was saying about the services. I was so busy watching him and the big wall of steel and concrete starting to shade one side as the boat got nearer the moorings. I didn’t want to screw up getting us in and miss the tie-up or we’d have to go round again and circle back. I knew I couldn’t do that.


‘Tom? There’s people to help you.’ I grabbed at the ropes but I couldn’t feel them in my hands.


The master called down to me.


‘Wrap it round. You have to grab hold and wrap it round.’


‘I can’t, I can’t hold it.’


I was stabbing at it but couldn’t close my hands around. I felt the boat starting to drift.


‘Grab it boy.’


‘I can’t. My hands are gone.’


‘Jesus lad, grab it.’




Chapter 2


Landyn




Kabwe, Zambia. The three of us sat there like we did every night, dining table laid out, me at the head, Cecelia to my right, running her thumb over her wedding band as she always did, and Vale, ten years old at the time, sitting to my left. Somehow I always remember the table, big and trustworthy, mahogany. At night the house was always heavy with the smell of citronella, to keep the biters and the bugs away. I could smell it even as I came across the garden towards the low light of the place, all spread out like a long train carriage in the trees, one big umbrella tree out the front, always full of monkeys and birds.


Vale was quiet as usual. We two had finished with our plates, and Cessie was waiting for him to finish before she rang the bell for the girl to clear. The girl had been with us for nearly the full two years we were out there by then. We called her Sara though she had another name too.


That night is was another battle with me saying Vale, why aren’t your grades improving when I spend all this money on lessons and Vale saying he didn’t know.


‘That’s not really an answer.’ I said.


The boy just got quieter and quieter swinging his legs under the table and stabbing at the green beans one by one until I told Cessie to ring the bell.


‘Vale’s not done yet, Land.’


‘He has no plans to be done. Do you?’ The boy ignored me. ‘Ring the bell.’





The lights from the ambulances were flashing through the rain on my windshield even before I was half way down the old road to the quay. My stomach rolled in on itself like a big oily eel in a jar. The old body remembering dread. There I saw my boy huddled up on the side of the quay, all soaked and blue with cold and covered in blankets. You’d have thought from looking at the lad that he came out the water dragging them all behind him on the back of one of those mossy tides.


Of course, of course, there were those who would say it was bound to happen. I could almost hear them, dropping their voices as they tried to disguise talk as caring. Shame about that boy, they would say, and his poor old father after what happened with his wife, bless. Terrible, so terrible, and now this, they’d say. Gossip. From where I sat, I could see all the ways I might have prevented it. The words I might have chosen with more care. Not let myself get so riled up. Perhaps I might have gone to find the boy when he went off with the dogs that night. He might have done different too, of course. He might not have said what he said and could have come indoors and not gone to town, might not have drunk so much with our Thomas. All the things you could have done differently, that can keep you awake every night.
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