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To begin …

In the village of Starwater the locals never tired of talking about the strange, sea-battered house that looked down on them from high up on the cliffs. The tall, narrow house, with its wonky windows, half-hinged shutters, ridiculous balconies and a tower like a Christmas cracker hat plonked on top, was known as Dizzy Perch.

You had the feeling that whoever had built it would have liked to go on and on adding floor after floor, as if he or she had a skyscraper in mind. But who had built it? And why?

Someone who’d wanted to get away from the world perhaps?

Someone who’d run away and was hiding?

A poet with a big big poem to write?

A musician – a drummer or trombonist – who made a lot of noise?

A mad person’s folly? But why was Dizzy Perch so big if it was just for one person?

Almost as strange as the house was the family who had come to live there.

If you happened to linger outside Starwater’s Post Office Stores, or stand waiting at the bus stop, or walk past the twelve cottages of Seaview Terrace, or wander along the harbour wall, you couldn’t help but hear all the questions that flew about the village; much as the seagulls did when the fishing boats came in with a catch.

Sometimes it would be the women standing in a huddle outside the stores:

‘Who’d want to live up there?’

‘They must be hiding something …’

‘Or in trouble …’

‘Or up to no good.’

‘Three children …

‘Up in a place no one can get to …’

‘And you never saw her.’

‘Is there a him?’

And then there’d be a lot of shaking of heads.

Sometimes it would be a couple of old men leaning on the harbour wall.

‘’Course it has a history, that house.’

‘Doubt it’s a good one.’

‘Some say it’s haunted …’

‘Well, there are tales …’

‘Have you heard the fiddle?’

‘Late at night, when it’s very quiet. Wife says it’s the old man.’

Or you might hear Mrs Dubbins of 2 Seaview Terrace as she pegs the washing out and has a morning gossip with her neighbour, Mrs Loxley.

‘I seen the boy. The clothes that child wears!’

‘Mine wouldn’t be seen dead …’

‘And the old man?’

‘Looks like a tramp?’

‘Where have they come from?’

‘And what are they up to?’

‘Does anyone know their name?’

And on they go, tongues and washing flapping happily.

If you should happen to go into the Post Office Stores and ask Mrs Emma Tansley, who runs the Stores and the Post Office (the two being quite a trouble to her) about the family who have come to live in Dizzy Perch, she could tell you their name.

‘Coggin,’ she’d say. ‘Coggin’s their name. The elder boy is called Oliver Coggin.’ And that’s all she’d be likely to tell you because Mrs Tansley had become quite fond of Oliver Coggin and sorry for him too, turning up in those strange clothes his mother (or someone) dresses him in and having to do all the shopping and carry it up the cliff. And sorry too because she knew Oliver hears the villagers talking about him and his family and she could see from the way his face flushes and his eyes look a bit watery and his gingery hair stands on end, that it upsets him.

Not that Mrs Tansley wasn’t curious. She was. But not in an unkind way. And mostly she was sorriest of all that whenever Oliver asked her, which he always did, Any letters for Coggin? she had to duck under the Stores counter, come up the other side to the Post Office Counter, put on her postmistress hat and, after all that, say, ‘Sorry dear, not today,’ and watch him trying to hide his disappointment.

And though she didn’t ask, she couldn’t help but wonder – who was Oliver Coggin expecting a letter from?
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