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  Prologue: July 4th, 1976




  England




  It was the summer they burned the churches again.




  Sunrise broke over Berwick: the shadows clipped close to the walls; the sky broken only by Saint Gregory’s spire. Laura checked the rear-view mirror. There was no one around.




  It had been a quiet journey here. Someone higher up in the Movement had told them where to meet and what time; no more. They had travelled for an hour or so, no one saying much, the glass

  bottles, full of petrol, clinking against each other in the boot. The two men had both taken the back seat, one in army green, the other in black.




  As the car had pulled in to the church lane, there’d been a moment, sitting there altogether, as if someone were considering saying something, perhaps good luck, or

  goodbye, but nothing was said. Instead the two men took the cases from the boot, and, as casually as worshippers, they walked toward the church, a case held tight in either hand. And Laura

  had stayed at the wheel, waiting.




  She watched the first smoke start to drift upward from Saint Gregory’s, drawn away on the wind, then building into a column, the smoke getting darker, richer. So here it

  was: the Secular Movement, alive again. Not since 1950, since the Church had taken power, had England seen such violence. And in the intervening years? God had come down on England like a cage, and

  all those involved in the violence of 1950 had been expelled to the Island. But the Secular Movement had retrenched and grown stronger, and, though they had been quiet until now, in the summer of

  1976, the churches burned again.




  Glass broke, somewhere close. Still there was no one on the Berwick streets. There followed a louder explosion and she thought – surely someone would wake and come to look, but no one

  emerged.




  Last week, Laura had helped cut the petrol with tar so that it would better stick to what it caught. As she took Sarah to school she wondered if the other mothers might smell it on her. Soon, it

  would cover the pews, and then the curtains and the paintings, and anything else that was in its path. The two men would be launching the last of the glass-bottle bombs, now, lighting the soaked

  wicks and throwing them hard into the church windows. Laura thought she could smell fuel, probably from the boot – its metal stink flattening the air.




  Blue light suddenly filled the car, strobing the mirror. Laura scrabbled for the handle but the door didn’t release. She couldn’t find the lock. Where was the lock?

  This was not her own car. The plastic snapped when she pulled at it. When she was outside the sounds of the siren filled her ears like water, and then she began to run.




  Her teeth smashed against each other as she ran past terrace houses. Sleepy faces emerged from net curtains. From some way off a car screeched. She should have stayed in the car. She should have

  driven away. Somewhere in her mouth she tasted tin and blood. She should have driven away home. They will persecute me for their names and I cannot give them up! She thought of her husband

  and Sarah, her daughter’s hair the colour of rust. What was she doing here, saving these strangers?




  The big grey sky made the two men seem smaller than they were in the church yard. One had a flaming bottle but he dropped it when he saw her. The other scaled the far hedge and dropped out of

  sight before she had even said the words. ‘Police! Police!’ The heat was starting to come off the church now. Then the other man began to run.




  ‘Police, police!’ That’s all she had managed and she knew that she too should run but she didn’t: she had stopped running altogether. Why this impulse to save these two

  and not herself? She had no care for them; felt no sense of decency, and yet here she was. Steps ran toward her; there was nowhere to go, she wouldn’t be able to make it to the hedge in time.

  A hand clamped her neck, another jerked her arm up, and then she was level to the ground.




  In the cell, in Newcastle, she would remember the taste of gravel on her tongue, and the blood, from before, when she’d bitten down on her lip.




  Laura saw the boots of the other policeman run on. A window of some stained and colourful Biblical scene smashed to the ground. ‘Godless bitch,’ the policeman spat

  in her ear.




  Laura lay unmoving. Sirens circled as the fire grew stronger.




  





  The Island




  Ten Years Later




  





  Monday 24th November, 1986




  1. The Island




  England, across the way, though it could not be seen tonight. The Sound was long and still. The boy crouched by the hedge, moonlight white on his skull. Underneath him was

  Lynemouth Town, slipping down the hill slope toward the sea. A few lights were on here and there but mostly it was dark. You could think, up here, that the Island might be alone in this, this sea;

  a great glob of earth, with nothing else for miles but water.




  Looking at the Sound like that, looking so deceptively calm, always made Nathaniel think of his da, and how the sea had gobbled him up in its brackish waters. His da’s boat would be out

  there, its keel dragging along the seabed, his body wet and strewn.




  His da was one of the first men of the Secular Movement to be expelled to the Island, in 1951, a fact which made Nathaniel very proud. Jack Malraux had been a plumber in Hartlepool before being

  found responsible for one of the church-burnings in the summer of 1950 and deported here.




  On the Island, Jack’s trade was fishing and he’d done well from it. Nathaniel remembered the excitement of greeting his dad in Warkworth Bay when he came home for the weekend, and

  the rolling sound of the chains fixing the boat to the pier. When he left again, on the Monday morning, Nathaniel would accompany him down to the jetty, in the plum-blue mornings, in the winter

  months when the Island was all diamonded frost and sheeted ice, his hand in his father’s hand, as they walked down toward the water’s edge. Nathaniel would watch the boat leave, his da

  waving from the deck, knowing himself to be a softly shrinking dot in the distance, as his father sailed away to fish.




  It was an English boat Jack had sailed out on. An English boat Jack had gone down with. No rocks or storms; most likely the caulk had given and the boat had sunk. Nathaniel imagined the English

  laughing when they had given the Islanders that boat, they must have known it could not be seaworthy for long.




  A very English murder, this: unseen, bloodless, far away in time.




  The moon was a dab of light now, not much more, what with the clouds tonight. Nathaniel wondered if there might be a twin of him, in England, a bald boy too, looking out across

  this sea, thinking about him. He wondered if his English twin also imagined descending on his scalp a cudgel to watch the blood ream. He’d like that; he’d always imagined English blood

  thick, like a pool of liquorice he’d seen melting one day last summer. The boy ranked his da’s death as one of the Island’s finest humiliations at the hands of the English. Worse

  than the Newcastle riots, worse than the Secular Deportations of ’51 or ’77; his da’s death in that English boat rankled most.




  Nathaniel set off up Marley Hill. He was a bald boy with a long throat, dressed in tight trousers and a military jacket, with gold braid on the epaulettes. The sleeves were a

  touch short and the studs of his wrists were frozen in the night. The trousers too were short of his ankles so that they showed the slope of his boots, which had been his da’s, and which

  he’d given a rollicky-polish this evening to prepare for the scrap tonight. The boy wore handkerchiefs in the boots to stop his feet slipping. Red braces swaddled him neatly like a baby.




  That afternoon, in his ma’s bathroom, he’d smeared something on his lips called Pomade Divine. He knew it was meant for hair but he smeared it richly on his lips. On the front of the

  tin was a man with slick hair and a leer; Pomade Divine tasted of apples.




  The hill was steep and the grass nearly bald with the Island’s shearing winds. It was freezing, but he wouldn’t shiver: because what was November on the Island but a cold to knock

  the breath from you? And leafless trees, and freezing nights, and the wind from off the Sound enough to make your balls into clams?




  In the dark peat, further from the path, mushrooms grew, a whole moony lot of them. Something about their soft bright bonnets made him feel sick, or maybe it was not that, but the gills

  underneath, that made him pure want to heave. Nathaniel looked out for the Island’s flowers his da had told him of: bog cotton, sandwort and rock-cress, but it was too dark to see anything

  but the mushroom domes. Just before the hilltop he ambled over to one of the swelling white patches and mashed the mushrooms into the grass.




  Warkworth Bay was visible now and you could see where the skerries were from the waves’ white froth. The pier, which would welcome the English boat tonight, had disappeared in the

  dark.




  Nathaniel placed his boots down hard, since a misplaced foot could send a boy tumbling off the cliffs to the Sound. Where up at the summit Warkworth Town had been a shimmer of white, the houses

  now reared above him, their walls thick and coated in sea spray, the slated roofs dark. Handkerchiefs slipped gently in his boots. He wondered when he would fill them.




  Shop awnings were going mad in the sea’s fetch, and the Islanders were scurrying about beneath them, thronging the grocer’s, and the fishmonger’s, their coats

  billowing out from them, big as sails. Nothing much had changed in Maiden’s Square since the emergency powers had brought the first men and women of the Movement here in 1951. In an elegant

  hand, the signs that hung from the shop fronts read: Stansky & Sons (above the fishmonger’s), Buttons (above Mrs Bingley’s clothes shop), Caro’s

  Launderette, Forrester’s Funerary Services, and a grocer’s, doctor’s, and hardware shop, for ‘tools, cutlery and hardware’, and ‘oils, paints and

  varnishes’. And in rippled black glass, the walls unpainted, unlike the rest, the museum stood at the north-eastern corner of the square. Walled in photographs, it told the Island’s

  short history, and held the books and pamphlets the Church sent over to educate their godless kin. Mostly, they ended up graffiti’d – often by Nathaniel and his boys.




  The boat, which was called the Saviour and came weekly from England with supplies – potatoes, generators, rope, fish-tackle, medicine, newspapers and religious propaganda, amongst

  other things – did not deliver cigarettes. In fact, there had been no cigarettes on the Island in the past thirty-six years. The Islanders had always seen it as yet another form of punishment

  from England, though the men could have lived a lot longer with their untarred lungs, had it not been for the Sound filling them up so frequently, and fatally, with its lusty waters.




  Nathaniel, however, had cigarettes. Tonight, he lit one, not caring who saw him. The shoppers gave him a funny look. He grinned: a smile which broke his face in two like a split egg. He

  stretched out on the bench, waiting, and watching. Mr Forrester, in the funeral home, was working at his desk. Two girls from school were walking arm in arm from the launderette; one had a dress

  draped over her arm. Nathaniel winked at her and told her he’d take her somewhere nice in that; she flushed and looked away. Fish-skins glistened in the monger’s. Arthur Stansky went

  about his work, pausing here and there to drag scale and innards down his pinny. Arthur was a bloody mess but he seemed not to mind.




  And there Jake came, lumbering along, a little late, something about his get-up – which was the same as Nathaniel’s – a little askew, the jacket too tight about the middle, the

  boots a little dull. Aye, his boots could do with a polish. He didn’t look like a Malade; not like him; not as sharp by halves. Jake was an enormous boy, a head taller than Nathaniel, with

  his arms hanging down to those hands the width of a spade apiece. His soft bulk always surprised Nathaniel, as if a separate, leaner Jake existed in Nathaniel’s imagination. Aye, there was

  something whale-like about the boy, something gentle but irritating about the boy’s great tonnage.




  ‘I told you not to let your hair grow so long,’ said Nathaniel, when the boy was close enough. Bristles spun from the boy’s crown.




  ‘Aye,’ Jake said, scratching his head.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Mam’s asked me to grow it a bit. She says I look like a victim of summat, when I’m all shaven, like.’




  ‘On yer bike, Jakob. Your mam’s got nowt to do with it.’




  ‘I can’t help what she says.’




  ‘Did you say you were a Malade? That this is what our gang is for, now? That all us boys are like this?’




  ‘No.’ And then: ‘Aye.’




  ‘And what does “No. Aye,” mean now?’ Jake shrugged and eyed Nathaniel’s cigarette hungrily. ‘How is your mam?’




  ‘Well,’ said Jake, ‘and Mammy Malraux?’




  ‘Fine,’ and then, to goad him, ‘When is your mam to invite me to fish supper?’




  ‘You know you’re not allowed back to mine,’ Jake said, and Nathaniel knew this but still liked to crab him about it. Just to get Jake upset was pleasure enough for him.




  They watched people come in and out of the shops, carting their plaid trolleys or shopping bags, their faces flat in the lamplight. Nathaniel and Jake were waiting for the rest of the gang, the

  Malades, waiting for their skulls to come bobbing down Marley Hill toward Maiden’s Square.




  Tonight, Nicholas Tucker was to be initiated into the gang.




  They didn’t speak for a bit, and Nathaniel was reminded of Jake’s habit of wetting his lips, over and over again, furtively, with his tongue. Nath was about to reprimand him, but

  something about his eyes, their baleful stare, hooded by the wide flat lids, stopped him. Jake’s hands, on the spread thighs, looked babyish. Who knew where the bones were in those

  things?




  ‘Can I have a cig, Nath?’




  ‘No. I don’t have many left.’




  ‘Are you getting no more from the Boatie tonight?’




  ‘No. Not tonight. Got nothing to exchange them for.’




  ‘Your ma’s pills?’




  ‘There’s not enough left. I have to leave some for her, aye.’




  ‘Have you been taking them?’




  ‘Stop crabbing me, Jake! You’re an old woman at times. My ma forgot to order more. So no pills, no cigarettes. We’ll get more next week.’ Nathaniel squashed the cigarette

  onto the bench. He had smoked it too quickly and a yellowy sort of nausea passed from his gut to his throat. An explorative belch made him feel better. Arthur held a fish by its tail in the

  monger’s waxed light. Without taking his eyes off it – It might be skate! And how long was it since he’d eaten fish! – Nathaniel said: ‘When are the boys

  coming?’




  ‘At six. As we arranged.’




  And though he knew the answer already he asked, ‘And who is it? Who’s to be the Freshcut?’




  ‘Nicholas Tucker.’




  ‘Lumme.’ Nathaniel’s hand over his scalp produced a lovely rasp; he wondered if only he was party to the sound. ‘What a good idea. Did he suggest it himself?’




  ‘Aye. Said he wanted to be in the gang. So I said I’d ask you.’ Nathaniel nodded his assent, then slipped off the bench, and tilted his head for Jake to follow him.




  Buttons was a big long shop with all the original fittings and fancy ironwork. A bell rang as they came into the shop, which was warm, much warmer than outside. Mrs Bingley emerged, took one

  look at them and her face turned stern. An elderly lady with white hair and thick calves, she wore a paisley dress with brown tights the colour of the peat on Marley Hill. Mrs Bingley folded her

  big soft arms across her big soft chest. ‘What do you want, now? I’m not wanting any trouble. It’s too late in the day for that.’




  ‘Hallo, Mrs Bingley. Nice to see you, too. We’re not causing trouble. Promise.’




  Mrs Bingley touched her hair, pushing up the curls; they had a lavender tinge. ‘How’s your mam?’




  ‘Well, well.’




  ‘You shouldn’t be causing her any more ache than she’s already got, you know.’




  ‘Aye, I promise you, Mrs Bingley. I want to buy Ma a present, that’s all.’




  ‘Like what?’ Old-fashioned dresses hung from the walls as well as corduroy trousers and tweed skirts. There was a sharp smell, as if the clothes had brought with them the scent of

  the boat’s bilge. ‘This is all I have.’




  ‘Mrs Bingley. Now, now, now. Is there nothing new here?’




  ‘Oh no, dear. We haven’t had any clothes from England since six months now. I have a mind of having a word with the Boatman.’




  ‘And why don’t you?’




  ‘On your way, he’d scare me half to death. Not on your life am I talking to an Englishman. No. It wouldn’t be proper.’ She looked both prim and thrilled by the thought of

  converse with an Englishman. ‘Imagine his churchy hands on me!’ For a moment, her gaze was far away. ‘On with your business, now. What did you have in mind?’




  Nathaniel shrugged. ‘Something for my ma.’ Mammy Malraux needed something new, something to lift her spirits. He didn’t know what to do; he worried after her. If only he could

  be as good to his ma as he intended to be . . . but the wall of smoke that hung in the living room, the intolerable warmth, the long blab of the television set . . . That living room sent him mad

  for the scrap, so that as he sat for hours in front of the gas-fire, all he could think of was the boys, the Malades, his gang! He knew he disappointed her, but he couldn’t seem to help it.

  ‘I don’t know. I’d like to buy her something. So that she might think about stepping out here and there. She doesn’t leave the house, aye.’




  Mrs Bingley suggested one or two dresses much the same as her own, but they were all drab. Nathaniel held up the dresses to himself in the changing-room mirror. ‘Nothing slimmer? Or

  slimming?’




  ‘This is all I have,’ she said, gesturing around her.




  A clapping sound came from the outside, of boots against the flagstones. It must be six. The boys passed the length of the glass, their scalps passing in whitish blur, settling near the stage,

  talking excitedly.




  ‘Let’s off, now, Nathaniel,’ said Jake. The boy stared through the cold glass, his gigantic hand now banging the pane and waving to the boys outside.




  ‘Oi! You leave well alone of that window, you hear!’ Mrs Bingley’s eyes shuttled from the gang outside to the boys in her shop. Her whole face had gone a shade of crimson.

  ‘I told you, Nathaniel, I said I don’t want any trouble. You sharking about outside my shop does not help business, d’you hear me, son?’




  ‘Bye, Mrs Bingley!’ Jake said as he pulled open the door and ran out. Cold air burst in. Nathaniel put the dress back to its rail. He did his best syrupy voice for her, as if he were

  talking to his own mam, and took her plump old hand in his. ‘Don’t you worry, Mrs Bingley. We’ll be right as rain. Don’t you worry about us. We’re Island boys, we

  shan’t be any trouble!’ And he gave her hand a squeeze, before dashing into the square.




  The Malades were a beautiful bunch, in the way that scraping the scalp of all the fuzz brought out their bonny eyes, their full boys’ lips. What slick little outfits they

  had managed! They were all dressed like Nathaniel and did not wear much, for November. Their mams pure despaired of them, urging an extra scarf on them, or a more sensible jacket, which they always

  – in fear of Nathaniel – refused, because who might know what kind of mood he was in, whether the humiliation might be a whole-scale attack, or something worse; total exclusion from the

  gang. They were all so pale; no one darker than a candlestick. But there was something very pretty about them, too, quite a nursery of daft infants.




  The boys gossiped about the Islanders, who might be showing signs of churchliness and who might be their next target. They talked about their mams and what they were up to. For those fortunate

  enough, they talked about their da’s on the fishing boats, and what they had done with them on the rare weekend that they were back on Island soil.




  One boy stood apart. He looked nervous, and was moving a finger up and down his collar. He was a good-looking boy, soft-featured, younger than the rest, his eyes darting from Nathaniel to Jake,

  not knowing which one to settle on. He stood in front of Forrester’s funeral parlour. ‘All right, boy,’ Nathaniel said to him across the way, ‘you’re right at the dead

  centre over there, aye. Why don’t you come and have a chat with us?’




  ‘Aye,’ he said, but he didn’t move. In the latening evening, the night had become cooler still.




  ‘I hear you want to be in our gang.’




  The boy took cautious steps toward them. ‘Aye,’ he said.




  ‘Have you been to the museum, of late?’




  ‘I went last year.’




  Nathaniel’s laugh was high and easy. ‘Not good enough. You have to go often – many times – once a month, maybe, or every week, so you can ken your past. You’ve got

  to see the church-burnings, you’ve got to see how the Movement were kicked out of England in ’51, and then again in ’77. You’ve got to see how easy it is for faith to hijack

  your head! Oh, aye, you’ve heard what your mammy has said, and your da, as he dandled you on his knee before the fire. But unless you go to the museum, and often at that, you won’t

  understand the English mentality. You won’t understand how God has grown up around the English like cobwebs, while they weren’t paying attention, and how it could, any minute, here, if

  our boys aren’t alertful of the signs. You’ve got to go so you can understand who you are. A child not just of Mammy and Pappy, aye, but of the Movement. So it’s baneful shocking,

  you see, to hear it was a year ago you went.’ The boy’s lips trembled. There was nowhere to hide his shame and it rose as a pink wave from his throat to his brow. ‘Och,

  now, Nicholas, not to worry. Next time, aye?’ And Nathaniel chucked him on the back of his pate, lightly, and smiled at him, so that Nicholas lost the watchful look and he smiled back,

  hesitantly. ‘I like your hair, Nicholas, did you do that yourself?’




  ‘Aye,’ he said.




  ‘Did your mam blub when she saw you?’




  ‘She gave me a right bollocking, yeah.’




  The boys were a ring around him now, their baldheads half in shadow, half in light. Some of them laughed, remembering how their mams had been when they too had shaved their scalps. ‘Well,

  you’re all done now. And your scalp shines like a lovely penny. Now we’re just going to ask you a few questions, get you to commit to some things. We’ve all taken the oaths.

  Don’t worry. No fish heads or guts or any of that daft shite you might have heard of. No, boy. Just some firm moral matters of principle, which you might find in any tough boys’ gang.

  We’re a good lot, us, but we don’t like casuals. Understand?’ Nicholas nodded his head. Nathaniel leaned in and said very tenderly, like a father might, ‘Then you’ll

  be a Malade, like me, like Jake, like all of the boys, and you can help us with the cause.’




  Nathaniel looked around the group. ‘There is a ring of spies on this Island, working for England. Trying to get us back into God’s acre. Soon the Island will be as faithful as

  London! Aye, aye: the walls of the church are not built in the freezing air but in the ramparts of the heart! Here, an aunt may be praying at night. There, a brother may be caught reading the

  English rag – or worse, fingering pages of scripture. One moment they’ll merely be faithful, the next moment they will be at Warkworth beach welcoming English warships. So,’ he

  turned to Nicholas. ‘This is what I’m going to ask you. Have you ever been a Got?’




  ‘No,’ the boy said.




  ‘Are you sure, now?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘No one in your family, either? A Got? A believer?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Tell me, boy, have you ever believed? Have you ever felt the blood of God in your veins? Or heard his words in your mind?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Are you sure of that, boy? We’ll understand if you have. It can be nice. The soft babble of God in your ears.’ Sweat had pricked high on Nicholas’s forehead. Where his

  skin had been white it was now greenish about the chops, froggy and damp. ‘He’s a great comforter to those lost at sea.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Not a prayer, sweetheart? Not a moan for a mollycoddle when Pappy popped his boots? The sea is cruel to us, you couldn’t say we’re not in baneful need.’




  Nicholas’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘No. Nothing. I promise.’




  The boys were tense and ready. Their boots kept edging them closer. He felt a great ministry within him, a great stillness, holding back until they were really at the dampish verge. Though

  Nathaniel’s sight was fixed on Nicholas, the other boys hung, weightless, in the corner of his vision. ‘And if your ma had gone all syrupy with faith? And decided to spy for England? Or

  your da? Would you tell us? Would you let your boys in kin know of the failings of your family?’




  ‘Aye, aye.’




  ‘What about your sister? Lovely Charlotte? If she were spying for England, trying to get the Island back to the Ministry, would you tell us, so that we could treat her how she

  deserved?’




  ‘Aye, aye, I’d tell you.’




  ‘One last thing; then you’ll be just like us: a Malade, through and through.’ Nathaniel reared his fist and caught his knuckles on the boy’s lips. Blood issued from his

  mouth, as red as jam.




  The boys’ laughter was a distant sound as if they were a great way from him, beyond the Sound, even. Nathaniel slipped his index finger into the wet hollow of the boy’s mouth.

  ‘Now a Malade,’ he said again, ‘through, and through.’




  For a moment, Nicholas was aghast. Something hallucinatory about the blood coming from – where was it? His tongue? Or had it been his nose that had burst? It was a brown taste in his

  mouth. Seconds passed, and he cupped his face in his hands: he had expected this, this predicted violence. And it had not been so bad. And so he smiled, the blood like a tonic on his tongue.




  Nathaniel cooed, ‘Aye, Nicholas,’ and ruffled the baby spikes of his hair, declaring the boy one of the gang.




  Oiled on all of this sudden affection, Nicholas smiled with the blood still coming from his lips and gums. He spoke quickly, lightly, laughing, ‘See I knew you’d do that. Knew it.

  Knew I was in for some questions, and then a bit of the scrap. But I was ready. Ha! Yes. Now I’m a Malade, a marauding Malade, just like you!’ Nicholas mopped his chin with a

  hankie.




  Jake called: ‘Down to the Sound now!’




  ‘Off with you,’ Nathaniel said, because the whim took him, ‘I’m not going down to the Sound tonight.’




  ‘But the dunking, like with Sammy, and me ’




  ‘No. That’s not part of the game any more. We don’t go down to the bay any more.’




  ‘I’m only saying that when I was a Freshcut, there was a dunking in the Sound after the Square and now—’




  ‘Not any more. Listen, Jake. Listen to what I say.’




  Nathaniel lit a cigarette and passed it between the boys so that the earthy smell of tobacco filled the square. The boys smoked, concentrating hard. They looked with some degree of fascination

  at the smoke now clouding the air, and the ashy, not unpleasant tastes in their mouths. Jake refused the smoke, his mouth pouting and cross.




  ‘All I envy them for. Those cigs.’ After the boys had had their smokes, Nathaniel had the last of it then flicked it out across the square. It went burning in a pleasing arc.

  ‘If the Gots had their way, faith’d spread through the Island like the flu. If someone sneezed you’d catch God in your nose. No, no, no, there’s more to life than

  sacrificing everything for Old Man upstairs.’ His face cracked into a philosophical smile. ‘But they make a fine cigarette. I must say that. And it hurries them up to Kingdom Come, so

  at least the cigmaker is possessed of all his senses.’




  A wave of tiredness passed over him, as it always did, and Nathaniel felt that familiar restive feeling – not dissatisfaction, quite, but something close to it. This always happened after

  the scrap, as if the violence were not big enough to dispossess him of some sad and unknown memory. ‘Who’s on for Wednesday night, then?’




  ‘Eliza Michalka?’ said Sammy.




  ‘Nah,’ said Nathaniel, ‘I’d rather stare at that pudding all day than throw rocks at it. Another time. Once I’ve crabbed her, perhaps.’




  ‘As if you could crab her without paying for it.’




  ‘That I could, Jakob Lawrence, I’d be down to the Grand and have her pudding before I could even ask for the spoon.’




  Jake looked away, as if embarrassed.




  ‘Mrs Richards, then,’ said Sammy.




  ‘The maths teacher! Lumme,’ said Nathaniel. ‘Why? The evidence?’




  ‘I hear she talks to the girls after school. Teaching them Bible and scripture. It’s thought she’s in contact with the English. She’s a spy, all right. Through and

  through.’




  ‘Grand,’ said Nathaniel. ‘We’ll check her out. We’re all on dispatch tonight and tomorrow night. See who comes in and out of that house from seven o’clock

  onwards. We don’t want to crab her while the big man is there. All right, boys?’




  And the boys ran from the square, following Nathaniel, this gang who would come and clap faith from any beating heart. The night was now a dark black lump, but they knew the Island

  instinctively, like worms in soil, and they were happy, the whole sleek lot of them. Six Malades now, aye.




  Oh, life was a laugh, a lark, a love, on this Island of his!




  





  2. Miss Eliza Michalka




  Tonight was no especial occasion: Eliza had stood any number of hours in that doorway, come seven o’clock, under the sweep of the museum’s shadow. Arthur Stansky

  had not yet seen her; not tonight, nor the other nights she had come to watch him, with all the rapture of a child at a television set.




  Eliza had arrived at Maiden’s Square just as Caro was closing the launderette. She had made some show about getting a dress that she knew would not yet be ready, all the while keeping her

  eye fixed on Arthur in the fish shop opposite. The launderette smelled of carbolic and made her nose itch. Caro had shrugged her shoulders and told her it was not yet ready, and that she was

  closing, mumbling something about having it up to here with this Island and these boys at their tricks. Eliza did not know what to say, offered some platitude or other, and stepped from the

  launderette to the museum’s doorstep, jamming herself down into its shadow. Arthur would not see her here.




  The monger’s let out a square of yellow light. Under the window frame, deep maroon tiles; above it, an awning, with gold lettering. Eliza thought the fish shop the nicest place on the

  whole Island; the most perfect place. Beatrice Spenser was now Arthur’s last customer: she was not really dressed for the cold, and looked rather wan. Beatrice was a deportee from the second

  wave – one from the 1977 boat – and she had never really mixed in with the other Islanders, save finding someone to father a child with her. Who he was, was a mystery to everybody.

  Eliza knew – just as everyone else did – that Beatrice Spenser would tomorrow slip into the museum and steal the English newspaper that was brought on the weekly boat. Beatrice missed

  home, Eliza thought, more than the others.




  Arthur, however, was always kind to Beatrice. Eliza wondered what pleasantries they might exchange: the intemperance of the weather, perhaps, or details of the latest catch, or what the English

  boat might bring the Islanders tonight. Eliza had had only the most minimal of conversations with Arthur these past couple of months. What would she give, to hear him talk of cod or the cold?




  Arthur pulled a long slender fish from the ice. Tenderly, as if it were a newborn, he held it from its tail, the fish flashed in the light, Mrs Spenser nodded her head, and he slit it down its

  belly with a long grey knife. He pulled out bladder and intestine and who knew what else from the hole. Mud-coloured and stringy, he washed the mess from his fingers. He grated the fish and sheared

  off its scales, which flew into the air like sparks. Oh, to be that knife; to be that fish! Wrapped in paper now, the fish was bundled under Mrs Spenser’s arm, and she said her goodbyes.




  Moments passed when no one was in the shop. The monger moved to the doorway, looking to the square from the gridded glass: tall, good Arthur. He seemed to be searching for something. Eliza

  shrank into the museum’s shadows, wondering, if their eyes met, if he would see her. She doubted that.




  The memory came back to her, painfully, as it always did, of the night they had spent together at the Grand this summer. It had been very warm: her room had seemed to creak with the heat, the

  air wriggling as it became stickier. She remembered, outside, the press of grey clouds above a strangely still Sound. A storm was approaching. She remembered Arthur’s ropey, sweaty hair, his

  waistband too tight, as if he too were expanding in the softening heat, as if he were only kept narrow by the Island’s winters. She remembered his parting words: ‘Forgive me,

  Eliza.’ Then months had passed, the cold had come, and nearly nothing had been said between them.




  And now, very late November, and nightly she came to Maiden’s Square, to stand and watch him, in the shadows, constant as a ghost.




  In bloodied apron, Arthur proceeded to clean the shop. He moved a cloth against the glass and marble, pushing the scale and bone and blood into the claw of his other waiting hand, as if he were

  returning his countertop to a state of grace. Eliza wished dearly that she could lay herself naked down on the tablet, near the skate, and the sole, and the salmon, and find herself a thing of

  Arthur’s worshipped hygiene.




  He let go the handful into the bin.




  Into a bag he gathered the old fish, put on a coat, unlocked the door. He switched off the light so that the square was dark. Arthur was invisible, now, just like her. The lock clicked again.

  Now he would set off toward Warkworth Bay – but he stopped at the door as if he had detected something. Cries of gulls scratched the air. Why had he not begun the walk? Had he seen her? Was

  he coming closer? Would he shout at her, or dismiss her as a lunatic? Eliza stayed very still and did not breathe, wondering what on earth she would say to him if she were discovered here.




  He fiddled with some keys, and then set off. His shoes rang against the flagstones until he reached the peaty ground, and then the sound and sight of him was lost. She was disappointed; she had

  half-hoped for discovery. The herring gulls moaned. Eliza stepped out of the dark, straight into the soft bosomy front of Mrs Bingley.




  ‘Oh,’ she said, with Mrs Bingley looking equally frightened. Buttons had been dark; Eliza had had no idea anyone was still in the square.




  Mrs Bingley held her hand at her breast and breathed heavily. ‘Eliza Michalka, for pity’s sake, stop haunting this doorway! Do you not think I have enough trouble with these boys? If

  it isn’t them, it’s a full-grown woman sharking about my shop and causing me trouble.’




  ‘I—’




  ‘I don’t want to hear it. Not a moment’s peace! This Island will be the death of me yet. Keep away from my doorway, miss, I’ve had enough hassle for one

  evening.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Bingley, I didn’t mean to scare you.’




  Mrs Bingley flicked her eyes from Eliza’s head to her boots. Her mouth clenched a little. ‘What are you doing here, anyway?’




  ‘I,’ she paused, ‘I came to see if you had a delivery from the Boatman.’




  ‘The English boat is here tonight. We collect the goods tomorrow. You know that. Why doesn’t anyone know that? This Island’s all gone soft.’




  ‘Aye. Aye. Silly of me. I’m sorry. I’ll come tomorrow, then.’




  ‘Shan’t you be on your way, then?’




  ‘I’m waiting for a friend . . .’ Arthur would be coming back soon. She willed Mrs Bingley to leave the square. ‘Janey.’




  ‘Bet you are. Don’t get cold, then. You’ll turn to ice at this rate.’




  ‘Aye. Goodnight, Mrs Bingley. Safe on.’




  ‘Aye.’ Mrs Bingley muttered into her scarf and set off. Eliza saw Arthur returning and she slipped back under the museum’s gable. His empty bag now blew open in the wind as he

  stopped to chat to Mrs Bingley. Then he returned to his apartment above the monger’s.




  The rooms above Stansky & Sons gave out a watery glow. She saw a shadow move against the north wall before she saw him. No doubt he would create for himself a handsome meal of fish and

  potatoes, though perhaps he tired of it during his labours. Perhaps he hankered for meat, though there was none to be had on the Island. The Islanders had never had meat: it couldn’t come on

  the benefaction boat, and they couldn’t rear livestock on the hill here. Beef, pork, lamb; Eliza wondered what they tasted of. Perhaps, like an expensive piece of furniture.




  Arthur sat. At one point she thought he put his head in his hands and wept. But when he stood, he took a newspaper from the table and he moved to what she knew was the living room, and Eliza

  left.




  She walked away from the square very quietly, heading for Warkworth Bay. She knew she should not torment herself with the sight of all that good fish only just on the turn, but

  she thought of it as a kind of offering, one that Arthur made to the world, and why should she exclude herself from the bounty just because she loved him, and he no longer loved her back?




  Down at the bay, the birds circled the bluff, diving and picking from the fish flesh; all beak and wing and claw. How like ghosts they were, so white in the dark, but infinitely more solid,

  quick, and sure of their purpose. What a hash she’d made of tonight. Eliza had sworn she would talk to Arthur, but she hadn’t even got close to the shop front.




  On her brow that evening, Eliza had penned the word Courage, close to her hairline, underneath her fringe, to encourage her to talk to him. She had made a habit of this since starting

  at the Grand (that June, and so unwillingly!), pulling up her fringe and penning little messages of hope – or self-pity – on her brow. One word, or two, like Courage, or maybe

  Resilience, or maybe Take Heart!, and she’d go around the Island with her blonde lock of hair covering the words, murmuring the message in her head, hoping for

  inspiration.




  But tonight! What a coward she was. Courage! Pathetic. She had no courage. She felt like that fish Arthur had shorn of all its scales: dull, and missing its brilliance.




  The sound of a boat came up from the harbour. The tide, too, was quickening. It must be the boat from England. Eliza left the gulls and took the steps down the cliff face,

  toward the beach.




  When she reached the sand, the boat was already docked, with its pale orange top, life rings on its railings, and the black belly of it bringing up the sea spray. Eliza crouched behind the

  rocks, so that for the second time that night she would be hidden.




  The engine stopped. A big bow wave travelled to the beach, then the sea was almost flat and waveless again. Nothing could be seen through the cabin’s windows. The name of the boat was

  written in large yellow letters on its side: the Saviour. The Boatman, bald and fat, shut the door of the cabin and unlatched the cargo door. Eliza had heard of him – many of the

  Islanders were frightened of him – but had never seen him; not in the flesh. He walked down a series of steps and came back up with a box of supplies.




  Here, then, was the English benefaction. Ever since the emergency powers, and when the weather permitted it, England had weekly delivered the Islanders their goods. It was done at no cost

  whatsoever, so that those lost in the night-time of the Lord could eat, and think from what hand they ate; use light, and think from where this light had come; fish, and know who it was that

  provided them with twine and hooks. Most of the time it was accepted with a sneer, since there was no way of showing the English their rebuke, and since there was no possibility of rejecting the

  charity.




  The Islanders received the Saviour with a heavy heart, though without it they would have died, or gone mad. They did not like to think of themselves as beholden. Not to the English.

  There’d be another boat next week, but then it would not come again until the new year. Aye, the Islanders were left to cope alone for the winter, when the winter fogs would come, thick as

  mud, and make passing the Sound an impossible task.




  Tomorrow morning, the men would come down to the jetty and distribute the things as they saw fit; to the fishermen, the plumber, Caro, the doctor, the grocer and Mrs Bingley, if there was

  anything in there for her. You wouldn’t steal; people didn’t steal English things, which were English at least until they turned up in the shops and had to be paid for. Theft would be

  what the English expected and so the Islanders did not do it. The Boatman shifted the first box to the end of the pier. It looked a heavy thing and he stopped for a cigarette at the end. He looked

  rather peaceful, sitting there, despite the threat of foreign turf; he could almost be waiting for someone.




  Eliza made to leave, when something on the boat caught her eye: there, on the deck, a girl stood. Just as the birds had solidified the air, here stood a presence of breath and blood and bone,

  rendered from the dark. The girl stood still, quite white, looking into the Island. She turned around to the massive Sound, that breadth of water before the North Sea began in earnest back to

  England, and then she turned again to the Boatman. He had nearly finished the cigarette.




  Eliza felt her heart club as the girl climbed over the rigging and onto the pier. A stowaway? An English stowaway? On the Saviour? She started to edge down the pier, and

  Eliza’s eyes darted from the girl to the Boatman, urging the cigarette to slow itself of its burning. The girl walked quickly down the pier, her eyes trained on the cigarette’s orange

  light. No sound issued from her step. Just as the Boatman took his last smoke, and flicked the end to the beach, the girl reached the shore and dropped to the beach, crawling between the

  pier’s legs, where she was lost again in darkness.




  Over the next twenty minutes the Boatman brought the rest of the boxed provisions to the Island. He was still oblivious of the girl. Eliza concentrated on the dark tent under the pier. She could

  see nothing of her, which could only be a good thing, for now.




  The Boatman stayed a few minutes longer, after his labours, idling by the boat. He had a small box in his hands. He lit another cigarette. When he finished that one he gave up and without

  further fuss stepped back into the boat and shut the cabin door. Moments later, the engine gunned and the waves began foaming again at the beach. The engine smoked as the boat turned. Eliza watched

  the mast until it disappeared into the sky and sea.




  As soon as the Saviour had gone, the stowaway lunged toward the cliff. As she came toward the rocks, Eliza saw her water-blue eyes and freckles, dense as a bruise against her skin. The

  girl’s hair, the colour of rust, flew in the wind. Eliza let the girl climb the steps and go over the top, before she too gained the rutted boards, intending to catch up with her at

  Maiden’s Square, and, if her courage served her well (she pressed her fingers to her forehead – Courage! Courage!), she would talk to the girl and tell her she could spend the

  night with her at the Grand. They might be friends – the English girl, after all, would be sore pressed to find another on the Island. She wondered what on earth the girl was doing here.




  Eliza arrived breathlessly at the top. The girl was gone. She was not even on the path toward the square. The fish, too, all gone, and the gulls with them. Eliza’s stride broke into a run.

  Halfway to the square she stopped suddenly, looking back toward the Sound, terrified that minutes into being on the Island the girl might have jumped. Then it would be Eliza’s fault for not

  acting quickly enough. Another score in the post for her inaction! No, no, she thought, hurrying along to Maiden’s Square, a good English girl, one with faith and God and all manner of things

  she could not imagine were the privilege of that country’s children, would not give up so easily.




  Up here, the houses shone with the salt from the Sound, brought to the innermost part of the Island in rough storms. Arthur had probably finished his dinner, now, and might be doing his dishes;

  good man. Eliza just saw the girl between the museum and the hill: what a quick-ferreted thing she was to move at such a pace, and for someone who could not know the Island. Now, now, she might

  catch up with her, and ask her about London, and Walkmans, and churches, and motorways, and England! Eliza hurried along, no longer caring if Arthur saw her, when she caught the sound of other

  footsteps, apart from this time, they were following her.




  The boys surrounded her quickly, like a leaking organ suddenly circled in blood. All her breath left her in an instant. Eliza turned around to see if there was anyone else left

  in the square but knew there would be no one, and then she craned her head to see if she could still see the girl. The rucksack, and the orange hair, slipped agonizingly from view. She might take

  any path from there; any road or pass, any which way. Damn them, Eliza thought, damn them.




  She took a step away from the scalped boys but they were already a ring around her. ‘Hello, dear.’ This was Nathaniel; she did not know the names of the others.




  ‘Evening, Nathaniel.’




  ‘A fine night, Miss Eliza. We don’t often find you in the square at this time.’




  ‘No.’ She looked around her. ‘I was running an errand. For Musa.’




  ‘At this time? That’s awful late.’




  ‘I might say the same to you. What are you doing here? The lot of you. You should be at home with your mams.’




  ‘As you should be with yours.’




  ‘My mam’s dead; you know that.’ He showed nothing. ‘What are you doing? You’ve been told to stop it now. This sharking about.’




  ‘Aye. And we haven’t put a person to their displeasure. Not tonight. Isn’t that right, Jake?’ A tall boy nodded, touching his finger to the jacket’s braiding. There

  was another boy with a bruise that looked just fresh. The ring of them seemed closer though she knew they had not moved. Eliza told herself these boys were nuisances, merely. Nathaniel lit a

  cigarette; where did he get them from? ‘And your ma, what does she think about this? Her only son, skulking about the Island smoking English cigarettes. Shame on you.’




  ‘She doesn’t care.’ Nathaniel touched his hand on her hip. ‘Do you care, do you care for me, Eliza?’ His lips were close to hers. He was sixteen – somewhere

  around that age – but he had the height over her.




  ‘Get off me.’




  ‘Oh. Firm with me now, are you?’




  ‘Aye. I’ll be firm with you yet.’




  ‘Why? Do you not like us? Are you a woman of faith? A Got, lady?’ This was Jake, now, stepping forward. Something about him made Eliza’s courage shrink.




  ‘A Got? On your way.’ She tried to square herself up to them; she only just now counted how many there were. ‘I was born on this Island, just like you.’




  ‘Have you been up at church?’ Nathaniel now. ‘The old ruined one at Lynemouth?’




  ‘Even if I have, it’s none of your business.’




  ‘Every bit of our business,’ said Jake. ‘If you’re an English spy.’




  Nathaniel walked the length of the stage, wagging his finger into the air, as if he were a mathematician vexed by a problem of logic. ‘What I can’t square is how you might carry on,

  dear Miss Michalka, in your line of work, with your heart pumping your devotions and with your other hand pumping—’




  ‘Stop your mouth.’




  He swivelled around, fingering his lip. ‘Stop it for me.’ There was a moment’s silence before the gang cracked up. Loudly now, Nathaniel shouted: ‘Stop my mouth, Eliza,

  our lady of the Grand!’ He jumped from the stage and joined the ranks around her. He leaned in as if he was about to kiss her.




  A window flew open above the monger’s. Arthur tilted from the pane, his face obscure in shadow, his hand on the catch. ‘Oi! What’re you doing down there? Off with you, now,

  boys, before I sort out the lot of you.’




  Nathaniel smiled, daftly, as if to say he was only joshing, and with a lady they both knew to be very pretty. ‘Here, now, Mr Stansky. We didn’t mean no harm. We were talking to Miss

  Michalka.’




  ‘Aye. And I’m sure she’s had a lovely time talking with you and has had fair enough. Be off with you now, boys. Scram. On you go.’




  There was something about Arthur that Nathaniel could evidently not resist. Certainly there were fair few people whom Nathaniel would bow to. ‘All right, Mr Stansky, sir. Good night, Miss

  Michalka. Safe on.’




  Nathaniel started whistling some desultory tune, and set off, with the boys following, down the side of Mrs Bingley’s, and followed the road the girl had taken. Before he was lost from

  sight, Nathaniel turned and gave her a crooked grin, before the gang disappeared in the night.




  A gull squawked and then the square was empty of noise. Eliza turned back to the window to thank him, but when she opened her mouth Arthur closed the catch and fiddled with the lock. It was as

  if in closing the glass he had just shut the very entrance to her heart. He had saved her, and then damned her, in the time it had taken to open and close that window. The light went. And the

  square was once again flooded in darkness.




  





  Tuesday




  3. Lynemouth Town




  Lynemouth Town was the oldest quarter of the Island. Narrow, curling streets; terraces many times extended; sloping slate roofs: the houses had been built into whatever cranny

  the steep side of Marley Hill might afford. From aboard a fishing boat the town was said to resemble a crumbling amphitheatre sliding down the hill. There was still the old system of numbering the

  houses, with the odd number on the landward side, the even number on the seaward. It looked more of a series of fortifications than a town: slats for windows, or windows showing from just under the

  gables; high walls, shut doors. There was not much colour here, everything carried in the general umber of the terrace roofs; it had none of the bright awnings of Maiden’s Square or

  Arthur’s iced fishes. Some way off, further east and higher up, a burned-out church topped the town, where, roofless, moss had crept over the stones for thirty-six years without much

  remark.




  Eliza’s brothel, the Grand, was a large terraced house down the side of a back alley, behind the more insalubrious of taverns that kept late hours. The Grand was not in a good state.

  Columns were blackening with dirt. Slabs of flagstone were missing from the steps leading up to the door. Behind the house there was a scant garden not much used. The windows sat in deep recesses

  and drainpipes croaked in the Island’s high winds.




  It was a sorry sight, the Grand, sorrier still that in 1951 it had lived up to its name, the cat-house itself where Jack and Margaret Malraux had once met in the bar, and talked, and laughed,

  and hatched plans for a grander life away from the churchly eye of England. It was where, so soon after deportation, the new Islanders came to eat and drink and fall in love, and there was a

  general exultation that somehow, despite their expulsion, they had won the war against the Church. In the fifties, the Grand had always been busy, as a bar and dancing hall, and then in the

  sixties, when things had turned quiet, it had turned into a brothel, although not very successfully.




  Now, the Grand was often empty. It had the smell of the sickroom, as if the new freedom of the Island had somehow set in the rot.




  There were several rooms and three girls, including Eliza, employed there permanently. Musa, the proprietor, did not have the money to spend on a renovation of the place. Damp grew, sponging the

  skirting boards and ceilings. Cobwebs hung woolly from its ceilings. A woody smell came from the rooms – mulchy and sour – which the girls had become used to, but the men could smell

  distinctly on their entrance. Musa had brought in Eliza this summer to inject something new into the failing state of affairs, which had worked, briefly, until she too had just become old hat.




  This morning, at the mirror in her room, Eliza contemplated once again her brow. What words might mark the day? The eyeliner knocked against her teeth. Since coming to the

  Grand, Eliza had daily kept this small ritual. It was a way to cope, she guessed, with the everyday invasion of privacy that the job brought with it. A man might knock at her door at any time, and

  though they tended not to, it still prevented her from completely relaxing. And there were so few customers these days that the girls could never refuse them.




  Eliza was Mr Carter’s favourite, with his high forehead and rather lipless grin, but even then he might only come every fortnight or so. Still, when she had been more popular this summer,

  she had found this trick a good one to give her some space. Her first word written there had been Escape, so that she might imagine the possibility of not working here or living on the

  Island. Her second word, the next day, was, of course, Arthur.
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