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Halfway Home
by Michael Morpurgo

| was nearby anyway, so | had every excuse to,do ignore the old adage and do something I'd been
thinking of doing for many years. “Never go baclevdr go back.” Those warning words kept repeating
themselves in my head as | turned right at thescoagls outside Tillingham and began to walk the few
miles along the road back to my childhood homeradiell, a place I'd last seen nearly fifty years
before. I'd thought of it since and often. I'd babere in my dreams, seen it so clearly in my mind,of
course | had always remembered it as it had besmn #ifty years would have changed things a greal, d
| knew that. But that was part of the reason forgaing back that day, to discover how intact was th
landscape of my memories.

| wondered if any of the people | had known thdghtstill be there, the three Stebbing sisters
perhaps, who lived together in the big house withdysuckle over the porches, very proper people so
Mother always wanted me to be on my best behavibwas no more than a stone’s throw from the sea
and there always seemed to be a gull perched arctiimney pot. | remembered how I'd fallen
ignominiously into their goldfish pond and had ®dragged out and dried off by the stove in thehieih
with everyone looking askance at me and my moth@stamed. Would | meet Bennie, the village thug,
who had knocked me off my bike once because | diypiouldn’t let him have one of my precious
lemon sherbets? Would he still be living there? Waue recognise one another if we met? The whole
silly confrontation came back to me as | walked'dfhad the wit to surrender just one lemon shehge
probably wouldn’t have pushed me, and | wouldnitehtallen into a bramble hedge and to had sit there
humiliated and helpless, as he collected up myeshtgful of scattered lemon sherbets, shook them
triumphantly in my face, and then swaggered ofhwais cronies, all of them scoffing at me, and Bogf
my sweets too. | touched my cheek then as | remerdtibe huge thorn | had found sticking into ig th
point protruding inside my mouth. | could almostifé again with my tongue, taste the blood. A lot
would never have happened if I'd handed over a fesi@rbet that day.

That was the moment | thought of Mrs Pettigrew bhedrailway carriage and her dogs and her
donkey, and the whole extraordinary story camedilog back crisp and clear, every detail of it, frima
moment she found me sitting in the ditch holdinglitgeding face and crying my heart out. She helped
me up onto my feet. She would take me to her hélinisn't far” she said. “I call it Dusit. It is &hai

word which means ‘Halfway to Heaven'.” She had baemnrse once in Thailand, she said, a long time
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ago when she was younger. She’d soon have thatthash out. She’'d soon stop it hurting. And she di

too.

Kk kk Kk k%

The more | walked the more vivid it all became, pleeple, the faces, the whole life of the placeraiiel
grown up. Everyone in Bradwell seemed to me to Hedka very particular character and reputation,
unsurprising in a small village | suppose: ColdBeiton with his clipped white moustache who had a
wife called Valerie, if | remembered right, withelok pencilled eyebrows that gave her the look of
someone permanently outraged, which she usuallyMeither the Colonel nor his wife were to be
argued with. They ruled the roost. They would stadutou if you dropped sweet papers in the village
street or rode your bike on the pavement. Mrs Parsshose voice chimed like the bell in her shoenrvh
you opened the door, liked to talk a lot. She wgessip, Mother said, and I'm sure she was tooshet
was always very kind. She would often drop an ebengon sherbet into your paper bag after she had
poured your quarter pound from.the big glass jathencounter. | had once thought of stealing thatgf
shatching it and running off out of the shop, mgkimy getaway like a bank robber in the films. But |
knew the police would come after me.in‘their stifgck cars with their bells ringing, and then I'avie to
go to prison and Mother would be cross. So | neligtisteal Mrs Parsons’ lemon sherbet jar. There was
Mad Jack as we called him who clipped hedges agdidahes and swept the village street. We'd often
see him sitting on the churchyard wall by the mignblock eating his funch. He'd be humming and
swinging his legs. Mother said he'd been fine betfoe went off to the war, but he’d come back with
some shrapnel from a shell in his head and newar thee right since, and that we shouldn’t call Misd
Jack, but we did. I'm ashamed to say we baiteddumetimes too, perching alongside him on the wall,
mimicking his humming and swinging our legs in timigh his.

But Mrs Pettigrew remained a mystery to everydinés was partly because she lived at some distance
from the village and was inclined to keep herseli¢rself. She only came into the village to gohorch
on Sundays, and then she’d sit at the back alwaysgoown. | used to sing in the church choir, myost
because Mother made me, but | did like dressinip tipe black cassock and white surplice and we did
have a choir outing once a year to the cinema urtlainster — that's where | first saw ‘Snow Whiagid
‘Bambi’ and ‘Reach for the Sky'. | liked swinginge incense too, and sometimes | got to carry thgscr
which made me feel very holy and very importard.daught Mrs Pettigrew’s eye once or twice as we
processed by, but I'd always looked away. I'd nesgayken to her. She smiled at people, but sheyrarel
spoke to anyone, so no one spoke to her, not #harl saw anyway. But thinking back there wererothe

reasons for this.
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Mrs Pettigrew was different. For a start she ditlné in a house at all. She lived in a railwayrzme,
down by the sea-wall with the great wide marstaedund her. Everyone called it Mrs Pettigrew’s Ntars
| could look down on it when | rode past on my loleyalong the sea-wall. The railway carriage was
painted brown and cream and the word Pullman wiasegkin big black letters all along both sides\abo
the windows. There were wooden steps up to the ffoar at one end, and a chimney at the other. The
carriage was surrounded by trees and gardens;add only catch occasional glimpses of her and her
dogs and her donkey, bees and her hens. Tiny inedavide hat, | would often see her planting outén
vegetable garden, or digging the dyke that ranratdlie garden like a moat, collecting honey from he
beehives perhaps or feeding her hens. She wassabutside somewhere, always busy. She walked or
stood or sat very upright, | noticed, very neadlyd there was a serenity about her that made fikeun
anyone else, and ageless too.

But she was different in another way too. Mrs iBegtv was not like the rest of us to look at, bessau
Mrs Pettigrew was ‘foreign’, from somewhere neairahl had been told. She did not dress like anyone
else either. Apart from the wide-brimmed hat, dia@ys wore a long black dress buttoned to the neck.
And everything about her, her face and her haratsieet too, everything was tidy and tiny and trawen
her voice. She spoke softly to me as she helpetbmmy feet that day, every word precisely articedat
She had no noticeable accent at all, but spokeigtnfgir too well, too meticulously to have comenfiro
England.

So we walked side by side, her arm around me, thisgpsilence between us, until we turned off thed
onto the track that led across the marsh towarlse¢hwall in the distance. | could see smoke rising
straight into the sky from the chimney of the railncarriage. “There we are, Dusit,” she said. “Aouk
who is coming out to greet us.” Three greyhoundsev®unding towards us followed by a donkey
trotting purposefully but slowly behind them, whimggat us rather than braying. Then they were
gambolling all about us, and nudging us for attemtirhey were big and bustling, but | wasn’t afraid
because they had nothing in their eyes but welctineall the dogs Fast, Faster and Fastest,” sliene.
“But the donkey doesn't like names. She thinks reaare for silly creatures like people and dogs who
can't recognise one another without them. So skariply ‘Donkey’.” She lowered her voice to a
whisper. “She can't bray properly. She tries a#l ime but she can’t. She’s very sensitive. Shegak
offence very easily.” She took me up the steps letiorailway carriage home. “Sit down there by the
window, in the light, so | can make your face bette

| was so distracted and absorbed by all | saw alpeuthat | felt no pain as she cleaned my faceeven
when she pulled out the thorn. She held it ouhtamsme. It was truly a monster of a thorn. “Thegeigt
and nastiest | have ever seen,” she said, smitingeaWithout her hat on she was scarcely tallen th

was. She made me wash out my mouth and batheatlhénhmy cheek with antiseptic. Then she gave me
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some tea which tasted very strange but warmed rieetmots of my hair. “Jasmine tea,” she saidis'It
very healing | find, very comforting. My sister kit to me from Thailand.”

The carriage was as neat and tidy as she wastpessitting room at the far end with just a coupfie
wicker chairs and a small table by the stove. Agkiitd a half-drawn curtain | glimpsed a bed very lo
on the ground. There was no clutter, no picturedjangings, only a shelf of books that ran allvilag
round the carriage from end to end. | was sittindha kitchen table which looked out over the garde
then through the trees to the open marsh beyoralydn like my house, Michael?” She did not give me
time to reply. “I read many books as you see,”sdid. | was wondering how it was that she knew my
name when she told me. “I see you in the villageetames, don't I? You're in the choir, aren’t youStie
leaned forward. “And | expect you're wondering wiys Pettigrew lives in a railway carriage, aren't
you?”

“Yes,” | said.

The dogs had come in by now and were settling davour feet, their eyes never leaving her, noafor
moment, as if they were waiting.for an old storgythknew and loved. “Then I'll tell you, shall I?he
began. “It was because we met on a train, Arthdrlanot this one you understand, but one very much
like it. We were in Thailand. | was returning tettity where | lived from my grandmother’s house.
Arthur was a botanist. He was travelling throughaildnd collecting plants and studying them. He feain
them and wrote books about them. He wrote thregdyddave them all up there on my shelf. | wilbah
you one day, would you like that? | never knew alpdants until | met him, nor insects, nor all thigd
creatures and birds around us, nor the stars iskiheArthur showed me all these things. He opengd
eyes. For me it was all so exciting and new. Heshath a knowledge of this wonderful world we live i
such a love for it too. He gave me that, and he gag much more, he gave me his love too. Soon after
we were married he brought me here to Englandgneat ship — this ship had three big funnels and a
dance band — he made me so happy. He said to maagren board that ship, “Mrs Pettigrew” — he
always like to call me this — “Mrs Pettigrew, | vtda live with you down on the marshes where | grgw
as a boy.” The marshes were part of his fatherts fgou see. “It is a wild and wonderful place,”téd
me, “where on calm days you can hear the sea limgagkently beyond the sea- wall, or on stormy days
roaring like a dragon, where larks rise and singvarm summer afternoons, where stars cascade on
August nights.”

“But where shall we live?” | asked him.

“I have already thought of that, Mrs Pettigrewe’ $aid “Because we first met on a train, | shajl &u
fine railway carriage for us to live in, a carridgdor a princess. And all around it we shall reak
perfect paradise and we shall live as we were medive, amongst our fellow creatures, as closta¢m

as we can be. And we shall be happy there.” So &re Michael. So we were. But only for seventeen
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short months, until one day there was an accidathad a generator to make our electricity. Arthias
repairing it when the accident happened. He wag yaung. That was nearly twenty years ago now. |
have been here ever since and | shall always lee hés just as Arthur told me, a perfect paradise
Donkey came in just then clomping up the stepstimé railway carriage, her ears going this way and
that. She must have felt she was being ignoredtoacised, probably both. Mrs Pettigrew shooedhér
but not before a terrific kerfuffle of wheezing agidwling, of tumbling chairs and crashing crockery
When | got home | told Mother everything that teghpened. She took me to the doctor at once for a
tetanus injection, which hurt much more than tleertthad, put me to bed and then went out, to sdrt o
Bennie, she said. | told her.not to, told her itvdoonly make things worse. But she wouldn't listen
When she came back she brought me a bag of leneoheth. Bennie, she told me, had been marched
down to Mrs Parsons’ shop:by his father. and my ewthnd they had made him buy me a bag of lemon
sherbets with his own pocket money to replace ties tie’'d pinched off me. But Mother had also cycled
out to see Mrs Pettigrew to thank her for all.shg tone to help me. From that day on the two afithe
became the best of friends, which was wonderfuhferbecause | was allowed to go cycling out to see
Mrs Pettigrew as often as I'liked. Sometimes Motizene with me, but mostly | went alone. | preferited
on my own. | rode Donkey all over the marshes.@&exed no halter, no reins. She went where she
wanted and | went with her, followed always by F&stster and Fastest who would chase rabbits and
hares wherever they found them | was always mudated which dog was which. They all ran
unbelievably fast, standing start to full throftiea few seconds. They rarely caught anything tey t
loved the chase. With Mrs Pettigrew | learned howuff the bees to sleep before taking out the
honeycomb. | collected eggs warm from the hens,uupgotatoes, pulled carrots, bottled plums and
damsons in Kilner jars. (Ever since, whenever | #awblush on a plum | had always thought of Mrs
Pettigrew.) And always Mrs Pettigrew would sendhoee afterwards with a present for Mother and me,
a pot of honey perhaps or some sweet corn frongéreten. Sometimes Mrs Pettigrew would take me on
a walk along the sea-wall all the way to St Petelnapel and back, the oldest chapel in Englandsatuk.
Once we stopped to watch a lark rising and rissimgging and singing so high in the blue we couklise
no more. But the singing went on, and she saidefriember a time — we were standing almost on this
very same spot - when Arthur and | heard a largisnjust like that. | have never forgotten his dar”|
think he’s singing for you,” he said, “singing fulrs Pettigrew.” Then there was the night in Auguken
Mother and Mrs Pettigrew and | lay out on the giaghe garden gazing up at the shooting stars
cascading across the sky above us, just like Atbidrher, she said. How | wondered at the glorit,of
and the sheer immensity of the universe. | wadaa tipen that Bennie had pushed me off my bike that
day, so glad | had met Mrs Pettigrew, so glad | ala&. But then soon after came the rumours aad th

meetings and the anger, and all the gladness wiaesly gone.
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| don’t remember how | heard about it first. lutd have been in the playground at school, or Mothe
might have told me or even Mrs Pettigrew. It cduddle been Mrs Parsons in the shop. It doesn’t matte
One way or another everyone in the village andrfibes around got to hear about it. Soon it was all
anyone talked about. | didn’t really understand wihimeant to start with. It was that first meetinghe
village hall that brought it home to me. There weictures and plans pinned up on the wall for exeey
to see, plans of a giant building. There was a hofdétoo for us all to see, with the marshesaatbund
and the sea-wall running along behind it, and the bea beyond with models of fishing boats andhtgac
sailing by. That, | think, was when | truly begancomprehend the implication of what was goingain,
what was actually being proposed. The men in sitliag behind the table on the platform that exgni
made it quite clear.

They wanted to build a power station, but not arsordinary power station, a huge new-fangled
atomic power station, the most modern design imthele world, they said. They had decided to bitild
out on the marshes = and everyone knew by nowrtleant Mrs Pettigrew’s Marshes. It was the best
place, they said. It was the safest place; thay; fai enough outside the village and far enougayafinvom
London. | didn’t understand then who the men itisswiere of course, but | did understand what thesew
telling us: that this atomic power station‘was 13seey because it would provide cheaper electrioitall
of us, that London which was only fifty or.so miesay was growing fast and needed more electricity.
Bradwell had been chosen because it was the psifechear the sea so the water could be used for
cooling, and near to London too, but not too ndait’'s for Londoners, and if it's so safe, whatigrong
with it being right in London then?” The Colonekad.

“They've got water there too, haven't they?” skiis Blackwell, my teacher. Mrs Parsons stood up
then, beside herself with fury. “Well | think thesant to build it out here miles away from London
because it might blow up like that bomb in Hiroshirthat's what | think. | think it's wicked, wicked
And anyway, what about Mrs Pettigrew? She livestibeite on the marsh. Where’s she going to live?”
Beside me Mother was holding Mrs Pettigrew’s hamdl patting it as the argument raged on. There’'d be
any number of new jobs, said one side. There amtybf jobs anyway, said the other side. It wdadca
great concrete monstrosity. It would blight the vehandscape. It would be well screened by treed, w
landscaped, you'd hardly notice it and anyway yagetlused to it soon enough once it was there. It
would be clean too, no chimneys, no smoke. And \flihere was an accident, if the radiation leaked
out? What then?

Suddenly Mrs Pettigrew was on her feet. Maybeais Wecause she didn't speak for a while that
everyone fell silent about her. When she did speddst her voice trembled. It trembled becauseiste
trembling, her knuckles bone-white as she clutdflether’s hand. | can remember what she said, almost

word for word. “Since | first heard about this Mearead many books. From these books | have learned
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many important things. At the heart of an atomiw@ostation there is a radio-active core. The gnerg
this makes produces electricity. But this energy/tacbe used and controlled with very great carg. A
mistake or any accident could cause this radiosaatdre to become unstable. This could lead to an
explosion, which would be catastrophic, or thereldde a leak of radiation into the atmospherehégit

of these would cause the greatest destructiori forats of life, human beings, animals, birds, beaand
plants for miles and miles around. But | am suas¢hwho wish to build this power station have thug
of all this and will make it as safe as possibl@ml sure those who operate it would be careful Atitur,
my late husband, was careful too. He installedrgpk generator for our home. He thought it was,safe
but it killed him. So | ask you gentlemen to thidgain. Machines are not perfect. Science is ndéeger
Mistakes can easily be.made. Accidents can hapgen.sure you understand this. And there is
something else | would like you to understand disw.me the place where you would build your atomic
power station is home. You may have decided ihigranteresting place and unimportant, just home to
one strange lady who lives there on the marsh heétrdonkey and her dogs and her hens. But it is not
uninteresting and it is not unimportant. It is pustt my home either, but home also for curlews guits
and wild geese and teal and redshanks and barreodlIkestrels. There are herons too and larks. The
otter lives here and the fox comes to visit, thédes too, even sometimes the deer. And amongst the
marsh grass and reeds and the bullrushes liveusdhd different insects, and a thousand differkzmitg.
My home is their home too and you have no righddstroy it. Arthur called the marsh a perfect pesead
But if you build your atomic power station therentthis paradise will be destroyed forever. You wil
make a hell of paradise.”

Her voice gained ever greater strength as sheespigver before or since have | heard anyone speak
with greater conviction. “And | do mean forevertieswent on. “Do not imagine that in fifty years,aor
hundred maybe, when this power station will havgesits purpose, when they find a new and better
way to make electricity - which | am quite sureythll -do not imagine that they will be able todak it
down and clear it away and the marsh will be orga@raas it is now. From my books | know that no
building as poisonous with radiation as this wél lill ever be knocked down. To stop the poison
leaking it will, | promise you, have to be enclose tomb of concrete for hundreds of years toeom
This they do not want to tell you, but it is tribelieve me. Do not, | beg you, let them build tnisver
station. Let us keep this marsh as it is. Let uplkaur perfect paradise.”

As she sat down there was a ripple of applausehgwiftly became tumultuous. And as the hall rang
loud with cheering and whistling and stamping hgad in more enthusiastically than any. At that maime
| felt the entire village was united in defiancénipel her. But the applause ended as, all too stidrioth

the defiance and the unity.
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The decision to build or not to build seemed t@ttor ever, more public meetings, endless
campaigning for and against; but right from thetstavas clear to me that those for it were alwaythe
ascendant. Mother stood firm alongside Mrs Petiigso did the Colonel and Mrs Parsons, but Mrs
Blackwell my teacher soon changed sides, as dsdobdthers. The arguments became ever more bitter.
People who had been perfectly friendly until nowwd not even speak to one another. At school Benni
led an ever growing gang who would storm aboutidytpme punching their fists in the air and chagtin
slogans. “Down with the Pettigrew weeds!” they dritDown with the Pettigrew weeds!” To my shame |
slunk away and avoided them all | could. But infdiee of this angry opposition Mother did not flinc
and neither did Mrs Pettigrew. They sat side bg sidevery meeting, stood outside the villageihate
rain with their ever dwindling band of supportdrs|ding up their placard. ‘Say No to the Power iStat
it read. Sometimes after school | was there with gt when people began to swear at us out of taei
windows as they passed by, Mother said I had toastay. | wasn’t sorry. It was boring to stand #her
and cold too, in spite of the warmth of the brazferd | was always terrified whenever Bennie saw me
there because | knew 'd-be his special targeténglayground the next day.

In the end there were just the two of them lefttiver and Mrs Pettigrew. Mad Jack would join them
sometimes because he liked the company and hedigeding his hands over the brazier too. Things
became even nastier towards the end. | came dghedfouse one morning to find red paint daubedurn o
front door and our Bramley apple tree, the oneetus climb; and someone — | always thought it must
have been Bennie — threw a stone through one oPitigrew's windows in the middle of the night.
Mother and Mrs Pettigrew did what they could togkep one another’s spirits but they could see the w
it was going, so it must have been hard.

Then one day it was in the newspapers. The ptarthé atomic power- station had been approved.
Building would begin in a few months. Mother crigdbt about it at home and | expect Mrs Pettigrédv d
too, but whenever | saw them together they alwagd to be cheerful. Even after Mrs Pettigrew reedi
the order that her beloved marsh was being complyigaurchased and that she would have to move out,
she refused to be downhearted. We'd go over themersore often towards the end, to be with her, to
help her in her garden, with her bees and her &ed$er vegetables. She was going to keep the jisice
as Arthur had liked it, she said, for as long asbssibly could.

Then Donkey died. We arrived one day to find Megtigrew sitting on the steps of her carriage,
Donkey lying nearby. We helped her dig the gravtodk hours. When Donkey had been buried we all
sat on the steps in the half dark, the dogs lyin@bnkey’s grave. The sea sighed behind the sek-wal
perfectly reflecting our spirits. | was lost in s&gds. “There’s a time to die,” said Mrs Pettigreerhaps

she knew it was her time.” | never saw Mrs Pettigseile again.
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| was there too on the day of the sale. Mrs Reftigdidn’t have much to sell, but a lot of peopene
along all the same, out of curiosity or even witkease of malicious triumph, | guess. The carrtagk
been emptied of everything — I'd carried some olit myself — so that the whole garden was streitim w
all her bits and pieces. It took just a couple aiifs for the auctioneer to dispose of everythitighe
garden tools, all the furniture, all the crockehg generator, the stove, the pots and pans, tiedral the
henhouse and the beehives too. She kept only lo&stkamd her dogs, and the railway carriage too.
Several buyers wanted to make a bid for it, butrehesed. She stood stony-faced throughout, Mather
her side, whilst | sat watching everything from theps of the carriage, the dogs at my feet.

Neither Mother nor | had any idea of what she alasut to do. Evening was darkening around us, |
remember. There was just the three of us left tHeveryone else had gone. Mother was leading Mrs
Pettigrew away, a comforting arm around her, tgltier again that she could stay with us in thegél as
long as she liked, as long as it took to find sotmaw else to live. But Mrs Pettigrew didn’'t appeabe
listening at all. Suddenly she stopped, turnedvweated away from us back towards the carriage. “I
won’t be long,” she said. And when the dogs trizébtlow her she told them to sit where they ward a
stay. She disappeared inside only for a few momehthought she was just saying good-bye to hemého
— but she wasn’t. She came out a few momentsgateting the door behind her and locking it.

| imagined at first it was the reflection of thest of the setting sun glowing in the windows. Theaw
the flicker of flame and realised what she had di¥e stood there together and watched, as theagarri
caught fire, as it blazed and roared and crackledflames running along under the roof, leapingodu
the windows, as the sparks flurried and flew. Tiredngines came, but too late. The villagers cdmeg,
too late. How long we stood there | do not knowt, Ikknow that | ached with crying.

Mrs Pettigrew came and lived with us at home ftevamonths. She hardly spoke in all that time. In
the end she left us her dogs and her books todéiek and went back to Thailand to live with hestesi.
We had a few letters from her after that, thenng Isilence, then the worst possible news from iseers

Mrs Pettigrew had died, of sadness, of a brokemthehe said. Mother and | moved out of the vilag
year or so later as the power station was beint) boémember the lorries rumbling through and ltfigh
labourers who had come to build it sitting on tharch wall with Mad Jack and teaching him theirggon
Mother didn't feel it was the same place anymole, teld me. She didn't feel it was safe. But | kredve
was escaping from sadness. We both were. | didimtl mmoving, not one bit.

As | walked into the village | could see now theagrgrey hulk of the power station across the sielthe
village was much as | remembered it, only smantere manicured. | made straight for my childhood
home. The house looked smaller, prettier and tidierthe garden hedge neatly clipped, the gartdeif,i

from what | could see from the road, looked toolwyebomed, not a nettle in sight. But the Bramlppla
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tree was still there, still leaning sideways as\fas about to fall over. | thought of knocking the door,
of asking if I might have a look inside, at my dledroom where I'd slept as a child. But a certenidity
and a growing uneasiness that coming back hade®st uch a good idea prevented me from doing it. |
was beginning to feel that by being there | waspammg with memories, yet now | was there | coubd n
bring myself to leave.

| spoke to a postman emptying the post box andiiied about some of the people I'd known. He was
a good age, in his fifties | thought, but he knewome | asked him about. Mad Jack wasn't on his. wal
Mrs Parsons’ shop was still there but now soldoaes and bric-a-brac. | went to the churchyard and
found the graves of Colonel and his wife with theck pencilled eyebrows, but I'd remembered her@am
wrong. She was Veronica, not Valerie. They had dighlin six months of each other. | got chattinghe
man who had just finished mowing the grass in tla@eyard and asked him about the atomic power
station and whether people minded living alonggtidéCourse | mind,” he replied. He took off hikaf
cap and wiped his brow with-his forearm. “Whoewvet fhat bloody thing up should be ashamed of
themselves. Never worked properly all the timeaswoing anyway.”

“It's not going any more then?” | asked.

“Been shut down, | don’t know, maybe eight or njears ago,” he said, waxing even more vehement.
“Out of date. Clapped out. Useless. And do you kmtwat they had to do? They had to wrap the whole
ruddy place under a blanket of concrete and itisggtay there like that for a couple of hundredrg at
least so’s it doesn'’t leak out and Kkill the lotusf: Madness, that’s what it was, if you ask me. when
you think what it must have been like before theyipup. Miles and miles of wild marshland farthe
eye could see. All gone. Must've been wonderfum8&dunny old lady lived out there in a railway
carriage. Chinese lady, they say. And she had kegofrue. I've seen photos of her and some ktihgit
on a donkey outside her railway carriage. Lastgrets live out there she was. They they went aokidd
her out and built that ugly great wart of a plaked for what? For a few years of electricity thatlsbeen
used up and gone. Price of progress | supposedtioay'it. | call it a crying shame.”

| bought a card in the post office and wrote tetab Mother. | knew she’d love to hear I'd beecth
to Bradwell. Then | made my way past The Cricketens and the school where | stopped to watch the
children playing where I'd played, then on towa8i$eter’s, the old chapel by the seawall, the et
haunt of my youth, where Mrs Pettigrew had takeraththose years before, remote and bleak from the
outside, and inside filled with quiet and peacen8mew houses had been built along the road sigce m
time. | hurried past trying not to notice them,dorg now to leave the village behind me. | felt my
memories had been trampled enough. But one hoasae on a white painted gate to a new bungalow
caught my eye. ‘New Clear View'. | saw the joket tigdn't feel at all like smiling. And beyond the

bungalow, there it was again, the power-statiorggiwa now because | was closer, a monstrous complex
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of buildings rising from the marshes, malign andnioveable. It offended my eye. It hurt my heart. |
looked away and walked on.

When | reached the chapel there was no one thiael the place to myself which was how | had
always liked it best. After | had been inside, ineaout and sat down with my back against the sun-
warmed brick and rested. The sea murmured. | reramdtagain my childhood thoughts, how the
Romans had been here, the Saxons, the Normanapanghe. A lark rose then from the grass below the
sea-wall, rising, rising, singing, singing. | wagchher disappear into the blue, still singing. &he
singing for Mrs Pettigrew.
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