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Chapter One

James Greer sat on a modular plastic chair in the crowded A&E department of the hospital and tried the technique of visualisation to escape the panic threatening to submerge him. He pressed the pads of the thumb and forefinger of his right hand gently together. He closed his eyes. He drew in a deep breath. He pictured a shoreline in early, gentle English light. Emerald waves tumbled on to sand at the edge of the sea, smoothing out with rhythmic, dissipating force.

The sand was exposed, yellow and compacted, hissing in odd fissures and pockets on the retreat of the water, leaving behind translucent bits of shell and trailing wisps of kelp. He exhaled, at a blessed and deliberate remove, suddenly, from the chaos around him. It had worked. He was alert to the tug of his sleeve or the mention of his name over the public address system. But he was away from it, in the mental refuge of a place that meant calm and release. He even sensed he could smell the salt scent of a coastal morning.

He had learned this coping exercise two years earlier. He had been obliged to give a series of presentations. James had always suffered a secret terror of public speaking. As the moment approached, he would succumb to an attack of nerves. He would stammer and shake. So he had sought the help of a hypnotherapist.

Two sessions had been enough. He had not actually been hypnotised at either. Instead, he had been advised to deal with the onset of panic by picturing in his mind a place that symbolised calm and happiness to him. He supposed the business with his hand was meant to help with focus. He didn’t over-analyse the whole procedure. It had succeeded. He had paid his fee and left the hypnotherapist’s consulting room relieved and grateful for the ploy that put an end to the sweaty helplessness that the pressure of public performance had always inflicted upon him.

It was not fear of facing an audience that forced him to visualise now. It was an ordeal much more grave and testing. It was panic over the plight of his son. The call from the police station in Peckham had come an hour earlier. Jack had been mugged aboard a bus on the way home from school for his mobile phone. The level of violence used had been out of all proportion to the prize involved, his father had been told. The ambulance had delivered Jack to the hospital unconscious. Three assailants had beaten him senseless.

They had taken his wallet, too, which had delayed the process of identification. An alert constable had found a name tag on his shirt when they had stripped him at the hospital. He was concussed and the socket of his right eye was fractured. He was in theatre now, having the damage to his brain assessed. It was why his father was sitting in A&E, dreaming of a beach and breathing sonorously with his eyes clenched tightly shut. There were tears trapped under the lids of his eyes. But James knew that if he gave in to the loss of composure they signalled, he would not be of any practical use at all to his injured son.

Their Bermondsey townhouse was at the centre of London’s latest fashionable district. James could lunch each day at Borough Market. His wife’s steel and granite studio was on the south side of Blackfriars Bridge, with a panoramic view of the river through its tinted glass windows. They were handy for the Tate Modern and the Globe Theatre and Hay’s Wharf and he was only a scenic fifteen-minute stroll north to where most of his clients were based in Clerkenwell. But schools were difficult in inner London and Jack’s was in Peckham and he had been assaulted and robbed on the bus journey home by what the police were saying were members of a Somali street gang housed in one of the area’s sink estates.

Jack tried not to think about the price his son had just paid for maintaining the family’s metropolitan cool. He thought instead of his imaginary beach, with its emerald waves and wan English sunlight and the sand glimmering wetly under the light’s gentle spread. He thought of that, amid the sprained and cut and drunk and overdosed, among the toxic casualties of a typical early evening in an inner-London hospital.

He was there for two hours before a staff nurse summoned him to see the consultant. James shook his hand, thinking him young for a neurosurgeon, observing that there was none of his son’s blood on the spotless white coat the doctor wore. Maybe that was a good sign. Or maybe he had just changed out of one drenched to the elbows in gore and dropped it into a laundry bin. He smiled but the smile was tight, unreadable. The specialist might be miffed at having missed a dinner party. He might be on the brink of the delivery of tragic news.

‘Sit down, Mr Greer.’

‘I’ll stand for what you have to tell me.’

‘Very well, then. Your son will make a full physical recovery. He is severely concussed, but there is no cranial or arterial damage; no fractures to the skull, no blood clots causing any pressure to have to attempt the tricky procedure of relieving. He is young and healthy and the physical trauma will repair itself fairly rapidly. The damage to his eye socket will cause him a few weeks of pain and discomfort. But there is no evidence of nerve damage. His sight will be unimpaired. He retains his full capacity for facial expression. There will be no paralysis or permanent scarring.’

‘You mean there will be no physical scarring.’

‘Your son was very lucky.’

‘Was he?’

The doctor was studying something on a clipboard. ‘Jack was hit repeatedly about the head with a blunt instrument. Probably a tyre iron, the police think. Knives are the preferred choice of weapon among London’s feral youths. In the circumstances, I’d say he’s extremely lucky.’

It was all relative, James was thinking, who was thinking no longer about a beach. His thoughts were landlocked now and consigned to a sunless interior. ‘How long will he have to remain here?’

‘He’ll be here at least a few days, under observation, as a precautionary measure. The police will wish to take a statement. As the victim of a violent crime he also qualifies for counselling, which over the coming weeks, after a trauma such as this, he will almost certainly need.’

‘The hospital provides that?’

The doctor smiled his thin smile again. He tapped his clipboard with a pen. ‘Of course we do, Mr Greer,’ he said. ‘We’re a front-line resource.’

James nodded. ‘May I see my son, now?’

‘You may. I can’t predict this with absolute certainty, but it will be at least a few hours before he comes round, probably about breakfast time tomorrow. He will be sore and thirsty and I should think very happy and relieved to see you.’

James looked at his watch. It was just after eight o’clock in the evening. He needed to call Lily. His wife was at home, fighting a mother’s natural instinct to be at the bedside of her injured son, because right now their eight-year-old daughter Olivia, frantic at her brother’s plight, needed a parent’s care and consolation. He would make the call. The news was positive. It was all relative, as he had just conceded to himself. Relatively speaking, the duty of phoning home would be a happy one. Then he would endure the night vigil of waiting for Jack to regain consciousness.

After delivering the glad tidings to his wife, James sat at his son’s bedside in the private room for which his credit card had paid. The monitoring equipment to which Jack was attached by various tubes and wires beeped discreetly every now and then. Time passed until outside, beyond the hospital buildings and its grounds, he began to hear the idling lorries and the raucous cries of the porters unloading them at the neighbouring market. Air brakes hissed, carts and trolleys clattered, laughter erupted at swapped banter. As Jack slept his oblivious, healing sleep, his father was reminded that the city in which they lived never slept at all.

There was no practical point to his being there until Jack awoke. But he was a father who very much loved his son and the situation here was way beyond the practicalities. He would not have chosen to be anywhere else. Pads of cotton wool were blood-soaked under wound lint covering Jack’s head, entirely concealing his features. His chest rose and fell with his breathing and his father put a hand there gently just to feel the proof of the life in him. It was an hour before he sought any diversion beyond sitting and gazing at his son’s bandaged head and face. When he did, he saw that there was a shelf of books and heaped magazines mounted to the left of the door.

The light was low in the room, but he had become accustomed to it and could see perfectly well. He got up and walked across and looked at the spines of the books. None of their titles or authors really took his fancy. He needed diversion but did not have the concentration for a plot and the books were mostly thrillers and espionage stories and romances. Only one volume intrigued him, took his eye, so he levered out the book and took it back to his chair to look at it.

It was a children’s story and as soon as he glanced at the cover of the book, James was aware that Lily had been responsible for its artwork. His wife’s style of illustration was vivid, atmospheric and, to him, instantly recognisable.

The front cover showed a village rising above a curved inlet as it would be viewed, or imagined, looking landward from the sea. The cottages of the village were clustered cosily under the ascent of a grassy hill contoured with deep green tussocks. The dwellings, picturesque and mostly whitewashed, rose above a sea wall. The beach was covered in orange shingle and the intense tones of the picture and its long shadows suggested sunset. To the left of the panorama, a small flotilla of fishing smacks sat at anchor. The picture was detailed and authentic-looking but James thought it much too unspoiled and charming to have been taken from life. The title of the book, lettered in gold over the deep blue sky above the summit of the sheltering hill, was Brodmaw Bay.

The calendar provided what slight plot the story possessed. It followed the seasons from autumn through to summer and the bay was pictured by his wife in all its varied and entrancing moods. It was a tribute, he thought, to the fertility of Lily’s imagination, as well as her decorative skill. Brodmaw Bay had not just charm but character. He was distracted, looking up every now and then from the images on the pages to watch and listen to Jack’s breathing, making sure for himself, despite the battery of hi-tech monitors, that his son was not slipping elusively away from the short life he had enjoyed.

The author of the book was credited, but he could find his wife’s name nowhere between the covers or on the fly-leaf either. It had been published by Chubbly & Cruff, a house he had never heard of, and the year of publication was given as 1993. Lily had still been at college. She must have done it for rent money in the period when she’d been struggling along on a tiny grant and the tips from Covent Garden waitressing shifts.

How things had changed, he thought. Now, she was one of the most sought-after illustrators of children’s books working anywhere in the world. Characters she had copyrighted were animated on children’s DVDs. They appeared in comics and on the backs of cereal packets and it all ticked along very lucratively.

Brodmaw Bay was an atmospheric place, with its slate roofs and lobster pots and steep cobbled lanes. There was a chandlery and a boatbuilder’s yard and a butcher’s shop with partridges and hares hanging from hooks above the display of sausages and choice cuts of lamb and beef in the window. There was a pub with a wooden sign and welcoming yellow light in the darkness behind its mullioned glass. The place was all of a piece, James thought, an idealised bit of Little England, quaint and folkloric, from a time easy to feel nostalgic for that had never really occurred.

Only one image jarred in this portrait of an idyllic coastal village. A church was pictured on one page towards the back of the book. It was seen from the perspective of a gate leading to its porch and in the foreground there were graves to either side of the short path to the church door. The season was winter. Snow sat in white slabs topping the headstones of the graves and sagged in ripples on the roof of the porch. The headstones had mostly surrendered to some instability of the earth and were canted at angles that seemed sinister. Moss and lichen had crawled across their inscriptions. They did not look as still as James thought gravestones should. The church spire was crooked too, a casualty of the subsidence that had shifted the graves, but the effect on it was slyer, more subtle. The church had about it the sunken character of faith undermined.

He saw that the windows of the church were smashed, the small panes between their lead lattices, each and every one of them, broken. The damage looked deliberate and vindictive. Then he noticed that the door in the porch hung slightly open, an iron hasp twisted where he supposed a padlock had been forced, a hint of darkness where it opened inward, to the right of the doorframe.

Studying this scene, James shook his head. The whole image was out of sympathy with the rest of the illustrations, weirdly out of kilter with the mood of starry-skied, lantern-lit cosiness conjured by the other pictures in the book. He thought its inclusion a misjudgement, on the part of his wife and on the part also of whoever had overseen the editing. But its inclusion suggested something intriguing. It hinted that Brodmaw Bay, far from being a townscape of his wife’s imagination, was somewhere real she had simply documented with her palette and brush.

Jack groaned then in his sleep. He coughed and the cough was wet-sounding and his father rose and waited with dread for blood to bubble and well from his mouth. He continued to wait. He thought about saying a prayer. Instead, he just watched, tense, with his own breath poised. But no blood came. He realised that the book about Brodmaw Bay was still in the grip of one hand. He thought the location sounded Cornish. It had resided in the Cornwall of his clever wife’s dreams in her student days. Either that or she had actually been there. He must ask her about it. He walked over to the shelf and put back the book.

Towards dawn his bedside vigil was interrupted. A nurse came into the room and measured Jack’s pulse and took his temperature and made sure that the drip providing him with fluid was functioning properly and the bag supplying the saline solution still adequately full. She told James that it would be at least another few hours before his son stirred. It would be about lunchtime before the sedative wore off sufficiently. She smiled, he supposed to relieve the look of worry his face wore. She said that Jack’s heart rate was slow and steady and his pulse strong. James nodded. The nurse patted his shoulder and left. He thought the contact probably a breach of protocol. It was comforting and he was grateful for it.

Light was entering the room, through its single tall window, from a courtyard space beyond the glass. It was June and dawn broke early in London in June. The room was in an old part of the hospital. The floor was black and white tiles of marble scored and faded with feet and polishing. There were still pipes on the wall, painted over, that must have fed the gas lamps that once provided the room’s illumination. James decided he would go and get something to eat. Somewhere would be open. There would be a café, one of those old places with Formica-topped tables and steam from a tea urn and buoyant London banter. He needed a break, a change of scene. He needed to get some perspective on what had happened to his son and its implications.

He walked out in the early summer air to cobbles and bronze street bollards and iron railings topping old walls and the peal of a summoning bell from a church probably the work of Wren or Hawksmoor in the aftermath of the Great Fire in the time of Charles II and his Restoration. He could smell the cool drift on the wind of the Thames. This was an old part of London and the city wore its history in this vicinity in every lane and almost every building. Once it had charmed him. Once it had beguiled him.

It had gone further than that, hadn’t it, he thought, sitting down to his fortifying mug of café tea. London in his younger life had been his vindication. The fact that he had prospered there and bought a home and found a wife and raised a family there and established a professional reputation had been the proof of him. He had arrived as a raw and provincial northerner and London had tested and challenged and then opened its welcoming and generous embrace to him.

He had believed the Johnsonian adage about the man who was tired of London being tired of life. But he did not believe it any more. The older you got, the more abrasive London became. Or perhaps it was just that the older you got, the less tolerance you had for London’s unchanging abrasiveness. As you matured and your values and responsibilities became inevitably different, aspects of the capital revealed themselves that were less and less easy to tolerate.

And the place was changing. The demographic was altering. The Guardian was James Greer’s newspaper of choice. But he had eyes in his head.

Turkish drug gangs fought turf wars in Finsbury Park. Muslim kids from Pakistan had beaten up a Shoreditch vicar because they were affronted by a church they claimed should have been transformed into a mosque. It didn’t matter to them that the church had been consecrated in the eighteenth century. Their own faith had been set in stone much earlier than that. Now a group of Somali youths, schooled in the medieval ghetto values of Mogadishu, had beaten his son almost to death in Peckham for the sake of a mobile phone with a street worth of perhaps ten pounds.

It was called white flight, wasn’t it, the middle-class escape from this sort of urban pressure? That was the contemptuous name given it by the lofty liberal commentators who still set the tone in James Greer’s newspaper of choice. But he didn’t care. He really didn’t, not any more. He had tolerated the alternative for long enough. What had happened to Jack had been both a punishment and a warning. London had been very good to him and even more lavishly generous to Lillian. But they had changed. They had become vulnerable. And the city in which they had both lived the bulk of their adult lives had changed too. If they were not to risk becoming its victims, the casualties of its changed character and increasing hazards, they should exercise the luxury of the choice their prosperity had given them and simply leave.

He was down to the leaves of his tea. It was one of those places where the beverage was poured from the sort of steel communal pot they would have used in cafés just like this one seventy years ago in the London Blitz. He was seated on a tall stool at a narrow counter that ran the length of the window. Behind him he could hear market porters and cabbies and hospital orderlies debating the previous evening’s middleweight title fight. He could smell bacon frying and the pungent tartness of brown sauce smeared on warm plates. Outside, through the steamy glass, he could see the flagstones of the pavement glazed by the strengthening sun. Directly outside was a cast-iron lamp post, thickly painted in a municipal black and carrying a crest cast in Victorian times.

James Greer liked his Dickens and his Peter Ackroyd and he thought he knew what they were feeling when they celebrated London in their prose reveries. He shared the sentiment. He loved Gabriel’s Wharf and Hampstead Heath and the river at low tide at Chelsea Reach and the Tate Modern and the hung game and pewter light of Borough Market at Christmas time when the stalls smelled of mulled wine and freshly baked bread and biscuits spiced with cinnamon. But he could carry all of these things with him in his memory. It was time to leave. It was time for the sake of the kids, for the sake of all of them. The adventure of resettlement would be exactly what Jack would need to help with his recovery from the trauma of attack and injury.

His son would not make it back to school for what remained of his term, even if they elected to stay. It would soon be the summer holidays and the best time possible as far as schools were concerned to make the break. Children were adaptable. Both Jack and Olivia had good friends they would certainly miss. But they had their social networking sites so the loss would not turn to grief. And he did not think that Jack would miss the running gauntlet of his daily bus ride to the Peckham badlands.

When he thought about it, he did not honestly know how Lillian might react to his insistence that they uproot and leave. She had shared his sofa-born dreams of escape to somewhere at the seaside. They even subscribed to Coast magazine and had often spun verbal fantasies together about a wave-lapped refuge from their daily lives in Ventnor or Whitstable. But he did not know everything about his wife. In some ways she was unpredictable and in some ways unreadable.

After fifteen years together, Lillian was still capable of surprising him. It was, he supposed, one of the reasons why he retained the fascination with her he had held at the outset, when they had first met. It was an attribute that had helped keep their relationship fresh despite the mundanities of shared parenthood.

He thought that she might miss Starbucks and the gym. She was a pretty solitary individual socially. More accurately, they were rather self-contained and insular as a couple. He did not think she would particularly miss the people loosely regarded as her friends. What was certain was that as an illustrator, she was even better placed professionally than he was to live wherever they chose. The only question was whether he would be able to persuade her to do it.

He could not insist on the change. He was not the dominant partner. They were not really quite equals in their relationship. She earned more than he did. By any measure she was the more successful of the two of them. He might be able to persuade her to try a different sort of life and after what had happened to Jack he thought that she would certainly consider it seriously. But he could not dictate such radical and wholesale change in the pattern of their lives.

He looked at the leaves drying now in the bottom of his mug. The mug was a white, ceramic item and the leaves a green so dark they looked black. They formed a pattern that was dense and unreadable. But then James Greer did not believe the future could be read in tea leaves or crystal balls or tarot cards or anything else. You determined your fate for yourself. You created your own destiny and you did it out of determination, ambition and force of will.

He thought of his unconscious son and it occurred to him that fate was decided most by need. His was compelling. Theirs was compelling. Their need for change was urgent. It was escape, of course. He was honest enough with himself to admit that. But it was something else, too. It was opportunity. It would not just be an adventure for Jack, but for the four of them.

A police officer was standing at Jack’s bedside when he returned to the hospital room. He was immaculately uniformed, bareheaded, around six feet tall, about thirty years of age and black. He introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Alec McCabe. They shook hands. McCabe looked him directly in the eye. They probably stressed the importance of eye contact on the courses they all did these days. The policeman had a firm handshake, but then he was powerfully built. James thought about all the articles he had read over recent years about institutional racism in the Metropolitan Police. He wondered what rank McCabe would have achieved by now if he had been white.

‘They’ve left your son in a dreadful state. I’m very sorry, sir.’

‘Will you catch them?’

‘Catching them will be the easy part. Charging them will be a formality. Bringing a successful prosecution might be more difficult.’

James gestured at his son. ‘Why would it be? There’s no shortage of evidence of assault. It might even be a case of attempted murder.’

McCabe nodded. ‘I don’t wish to sound cynical, sir. But for some elements of the legal profession, recent human rights legislation has turned defending the sort of offenders who did this into a very lucrative industry. Bringing a prosecution will not be straightforward. Technically, your son’s assailants were boys. Even if they’re proven guilty at trial, even if the jury agrees, a custodial sentence isn’t guaranteed. They might even be on bail or parole or serving out community orders or under probationary supervision already. They’re feral. This will not be a first offence.’

‘Welcome to London in the twenty-first century,’ James said.

McCabe looked at the boy in the bed and raised an eyebrow.

‘You agree with me?’

‘I was born in Brixton, Mr Greer. I was raised just off Coldharbour Lane. I got out as soon as I could. I live with my wife and daughter in Kent. The commute’s a slog, costly in time and in money. But for my family, it’s worth it.’

‘Feral, Detective Sergeant,’ James said. ‘I’ve heard that description used twice now. What exactly does it mean?’

‘These youths are wild. They are literally untamed. It means that they never plan a crime and they never consider the consequences. Notions such as ownership and personal integrity are completely alien to them. They regard anything they want as theirs by right. They act without compunction. There was CCTV on the bus where the attack was carried out. The whole event will likely have been filmed. The cameras are supposed to be a deterrent. Nothing deters them, though.’

‘Can the film be used at the trial?’

‘If it doesn’t appear in public prior to the trial and thus pose a potential threat to judicial fairness. If footage appears on YouTube or if stills are used in newspapers pre-trial, it won’t be allowed as evidence.’

James bit his lip and looked at the floor.

‘This gang will be known to our community officers on the ground in Peckham. But only locking them up in a barred cell with a locked steel door can really inhibit their behaviour. You can’t modify it. They have no understanding of or respect for the values we live by.’

‘For fuck’s sake, McCabe, why are they even here?’

The policeman shrugged. ‘They’re refugees from a war zone. They’ll likely have been granted asylum. They have their human rights.’

‘Then they have an obligation to behave like human beings.’

McCabe smiled and glanced at the boy in the bed. ‘I couldn’t agree with you more,’ he said. ‘And I will do everything I can to catch them and ensure that they are convicted.’

‘And subsequently deported?’

‘A conviction and a custodial is the very best you can hope for. The defence will argue that it breaches their human rights to send them back to the place that brutalised them in the first place and made them into what they are. I’ve dealt with several cases like this. The Home Secretary will say otherwise in a Newsnight soundbite, but he is lying when he does. There is no chance at all of repatriation.’

‘But your cases generally go to trial? Please tell me you have a good conviction rate.’

‘I do. I have an excellent conviction rate. I believe in what I do for a living and I’m good at it, sir.’

When DS McCabe had gone, James took out his laptop and did a search for Chubbly and Cruff. More accurately, he did a search for Chubbly & Cruff, because that ampersand seemed so much a part of the character of that particular publishing house. He remembered that the 1980s had been the age of the ampersand in marketing all those bogus heritage brands so popular then. Chubbly & Cruff sounded exactly like one of them, though the book on the shelf in the hospital room had been published in 1993.

There was absolutely nothing on the publisher when he did his internet search. Nor was there anything on the title Lillian had illustrated for them. James concluded that Chubbly & Cruff had been a short-lived project, probably the still-born brainchild of some marketeer in bright red braces and spectacles with oversize frames in matching colour. He glanced at Jack, who was still sleeping deeply. And he did a search for Brodmaw Bay itself. Here, he had immediate success. The little port was real. It was located on the southerly coast of Cornwall. Recent photographs showed it to be entirely unspoiled.

There was a fairly recent piece about the place, a sort of essay or meditation written by a man called Richard Penmarrick. It had been carried in a couple of the Sunday newspaper supplements and travel sections in the autumn of 2008 and appeared also, slightly annotated, in an issue of Reader’s Digest. Penmarrick was a local man, the piece implied of some standing in the Brodmaw community. His essay took the form of a tribute to the unchanging values of the place. James read it. When he had finished he glanced from his laptop screen to the bed and the still shape of his sleeping son. Then he read it again, more carefully.



I write these words from the desk of my library. The library is sited on the first floor at the front of my house and the house itself is sited on the rising ground to the rear of the Cornish coastal village of Brodmaw Bay. It is early morning. The window of my library runs the length of the room. Through it, I can see the boats returning with their nets hauled and their holds, I hope, full of freshly caught fish. The lead vessels lie low in the water, an encouraging sign.

I can hear the clatter of beer kegs on the cobbles as the draymen unload outside the cellar of the high street pub. A milkman on his rounds is whistling and the tune carries cleanly through the salt air. Above me, the gulls are gathering in the sky with familiar shrieks. The hoardings are coming off the shop fronts and I can see a string of pennants testing the breeze, fluttering as they rise on the flagpole above the chandlery. There is the hammering of nails into the teak planks of a hull in Billy Jasper’s seafront yard.

I’ve been pondering on the subject of tradition. The old traditions are dying out. In some places they have been revived for the sake of profit from tourism and exist as cheap parodies of what they once signified. Elsewhere, though, there is a general and persistent pattern of decline of custom and ritual that is perhaps inevitable, as populations, once isolated, succumb to the migratory shifts that seem so much a part of the way life is lived in our transient time.

There are exceptions to this new rule, of course. The bonfire parades come to mind, celebrated every November in the Sussex town of Lewes. Lewes lies only seven miles across the Downs from its garish modern neighbour, Brighton. But spend a Bonfire Night in Lewes and look at the faces in the torchlight processions and watch the nonchalant way even the children trail their burning cargos and parade their flaming torches through the streets. You are in an ancient English town. The mood and atmosphere are unmistakable and unique. You could not be anywhere else in the world at any other moment. Why would you wish to be?

So it is each April 30 in Brodmaw. Walpurgis Eve is a pagan celebration with its origins stretching murkily back to at least the eighth century. It might have begun in the Scandinavian countries much earlier than that. But it has been a tradition in Brodmaw for as long as surviving archives record and as far as local folk memory is able to recall. Mention of it was made by an irate cleric in the years immediately prior to the Norman Conquest. This pompous prior considered the public ritual an affront to the Almighty.

It might be said that in the intervening millennium nothing very much has changed. The established Church still frowns upon what it sees as the mischievous antics of the Walpurgis Eve pagans. In the ancient parts of Europe, the priests and ministers see the glow of the fires from their porches and shake their pious heads. Perhaps they see it as sacrilegious. Perhaps they simply resent the competition.

For my part, since the Brodmaw event is hosted on my land, I take a very different view. I see our April ritual as the innocent celebration of seasonal change. We light our great pyres and sing our cherished songs and dance the self-same steps as our forefathers did. There is comfort in familiarity and joy at the return of light and warmth to our little corner of the world. And when I look at my costumed neighbours, at their flushed faces as they recite with me in unison the words that greet our dawn, I am reminded of who and where I am. And I am pleased and fulfilled and rightly and completely unashamed.

Identity is a precious attribute, increasingly threatened by the promiscuous values of modern life. But I am a Brodmaw man, a Cornishman and an Englishman and proud. I would not lightly surrender the unique and ancient traditions that have helped shape me.

I am obliged at this point to confront the paradox of political correctness. In pleading the case for local custom, it seems in our intolerant times that any resident of any small town risks accusations of insularity. This is particularly true of a local landowner, such as I am guilty of being. But Brodmaw is an inclusive place. Visitors have always been warmly welcomed. Fresh blood is lifeblood, after all.

In championing tradition, I am not adopting the fortress mentality of the regional bigot. I am simply doing what it is in my power to do to preserve that which I most value. In a country criss-crossed by motorways and studded by the totemic masts of mobile phone networks, you might think the Little England of Chesterton and Brooke and Belloc and Housman gone for ever. But we still have it here in Brodmaw Bay, unsullied and somehow magical.

Some might disparage the very name and notion of Little England. But I do not. I cherish it. And I will do all in my power to preserve my piece of it.



James thought that Richard Penmarrick could only have written this article in response to some critical attack. Its tone was an uneasy mix of defensiveness and defiance. He did not really, personally, have an opinion on paganism. He had seen the druids at the summer solstice on the evening news at Stonehenge. The footage tended to raise a smile. He knew the old faith survived in the ancient parts of Britain marked by such enigmatic features as burial mounds and standing stones. Those features were found mostly in the western counties of England. Nowhere was more westerly than Cornwall.

He had been to the bonfire celebration in Lewes. His brother had lived there for a time. He had thought it entertaining and sinister in equal measure. But the Lewes event had its origin in Christian religious conflict and Protestant martyrdom. However bizarrely, it commemorated historic fact. By contrast, Walpurgis Eve was a black magical celebration, wasn’t it? Penmarrick’s comparison was at the least disingenuous. He was comparing chalk and cheese.

What was really magical about the piece he had just read for the second time was what James thought for its author would be the throwaway section, the second paragraph, where he had painted a careless picture of the port summoned from its slumber in the early morning. For James, that paragraph offered the promise of something serene and idyllic, a coastal refuge where the future would seem bright and beautiful at the dawn of each new day.

The place described in that paragraph sounded many miles and a hundred years away from the volatile ethnic stew of contemporary London and the threat of violence on its streets to which his precious son had fallen savage victim.

In the bed, as though aware of his father’s thoughts and the violent emotion prompting them, Jack stirred for the first time. James looked for the spreading bloodstain of the haemorrhage he dreaded, but the bandage remained unmarked. He saw that there was sunlight through the window in a splash on Jack’s face and wondered if it was bothering the boy. He went and closed the blind over the window, without taking his eyes off his son. Gloom enveloped the room.

There was a sound from Jack’s throat. It was the first audible sign of life and James tensed and approached the bed and, in the grey absence of light, took his son’s limp hand in his and squeezed it. His own fingers and palm were gripped in return with a strength that surprised him. The sound, a sort of cough, emanated again from his son’s throat. It did not sound like Jack. It sounded deep and somehow gleeful and a note sounded by someone far older than his adolescent son.

His body had started to shake. The bed was on wheels. Jack could hear them scrape back and forth in minute but rapid progress on the parquet beneath them. The sound came out of Jack again. James used his free hand to press the bell above the bed that would summon a nurse. He feared that his son was fitting. The neurosurgeon had not mentioned the hazard of a brain seizure. He might choke on his tongue. He might suffer heart failure. A noise rumbled and barked deep within Jack, further down than his voice box, from in his chest. Words emerged from his mouth. His grip on his father’s hand tightened.

‘Gresh,’ he said, ‘flood.’

A nurse bustled into the room.

‘Gresh flood.’

The nurse bent over her patient from the other side of the bed, checked that his air passages were clear and then moved the position of his head on the pillow and raised his free arm to take his pulse.

‘Gresh flood,’ Jack said. He tried to raise his head from the pillow. His grip on his father’s hand was briefly strong enough to inflict real pain. Then it weakened. The head sank back down. The bed stopped shaking on its wheels. His breathing became regular once again.

‘He is fine,’ the nurse said.

‘What was that?’

‘It was a dream, perhaps, but he is all right now and should awaken before long.’ She looked around in the gloomy light. With the high ceiling and painted-over pipes of its obsolete gas supply, it looked a grim sickroom.

‘Open the blinds,’ the nurse said, ‘and he will probably come around.’ She poured a fresh glass of water from the carafe on the night stand next to the bed.

‘His eyes are bandaged.’

‘The sun is shining strongly outside. He will sense the brightness and warmth. They will bring him back to consciousness reassured.’

James nodded, reminded that nursing was more a vocation than it was a job. He walked across and opened the blind and sunshine spilled into the room. Jack stirred. His head shifted towards the light and he moaned softly in what his father recognised as his real voice.

‘Fresh blood’ had been the phrase he had uttered in that gleeful-sounding earlier growl. He had been trying to say, ‘Fresh blood.’ Jack had moments before read the phrase in Richard Penmarrick’s Brodmaw Bay eulogy. It must have been a form of telepathy, thought James, who did not believe in coincidence. He did not really believe in telepathy either, but was fairly certain of the two words Jack had been trying to articulate. He must have communicated them to his unconscious son. In the context of the article it had seemed an innocuous phrase. In isolation, in the presence of his bandaged, wounded child, the form of words was sinister and repulsive.

Jack came around slowly. The nurse gave him a drink of water and then left them to their privacy, promising to return in a little while with soup. James looked at her objectively, noticing her in physical detail beyond the uniform and her busy efficiency, for the first time, as she glanced at him before leaving. She was slight and blonde and pretty, drawn and a bit pale with tiredness, blue-eyed, her hair restrained by clips. Of course she was tired, he thought, as she smiled briefly at him and left. She was no more than twenty-two or twenty-three and she was manning a front-line resource.

James sat and held his son’s hands in both of his on the blanket of the bed. ‘Do you remember what happened, Jack?’

‘Dad? Where am I?’

‘You’re in a hospital bed.’

‘Where’s Mum?’

‘She’s at home, with Olivia.’

Jack nodded. ‘I remember all of it. Well, I remember it all up to the point where they beat me unconscious. I must have a hard head, Dad. It took a lot of blows.’

‘The doctor says you’re going to be okay, son. You’ll make a full recovery, he’s confident of that.’

‘I tried to fight back. But there were three of them and one of them had a tyre iron. It isn’t like in a film, where they queue up and Jet Lee or Jason Statham or somebody takes them on one at a time. In real life, they all come at you at once.’

‘Did no one on the bus try to help?’

Jack smiled. ‘Get real. This was Peckham High Street, Dad. Peckham’s a place where heroes are thin on the ground.’

Jack nodded, which was pointless because his son’s eyes were bandaged and therefore blind. He felt relief and shame, both emotions very strong in him and struggling for ascendancy. He thought that shame was winning. He should have been a better father than to put his son at risk. He would never do anything so irresponsible again. He would protect his children as a father should who was deserving of the name. He would get his family out of the war zone London had become. He was resolved.

‘I’d like to see Mum.’

‘You won’t be seeing anything for a while, Jack.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I’ll call her.’

Lillian brought Olivia with her. She had established over the phone that Jack was a fit sight for his sister to see.

‘There’s no blood, just bandages,’ James said. ‘She’ll be relieved, I think. He isn’t slurring his words or anything, Lily. The trauma seems to be entirely physical.’

‘Time will tell where that’s concerned,’ Lillian said. ‘But it sounds as though it’s better to bring her than not.’

They burst into the room less than an hour after the summoning call, a beautiful woman and her equally beautiful daughter, both possessed of a careless glamour their ordeal of concern over Jack had done nothing to diminish. They looked stylish and prosperous and a little fraught. And then they looked dismayed at the quantity of gauze wrapping the head and concealing the features of the prone figure on the bed.

Jack sensed the presence of his mother immediately and managed to sit up as James got out of the way and she sat and hugged him hard, holding his damaged head against her chest, the tears leaving her eyes so forcefully with sorrow that they dribbled down her cheeks. Olivia had started crying too. She turned to her father for comfort and he put his arms around her and her face, hot and damp now, not composed and beautiful, sought refuge and consolation against his chest.

There was a clock on the wall of the hospital room. It was an old-fashioned item with a ridged case fashioned from black Bakelite. It was an electric clock, not battery-powered, the movement fed by a current that sent the second hand coursing smoothly in its circular progress rather than jerking around the face by the second.

James Greer looked at the clock, quietly recording time, as it must have for decades. And he thought about how unbearable that moment and the moments to follow it would have been had his son not survived the attack that had put him in the hospital.

Time would heal. The old cliché would vindicate itself now. But if Jack had died, time instead would goad and torture and stretch forward bleak and interminable. Where there was sadness and relief in their togetherness in that room, there would have been only loss and desolation and he did not think they would have survived it, the three of them, intact. It would have broken what remained of their family. The grief would have sundered them. He was certain of it.

About fifteen minutes after the arrival of his mother and sister, Jack fell asleep again. James was not surprised at this. The attack had taken its physical toll. His body was tired. He had eaten a soporific bowl of broth only a few minutes before their arrival. And the emotion of the moment, intensely felt, would have fatigued him further. He had a long way to go to recover his strength, despite the surgeon’s upbeat prognosis. But it was sleep and not unconsciousness he had lapsed into and sound sleep was a healer in itself.

James asked Olivia to stay with Jack. She nodded and smiled. Her expression told him it was a duty she was pleased to be charged with. She would text them should her brother stir in their absence. He took his wife across the cobbled courtyard of the hospital and out through its historic gateway. It was late afternoon now but the traffic was heavy, as it always was. They crossed the road and found a coffee shop and sat where it was quiet, at the rear.

Lillian smiled at her husband over her cappuccino. ‘I could do with something stronger,’ she said.

‘It could have been worse.’

She sipped. ‘Infinitely so,’ she said.

‘Do you blame me?’

‘Not in the slightest. Do you blame yourself?’

As the parent with the stronger academic background, James had carried the deciding vote in choosing their children’s schools. There had been some debate about private education. They had opted against it on the principle that real life had to be lived in public. Education was the preparation for it. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I do. I think it is entirely my fault.’

She had put down her cup. He reached for his wife’s hands across the table. She returned his grip with gentle force. ‘I want us to get out, Lily.’

‘We’ve endured a nightmare, so you want us to pursue a dream. That’s very you, James. Let me guess: Ventnor? Whitstable? It’s always some idyllic coastal location you fantasise about.’

‘There’s no reason we couldn’t do it, Lily. And every reason now that we should.’

‘No reason other than the disruption to four lives, two of them only half-formed. And there’s Jack’s rehabilitation. That will take months.’

‘Weeks, the surgeon said. There could be no better rehab than resettlement, somewhere beautiful and safe.’

‘Where do you have in mind, James?’

‘Somewhere you once knew pretty well. I’m thinking about Brodmaw Bay.’

‘I don’t know it.’

‘You do.’

‘I don’t tell lies. And I can assure you I’ve never heard of Brodmaw Bay in my life,’ Lillian said.
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