
	
	

Broken	Flesh	
	

by	Richard	Lewis	
	
	
	
It	was	the	dead	of	night	as	storms	battered	the	port	of	Grimsby.	They	named	the	tiny	
baby	 Jimmy.	 He	 broke	 from	 his	 mother	 with	 just	 a	 whimper,	 the	 flesh	 clear	 like	
parchment.	His	mother	held	him	 to	her	breast,	wondering	how	 the	wee	 soul	would	
survive	a	harsh	and	unforgiving	world.	
	
Scars	 came	 in	many	 forms.	 Foremost	was	 the	 inner	 scaring	 of	 his	 father’s	 rejection.	
Arthur	was	 a	 fisherman,	 a	bully	 and	a	heavy	drinker;	he	was	 also	 an	 amateur	boxer	
who	hoped	his	son	would	grow	to	be	a	fine	sportsman.	Every	dreaded	birthday	from	
the	age	of	five,	Jimmy	was	subjected	to	being	measured	against	the	kitchen	wall.	
	
“When	is	this	dam	child	going	to	grow?”	Arthur	complained.	
	
“Leave	the	boy	alone,”	his	mother	would	respond	weakly.	
	
Jimmy	wondered	how	he’d	ever	make	up	the	lost	inches	and	gain	his	father’s	approval.	
	
As	an	accident-prone	child,	trouble	followed	him	like	the	evening	shadows.	By	the	age	
of	 ten	he’d	notched	up	several	ugly	scars	 from	accidents,	 such	as	 running	 into	 lamp	
posts	or	falling	out	of	trees.	Visits	to	the	doctor	were	frequent,	though	his	mother,	a	
slight	practical	woman	with	delicate	hands,	was	adept	at	tending	to	his	wounds.	
	
Education	passed	him	by	 like	 a	 freight	 train,	 leaving	him	 stranded	on	 the	platform,	
with	little	to	show	for	the	hours	gazing	through	windows,	studying	cloud	formations.	
His	main	subject	being	the	science	of	bunking	off.	
	
In	 spite	of	his	 size,	he	was	 strong,	 and	when	 threatened,	 let	his	 fists	do	 the	 talking;	
being	 compelled	 to	 pass	 on	what	 his	 father	 dished	 out.	 Arthur	 liked	 to	 slap	 Jimmy	
across	the	head	and	push	him	around,	like	a	featherweight	on	the	rope-less	canvas	of	
the	world.		



	
His	nose	was	broken	by	Herman,	who,	two	years	older,	towered	over	him.	Jimmy	gave	
a	 good	 account	 of	 himself	 though,	 landing	 several	 useful	 punches	 for	 Herman	 to	
remember	him	by.			
	
At	sixteen,	impatient	to	escape	the	shackles	of	school,	he	followed	his	father	to	work	
the	North	Sea	fishing	grounds.	Notoriously	dangerous	work,	requiring	close	adherence	
to	 safety	 regulations;	 something	 Jimmy	 was	 inclined	 to	 flout.	 More	 accidents	 and	
markings	 followed,	 including	a	broken	 leg	when	a	winch	slipped,	dragging	him	 into	
the	winding	mechanism.	
	
In	 spite	 of	 misadventures,	 Jimmy	 survived,	 marrying	 Emily,	 a	 kind	 local	 girl.	 She	
calmed	him,	softening	his	 inner	wounds	and	when	something	upset	him,	would	say,	
“Jimmy,	just	let	it	be,”	to	which	he’d	reply,	“aye,	you’re	right,	what	would	I	do	without	
you?”		
	
Naturally	superstitious,	he	eagerly	adopted	the	sailor’s	tradition	for	acquiring	tattoos,	
believing	they	were	talismans	to	ward	off	bad	luck.	These	striking	images	followed	a	
maritime	theme;	hopeful	representations	such	as	the	anchor	and	lighthouse,	displayed	
like	a	tapestry,	portraying	a	life	on	the	rolling	sea.	
	
He	was	 forty-five	 and	 disillusionment	was	 setting	 in.	 The	 twisted	 darkness	 that	 fell	
into	 him	 during	 childhood	 and	 regret	 over	 allowing	 his	 father	 to	 dominate,	 still	
haunted	him.	Looking	older	than	his	age,	he	wondered	where	the	years	had	gone	 in	
the	strange	puzzle	of	time.	Jimmy	had	seen	a	life	at	sea	as	a	way	of	breaking	free	but	
now	it	just	felt	like	another	trap.	
	
He’d	taken	the	wrong	path.	
	
One	perishing	winter’s	day,	twenty-five	miles	out	from	Grimsby,	with	a	storm	forecast	
for	the	following	day,	 Jimmy	was	working	up	forehead,	having	neglected	to	wear	his	
lifejacket.		
The	captain	shouted	over	the	Tannoy,	“Jimmy!	Life	jacket,	that	storm’s	coming	in.”	
	
“Aye	 captain,	 just	 finishing	 this,”	 Jimmy	 replied	 to	 the	 wind,	 oblivious	 to	 the	 sea	
flexing	its	muscles.	
	
Seemingly	 from	nowhere,	a	 freak	wave	smacked	against	 the	port	side,	 launching	the	
bow	of	the	vessel	out	of	the	water,	catching	Jimmy	off	guard.	Instinctively	he	braced	
himself	against	a	bollard	but	a	moment	later	the	ship	swung	back,	slamming	him	into	
the	 bulkhead.	 Dazed	 from	 a	 blow	 to	 the	 head,	 he	 staggered	 about	 on	 the	 twisting	
deck;	 then	a	gust	of	wind	caught	him	and	off	he	went	over	the	guard	rail.	Making	a	
desperate	grab	for	the	rail,	he	held	on	for	long	moments,	until	the	trawler	lurched	up	
again	and	his	grip	failed.	
	



One	of	a	surprising	number	of	fishermen	who	never	learned	to	swim	properly,	Jimmy	
started	 taking	 in	water.	 Flailing	 about,	 desperately	 trying	 to	 cling	 to	 the	 surface,	 he	
thought	of	Emily,	fearing	he’d	never	see	her	again.	
	
Frantic	 efforts	 were	 made	 to	 save	 Jimmy	 but	 by	 the	 time	 he	 was	 fished	 out,	 he	
resembled	 one	 of	 those	 porpoises	 washed	 up	 on	 Mablethorpe	 beach.	 His	 life	
terminated	by	the	drowning	sea.	Things	had	come	full	circle,	he’d	entered	and	left	this	
world	during	a	storm.	
	
Across	the	years	his	appearance	had	dramatically	changed;	his	body,	a	kaleidoscope	of	
scars,	 moles	 and	 tattoos.	When	 Jimmy	 died,	 the	 skin	 that	 held	 him	 was	more	 like	
burnished	 leather,	 with	 lines	 and	wrinkles	 similar	 to	 contours	 on	 ordinance	 survey	
maps.	His	 life	etched	in	strokes	of	colour	and	pain,	cancelling	out	the	milky	flesh	of	
his	birth.	
	
				


