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For Ian, Alexandra, Christopher, and Nathaniel, with all my love







OneRain Bomb


I shoulder my son’s ancient 70-litre rucksack, Tate St Ives Gallery behind me, and walk west past the small car park above the surfing beach. Skirting the bowling green, I arrive at a wide grassy area where people are taking photos of a view I could draw in my sleep: distant misty headlands stretching into the grey-blue sea; closer, a small promontory overlooking the town’s beaches and the harbour lined with tourist shops and boat trips. It’s a glorious midwinter afternoon, gentle with sunshine and a soft breeze.

Over the ridge the clifftop path will become wilder, trickier, rougher, its slopes steep and unforgiving for elderly thighs like mine. It’s old, this path, once used by Cornish smugglers and customs men, but its first half mile has been tamed, flattened and widened, surfaced with tarmac for families and pushchairs and those who like an easy stroll.

One mile further, it becomes difficult, even treacherous, and only the most determined walker manages the seven miles to Zennor, up and down the ravines, crossing streams, clambering over boulders and stiles. Hugo and I did it before the children were born. It took us six hours. We ate fish and chips at the pub, our feet sore, our spirits triumphant, and took a taxi back to town.

It’s not too late for a walk, just after lunch on one of the shortest days of the year. I want to get up on those cliffs and back to town before the sun sets soon after four. There’s an ancient stone circle I’m keen to see again. After that, I’ll find a guesthouse, call Flora and let her know where I am, arrange to meet tomorrow, on New Year’s Eve. She’ll roll her eyes at me: ‘Mum… what possessed you to come down here without telling me?’

I’m looking forward to New Year, despite my misgivings a few days ago, and to seeing Anne’s new home and meeting her new husband. I’m a little nervous, still – who wouldn’t be? – but my arduous and unbelievably challenging journey just makes me thankful to be alive. I’m determined to enjoy myself and bring joy to everyone else. No moaning.

This path is dear and familiar. Gulls soar above, and there are the tiniest signs of an exceptionally early spring: spiky pink thrift flowers, a few primroses, green shoots of bracken like miniature shepherd’s crooks unfurling beneath dead bronze foliage. It reminds me of family holidays when Flora and her brothers were young. We’d straggle along, taking our time: Hugo first, carrying the picnic, spare clothing, and water; then Jonnie, striding long-legged like his father; Flora, usually singing; our twin boys, silent and frowning; and finally me, with the first aid kit, sun cream and hats. We stopped for rests on rocks or little tussocks of grass at the side of the path, greeting the hardier walkers and their dogs. Each year we walked slightly further, as the children’s stamina and legs grew.

In my memories the sun is gentle in a blue sky, although I also remember sunburn and rain showers, the weather down here always unpredictable. Today I’m unintentionally well-prepared. Winter coat, a few provisions, half a bottle of water.


Here’s Clodgy Point. Great views in several directions. Vast granite boulders lean craggily against each other, vividly splodged with lichens in bright orange, yellow, green, grey, and cream. Little sedum plants crouch in the crevices, dark red and pink. But I press on, don’t linger. As long as I’m back in town by five. Keep going, Rosalie, you can do it.

Another memory: Hugo sitting on a rock near a disused tin mine telling stories about the knockers, Cornish sprites deep in the mines that warned of danger. Miners who didn’t heed the knocking lost their lives when the mine collapsed. The children loved Hugo’s storytelling, his acting out of all the parts: the wicked mine-owner, the brave miners, the secretive and sinister knockers. I loved to watch him, watch their young faces. They enjoyed the stories even into their teens, although by then he seasoned the make-believe with real history about mine tunnels stretching for miles under the sea, terrible accidents in which dozens died, and he’d point out the old mine shafts dotted everywhere along the coast. Those huge mines operated until fairly recently. It makes me think, as I trudge along, that these cliffs are less stable than they look.

Ahead of me the sun is low in the sky. I stop for breath; the path’s steeper now, snaking inland, punctuated by boulders and abrupt corners. To my right and far below is the sea, thumping and roaring. A fine spray mists my face. I step closer to the edge, careful of loose stones: there’s a little track descending the cliff in a kind of zigzag that looks almost deliberate. A smugglers’ path? What a story for the grand-children tomorrow.

I inch down, my new boots gripping well, sea spray misting my hair and Jonnie’s old parka. It lost its waterproofing long ago, but I can dry it tonight in the guesthouse. High jagged cliffs rise above me and slate-grey waves crash against massive rocks below. Huge seismic events must have shaken those boulders loose, sent them rolling into the ocean. I stop for a rest and scan the cliffs, the horizon, the deepening clouds. My knees are a little wobbly, not used to this terrain. I like to walk, but it’s pretty flat back home.

There’s a split in the cliff face to my left that looks big enough for a person to squeeze inside. I scramble down to a flattish rock, only a few feet above the waves, where I kneel to peer in. Judging by its coating of fine green slime, this rock is submerged at high tide. The light from my phone reveals a tiny cave; the floor broken and uneven, scattered with miniature pools, the walls sloping towards each other, the ceiling low and bumpy.

The light’s fading. I turn back to the track, lowering myself to my hands and knees to crawl when the loose earth and scree slips beneath my feet. Not one of my better ideas, exploring down here. Nobody knows where I am.

Back on the main path I’m suddenly cold and tired and hungry. Lunch seems a long time ago. I’d love a cup of tea. There’s still just enough light to see my way.

I glance up for the reassurance of streetlights in the distance, and am startled to see a vast purple-grey cloud. It appears to bulge in several places. I can’t at first work out what’s going on. The bulges are growing bigger, then they explode in huge vertical columns of water like waterfalls, thunderously loud, and racing towards me.

A rain bomb. I’m not waiting to see what happens next. I’ve seen these things on YouTube.

I stumble back the way I’ve just come. Lightning flashes, thunder cracks. My half-empty rucksack catches the wind and shoves me forwards. It feels like I could be lifted off my feet, sent sailing over the cliffs like a paraglider before plunging into the gigantic waves below. I trip, slide down a large piece of slate and fall onto my front.

Great drops of rain bounce off the ground like rubber balls. My hands loom white in the weird purple light. I crawl into a sort of hollow place surrounded by boulders. Hailstones smash onto my head, my shoulders, the path, the bracken, and I can’t see anything under this falling water and ice. My hair whips round my face and into my eyes. It’s no longer beautiful, this place. It’s horrendous. I crouch, listening to the explosion of noise, and watch in relief as the columns of water veer away from me and out to sea.

I turn once more towards St Ives and shelter.

But now I hear a new roar. I stop, turn, stare at the sky in all directions, see nothing obviously dangerous, walk on. The sound’s getting louder. I seem to be following it.

I turn a corner to find a flash flood racing across the path, deep and wide and furious, funnelled by a steep gulley into the ocean below – mud and water and rocks and bushes and trees, planks and bits of shed roof, blue tarpaulins, orange pails and white plastic barrels, a lawnmower, great chunks of moorland granite swept down from the fields and the dry-stone walls. It’s a fast, turbulent, terrifying mass of energy. The ground shudders beneath my feet.

I stare at the torrent, my legs trembling, my breath ragged and shallow. My one route back to town is impassable, and behind me are miles of cliff path, hours of walking in the dark until I get to the next village. I need shelter urgently. If I’m out here all night, the very least that will happen is some kind of exposure.

I turn again, retrace my steps in these last minutes of daylight, desperate to find a way onto the stone-walled fields, willing to shove through the bracken, the brambles, the gorse, the sloe bushes and razor-sharp thorns. Even if I manage this, the fields are largely abandoned, unlighted, uneven underfoot, invaded by nettles and yet more gorse and bramble.

I find myself back at the tiny zigzag track. In this deep twilight I have no choice. I slip and slither and skid down the slope on my bottom, cross the slippery green rock, and squeeze through the narrow gap in the cliff onto the uneven floor of the cave, pebbles and shells crunching under my feet. Water slops into my new walking boots. I’m shivering uncontrollably, close to tears, chilled to the marrow of my bones.

Outside, the wind rises, rain begins to fall.






TwoCavelet


I’m suddenly awake, choking, gasping, spluttering and wheez-ing, my heart racing, the panic rising within me like nausea. I don’t immediately remember where I am or why I’m here.

I’m crouched at the very back of this minuscule cave partway up a cliff at almost the very tip of Cornwall, waiting out a violent storm on this viciously cold New Year’s Eve. The wind died down overnight, the sky cleared and I even saw stars, but now the wind howls, it groans, it screams, it roars. Between gusts there’s the smell of clean salt air mingled with rotting seaweed. I occasionally get a whiff of my underarms when I shift position. The tide is rising and seawater crashes in every couple of minutes, the spray drenching my feet and my legs. So I couldn’t get out if I tried. I can’t even get close enough to the entrance to see out.

I am very cold, and very wet. But I know these Cornish storms. They blow themselves out in a few hours, and as soon as that happens, I’ll be up that cliff. If I can’t get to St Ives along the cliff path I’ll cut across the fields and make for the road.


It will probably have gone by now, that flash flood. A few hours of mayhem and terror, cars gliding down rivers that used to be roads, patio doors caved in by the weight of water, people standing on rooftops filming the devastation with their mobile phones. A few hours of chaos, many months of clearing up.

I’ve just realised I’m not alone in here. I’ve been aware all night of small noises and shufflings while I’ve been half-awake, half-asleep, and I thought it was simply the wind. But now there’s just enough daylight to see a large bird on a narrow ledge above the high-water mark, watching me like a baleful god, its emerald-green eyes half-closed, wings folded tight against its body for protection, or warmth. It must have been here already when I crawled in yesterday afternoon dragging Jonnie’s battered old rucksack behind me, my hands red and swollen with cold, my hair plastered to my head, my clothing soaked through.

‘It wasn’t the sea that made me so wet, it was the rain bomb. Not technically the correct term. That would be wet micro-burst, if you’re interested.’ The bird turns its head at the sound of my voice, and eyes me suspiciously.

There’s a bleak beauty in this place, in this early morning light: the stripes of coloured rock – elephant-grey, burnt umber, blood-red. The little rock pools with blue-black mussels and yellow-and-white sea snails, barnacles spread across the rocks like spilled oatmeal. The crimson jelly blobs of sleeping sea anemones waiting for high tide. The eddies and swirls as seawater swooshes in and out. The fat vein of fool’s gold above my head. A smear of fresh water trickling down the rock at the back of the cave. An entrance that’s a mere slit in the cliff face, invisible from above, hardly visible from the sea. It’s a miracle I found it.

I can’t believe that I slept at all, what with the cold and the damp and the lumpy shingle that digs into my back and buttocks. I dreamt of Jonnie as a small child, four or five years old. He was running through a meadow, laughing, holding his hand out to me. ‘Run, Mummy, run…!’ I jogged alongside him, laughing too, neither of us out of breath, skimming the wildflowers and grasses, and then somehow he was outstripping me, running ahead, racing up the hill, disappearing over the top. When I reached the crest, he was no longer in sight.

These dreams come and go. I have one every few weeks. Not exactly the same, more a variation on a theme. Jonnie is sometimes older, sometimes younger, but each time I lose him. I’ve lost him in the cinema, in supermarkets, in woods, at his graduation, the graduation he never attended. I’ve seen him mingling with guests at Flora’s wedding, when he’d been dead ten years. In that dream, I lost him several times. He walked behind a pillar in the Cathedral and didn’t emerge the other side; he took a plate of food from the buffet and turned towards me, and was a different guest, not my son; he drove the happy couple away from the reception in a chauffeur’s uniform, his face expressionless, intent on the road ahead of him.

I stand and stretch my cramped legs, gaze at the bird on its ledge. Its wing feathers are decorated with bronze lozenges, its bright yellow throat ringed with white. The beak is long and hooked, ideal for catching fish when diving. I move a little closer. It shuffles away, distrustfully, and then I see its leg stretched out behind it, the webbed foot at an awkward angle, injured, perhaps broken. Poor bird. I think it’s a cormorant. It can’t have a great chance of survival. Maybe I can get it to the RSPB.

‘Do you ever dream? Of what, I wonder? Sailing the oceans? Fishing? The beauty of the cliffs?’ The cormorant cocks its head towards me, closes its eyes. I can’t say I blame it.


Jonnie would have loved a day here. It’s a bit like camping – the wet and the chill and not enough hot food – and Jonnie always loved camping, making dens, exploring. He never lost his adventurous spirit. In many ways I wish he had lost it, had been a homebody like his sister, Flora. But then he wouldn’t have been Jonnie.

I loved Jonnie more than the others. You’re not supposed to, as a parent. From the moment he was born and placed into my arms and looked up at me with those dark-blue eyes that never changed colour he had a hold on me that my other children never had, a hold that tightened until it felt like his hand was around my heart. We could read each other’s moods, and it seemed that I would always know what he was thinking, that we would always chime.

Memories of Jonnie have hit me out of nowhere for over twenty years. They side-swipe me, they knock the wind out of me, they trip me up, they make me lose my way. I’m walking along, or cooking or feeding the hens or making a telephone call, and then, quite suddenly, Jonnie is there before me, as real to me as the walls of this cave. I feel that I could reach out and touch him, rumple his hair, kiss his cheek.

Flora and Hugo used to think I’d gone into some kind of trance. Maybe it’s a kind of post-traumatic shock, a flashback. Maybe I’m mentally ill. Maybe I’m simply zoning out.

Or, maybe, just maybe, it’s the solidity and permanence of grief.
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‘What would you do in a zombie apocalypse?’

Jonnie sounded entirely serious. He was sitting opposite me, twelve years old, his eyes on the bowl of chocolate icing I was using to decorate Flora’s birthday cake. He was getting over a cold, was well enough to go back to school, but I’d granted him an extra day at home. We never had proper time alone together and I missed him. By the time he got home it was chaos, running around with Flora’s after-school activities and preventing for the most part the twins’ periodic meltdowns.

‘What’s a zombie apocalypse?’

‘You know, Mum…’ He lurched from the stool and began stalking erratically up and down the kitchen, legs stiff, arms out straight before him, hands dangling like a hideous scarecrow, gurning, eyes lolling, moaning and dribbling.

I laughed. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m being a zombie!’

‘But why?’

‘Well, if there was a zombie apocalypse you’d need to know. You’ve got to run really fast because they can’t run.’

‘That’s a relief.’

‘And you’ve got to lock yourself into a building with plenty of supplies and weapons and food. Basically,’ he confided, climbing back onto the stool, ‘you’ve got to be prepared for a siege.’

‘Really?’ I raised my eyebrows.

‘Mmm.’ He nodded. ‘A long one. Most people don’t realise that. Most people think it’ll be all right after about a week.’

‘And it won’t.’

‘No. It might never be all right. Zombies can’t die.’

‘Ah.’

‘But you can blow them up.’

‘OK.’

‘And burn them. With flamethrowers and things.’

‘Yuck.’

‘Oh, it’s all right, Mum. They can’t think or feel, so they don’t know anything about it.’

‘So what are they after then?’

‘Er…’ He faltered for a moment, then brightened. ‘Oh, they want to turn us into zombies too.’

‘I see. Like a sort of virus.’

‘Maybe. Can I lick out the bowl yet?’

‘Here you are.’ I pushed it across the counter and watched as he bent his dark tousled head over it, intently scraping out the icing with a teaspoon.

‘I’ll make sure you’re all right, Mum. I’ll take you with me. We can run together.’ Absorbed by the bowl, he didn’t look up.

‘Thank you, darling.’ I smiled, my heart melting.
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It’s been terrible weather these past few days, I hardly need to remind myself: storm after storm after storm from the north-east – all that snow – and from the west – all that wind and rain. But this storm feels worst of all, because I’m trapped in here with only a bird to talk to. It truly feels like it could be the end of the world – squalls of rain and wind lash the cliffs, thunder bursts overhead, flashes of lightning briefly illuminate the filthy dark clouds that roil above. Fanciful, of course. The end of the world won’t come so dramatically, so quickly. The end of me might come, though, if I can’t get out pretty soon. I’m fortunate to be safe in here, despite the dank chill and the cramp in my legs.

I take a few deep breaths, pull myself together. There is absolutely no need to panic. There’s probably a little path on the other side of this cave. There wasn’t time to look last night as I scrambled inside.

I’ll text Flora. No need to mention what’s happened, at least not in detail. That can wait. I don’t want to worry her. And when we’re cosy around the fire at Anne’s, I can mention my little adventure on the cliffs. I might embroider it a bit, tell the children about the smugglers’ cave, the spooky bird, the creatures in the rock pools: diminutive crabs and tiny fish, small translucent shrimps scurrying from one hiding place to another, fronds of delicate seaweed like a miniature forest.

Terrible weather! Am sheltering on cliff.

See you later at Anne’s!

Have a safe journey! xxx

My phone goes black and dead. My own fault. I’ve been using it as a torch. I hope Flora doesn’t worry too much when she can’t get hold of me.

I search the rucksack for Jonnie’s old wind-up torch. We gave it to him when he was about eight. I begin winding it, charging its battery.

I can wait out the rain in this cave for a few more hours. No longer than that. At my age I need a few home comforts. I’m sixty-seven, you know.

‘Ah! Do I detect a little surprise in your eyes? Perhaps you think I look good for my years? – or maybe you think I’m too old for this caper. But then you’ve seen better days too, my friend.’

I’m far too old, you’re quite right. I shouldn’t be here at all. I should be at my friend Anne’s, sleeping in her comfortable spare bedroom, enjoying her delicious food, gazing out at the Cornish countryside, so beautiful even in winter. But instead of luxuriating in the comfort of a warm and convivial home, surrounded by loving family and friends, I’m huddled on this strip of wet shingle, all broken shells and pebbles, my spine against the rocky wall, my knees drawn up tight under my chin, eking out my apples and walnuts while I wait for the storm to pass.


I’m incredibly thirsty, too. I might be able to fill my bottle from that trickle just here at the back, or there are the torrents pouring down outside. Neither seems appealing. I expect there’s mud and grit mixed in, and I bet it’ll taste disgusting.

The cormorant shifts uneasily, moves awkwardly on its shelf, stretches its wings as if it’s about to fly. It’s huge, its wingspan as wide as my outstretched arms. It opens and shuts its long, hooked beak. I back away, stumbling a little on the uneven floor of the cave.

Then I feel what the bird’s reacting to. The ground’s vibrating... there’s a gritty grating and rumbling over my head... a thunderous scraping... The whole cave’s shaking... it feels like an earthquake. The vibrations run up my legs and my back, right into my head, into my eyes. Instinctively I duck and hold my forearms tight to the top of my head, protecting my skull from the grit and pieces of rock that drop from above, crash around me, smash onto the rocks and into the pools… I need to get out before I’m crushed or trapped... on hands and knees I crawl across the trembling floor towards the entrance, gripping the barnacled rocks with sore fingers…

My lungs are blocks of stone, my throat’s closing up... Breathe out, Roly... all the way out, that’s it... empty your lungs... Now breathe in, very slowly, easy does it... Well done... Well done...

Slow, steady, breathe... Don’t think, don’t panic. Breathe... breathe... I wish I had an inhaler. But my specialist said there was no need. It’s just panic, she said. Just panic. As if that means nothing.

And... breathe...

And... breathe...

Aaagh!

[image: ]


There’s been a landslide, a rockfall. It’s massive. I can hear earth and rock and gravel still tumbling down the cliff. I lie on my front and peer outside. Dust and sea spray swirl around me in a kind of mist, and I can’t see much at first. Then I do. I see enough to make me gasp. I stare, for minutes, while small rocks and a few barrowloads of soil continue to trickle downwards.

A huge section of cliff has disintegrated and crashed into the sea. All my handholds and footholds and that little animal track – they’re gone.

The boulders below me are treacherous, smooth and slippery with that slimy green weed, the sea heaving around them.

Sheer vertical cliff. Sheer horizontal rain.

I haul myself back inside, shaking with shock, and only now do I notice blood pouring out of a massive gash in my thigh, soaking my jeans. I don’t remember when that happened, maybe when I slipped down between those two narrow rocks as I crawled along. It’s agony, a sharp throbbing pain that seems bigger than the wound itself, a long open slice along my inner thigh.

I feel a bit faint, a bit sick. I’ll just sit here for a bit, have a think. Gather my resources. Bathe my leg with sea water. Tie it up tight with my scarf. Rummage for painkillers.

What a mess. What a bloody mess.

I grab my rucksack, crawl back to where I was sitting. Oh, and there you are, still there on your ledge. Still staring at me, still suspicious of me.

‘Look at you, barely moving, barely alive. I think you’ve got a broken leg.’

Look at me, trapped, bleeding, talking to an injured cormorant.






ThreeHe Won Medals, You Know


It’s calm now, tonight. The wind has dropped, the sea is quiet. The sunset was stunning. Streaks of red and gold interwoven with violet cloud.

But it’s dark and late, how late I don’t know – I’ve no way of telling the time. I don’t bother with a watch. I please myself in my daily life; I don’t have to be anywhere or do anything. Besides, there’s the kitchen clock, and the one in the hall, and my alarm clock on my bedside table.

I’ll get out on that rock tomorrow to look for another way up the cliff. Low tide is mid-afternoon. Fortunate this little cave wasn’t swept away with everything else – the boulder, the bushes, the bracken, the footpath. Me.

This coast is wilder than I remembered.

Occasional vibrations rumble through the rock. The cliff is still fragile. I mustn’t panic. I must hold on, hold tight, hold fast to – what? What exactly can I hold on to now? My sanity? Precarious, at the best of times. The love of those I hold dear? Maybe. The hope of rescue?

I have no certainty that any of these things is true and solid. Everything feels insubstantial, like sea mist. But the cold closes like a vice around me, like I’m turning into ice, apart from my leg, which is hot and sore and stiff, although it appears to have stopped bleeding.

However old I am, however mature – although Hugo might have something to say about that – there’s something creepy about being here alone at night. I find myself wondering what’s hiding in the darkness beyond this tiny pool of slowly dimming light from my torch. I have to wind the torch every few minutes, and meanwhile the shadows creep closer when I’m not looking. The rocks freeze when I swing my torchlight onto them, like a game of grandmother’s footsteps. Like the worst kind of nightmare. Because I feel a sudden terror that I’ll never get out of this cave, that my bones won’t ever be found, that my family will never know what became of me, and that I’ll never know what became of them.

I gasp, a long shuddering gasp, raucous in the sudden silence of this space, a deep wheezing rasp that startles me as much as it gives me relief. I hadn’t realised I was holding my breath. I’ve always done it, held my breath when concentrating, or if I was in pain or frightened or shocked, and someone would tell me to ‘Breathe!’ – a teacher, a parent, a friend, or most irritably, Hugo.

I must breathe very slowly... out… and in… and out… and in…

I must concentrate. I’ll time my breaths to the waves coming in… and out… and in… and out…

There… there… there…
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This sea, this sea... the slow heavy rolling of the waves that crash grey and white on the rocks below… This sea reminds me of Jonnie’s last moments. Six thousand miles away, my most beloved son. Twenty-three years ago, give or take a few weeks. Twenty-three years. I remember it so clearly.

It was played over and over on the news, a few seconds of blurry footage – two people on a ship, holding a banner which billowed and flapped like a sail in the strong wind. You could barely make out the words ‘Stop Whaling!’ They seemed to be swaying back and forth in a kind of slow-motion dance, taking a step back, then another step forward or to their left or right. Then I realised it was the ship swaying from side to side at the same time as it was going up and down. There was no horizon, no sky, or maybe the sky and the water were the same colour. Enormous white and lead-grey waves broke over the guardrail at the front of the ship and the two people swayed and stumbled, trying to stand upright in the wind.

Then one of them tripped and fell and slid slowly along the side of the deck. Water crashed over them, and, when it cleared, he or she was no longer there.

The video footage swung back to the other person, on their knees, crawling towards us.

The film cut out at this point, the news anchor gravely explaining that the first person had fallen into the sea, was still secured to the ship by their safety line, and the rescue operation was ongoing.

That’s how I found out. The news. It couldn’t be Jonnie, I was sure, as I stood rigid in front of the television, iron in hand, watching the one o’clock news. No, it couldn’t be Jonnie, someone would have contacted us; there would have been police at the door hours before. It couldn’t be Jonnie.

When the reporter said that Greenpeace was trying to trace the family of the young scientist who’d fallen overboard, I dropped the iron. The scorch mark never came out, the carpet fibres crisped and blackened in the shape of an iron pointing south to the Antarctic. We replaced the carpet eventually – Hugo insisted – even though for me the burnt patch marked the time and date indelibly and I felt oddly disloyal, letting that carpet go.

When I saw the police at my front door, I knew it was true. I’d crawled over the carpet to the sofa and lain there desperately trying to suck air into my lungs. I realised after a few minutes that the room was filling with acrid smoke, and that jolted me into action. By the time the police got there the windows were open and the carpet was drenched by dirty water from the washing-up bowl, bits of cabbage and coffee grounds scattered around the ironing board.

I said to the policewoman: ‘I never wanted him to go, you know. And what on earth was he thinking? Out there in that weather, that wind – did you see the wind? – and the waves, so dangerous. He’s a good swimmer, you know,’ I said. ‘He won medals,’ I said, ‘lots of medals,’ and I went to a drawer to look for them and they weren’t in the drawer because I’d put them away safely in his bedroom a long time ago, just tidying up, you know, but at that moment, when I couldn’t find the medals, I felt I really needed to find them, that my world would fall apart if I didn’t find them right then, as if my world hadn’t already begun to disintegrate just an hour before.

I started looking around the house – Hugo’s study, the kitchen, the drawer in the hall table – and the poor young policewoman who’d been sitting with me while her colleague rang Hugo and made tea had to follow me around while I pulled out drawers and opened boxes and peered into cup-boards. Every now and then she said, ‘Would you like to come and sit down, Mrs Danborough?’, but I ignored her because I had to find the blessed medals.


I was too calm. I was in shock, the kind of shock that leaves you functioning on the outside while your heart and mind are somewhere else entirely. And when the shock wears off, then, I found, the grief begins. The denial, the anger, the blame and regrets, the longing for that one last kind word, that one last smile, that one last embrace. I didn’t cry, not then.

The last day I ever saw Jonnie, the day he left us, I didn’t say goodbye to him. To my shame, I didn’t watch him open the front door and walk out. I haven’t even that memory to comfort me. I have to imagine how he looked, what he did. Did he put his rucksack on before he left the house, or outside when he stepped through the porch? It was raining – did he wear a hat, or did he let the raindrops settle like diamonds in his dark curls? Did he look back into the house as he left, hoping for a word of love?

He’d be back, he said, to take his final exams. That’s one of the things we rowed about. Hugo didn’t think he would. Hugo thought he’d never get his degree, never get the first he’d been working so hard for. Hugo thought Jonnie would bum around the world and ruin his life.

I backed Hugo up. We’d talked and discussed and argued all through Christmas, but we didn’t know about the girl, the person we saw crawling towards us in the storm. Perhaps she was the real reason he wanted to go just then. I’ll never know. I’ll never know...

Jonnie was impetuous, like his father, but without that inner cool of Hugo’s that seemed sometimes just, well, cold. He cared about it all, Jonnie told us – global warming, litter, pesticides, whaling – everything fed into everything else, and he meant to fight it with all he had. He had passion, fire, was impatient to set things right, impatient with us and our lukewarm lives, our endless complacency.

And I let him go.


And I didn’t think about him more than once or twice a day.

And I refused to be the one to say sorry.

And often I couldn’t breathe.






FourFuck the Career


Listen to me. Rambling on. Well, who cares? No one will ever know. Words echo in the air and leave no trace, except in the heart.

When I get out of here, I’ll call Flora from someone’s house, or I’ll borrow someone’s mobile. Tomorrow. I’ll easily get out in daylight, in this calm weather. There will be some way up on the other side of this little cave, away from the landslide. Or someone will rescue me, and Flora will come and fetch me, and we will be back to Plan A.

Plan B – what I’m doing right now – was never on the cards.

Flora thinks she looks after me. She’ll be worrying about me – she always worries about me, because that’s what daughters do when their mothers get to a certain age. She’ll be worrying because I’ve not phoned her for a couple of days, and I’m not at home in St Albans, and I’m meant to have travelled here with her and Peter, squashed into the back of the car with their three children. But – long story – I travelled down to the coast by myself.


I’m not really someone who likes to chat on phones. Not like Hugo, my sort-of ex-husband, although we’ve never actually divorced. Hugo and Flora both love the phone. They’re people-people, chatty and gregarious, love parties and gatherings and all that kind of thing. The twins and I are pretty solitary types. Fergus and Dugald are physicists-turned-farmers, so laboratories and fields suit them very well. They’d probably be happy if they never saw another person in their lives.

And Jonnie? He was a people-person too. Everybody loved him.

We’re supposed to have arrived at Anne’s yesterday, Friday, and now be enduring her New Year celebrations – sorry, enjoying. What a silly joke. Just trying to keep my spirits up.

I hardly ever go to Anne’s because it’s such a long way and I’m not a party-lover. But this year Flora begged me to come, and I decided I would, not least because Anne’s forgiven me, and it’s high time we buried the hatchet and became friends again. Real friends, I mean, not just birthday-and-Christmas-card friends, but back to being the kind of friends we were when we were young. I shouldn’t have accepted her invitation quite so grudgingly. She needn’t have invited me, after the way I treated her.

[image: ]

Now my eyes have adjusted to the darkness, there’s something very beautiful about the way the water shimmers in the rock pools. The thin, slanting triangle beyond, slightly paler, is the entrance to the cave, so narrow that a skilled canoeist could just about get a canoe in. Jonnie would have tried – he loved a challenge. He and Flora adored sea-kayaking when they were teenagers. The twins didn’t. They didn’t like anything much, except maths. All the holidays we had down here… By the time they were teenagers they often simply refused to get out of the car. I used to worry about them baking to death while the rest of us were on the beach.

[image: ]

The morning Jonnie left started like any other. It was just after the New Year, early January, and we’d had a lovely time – a traditional Christmas, turkey with all the trimmings, sprigs of holly perched over the pictures, a red-ribboned juniper wreath on the front door, a garland over the mantelpiece, pine-scented candles dotted around the place, neighbours in on Boxing Day for mulled wine. A marvellous Christmas. We always did Christ-mas so well, and we all enjoyed ourselves. Well, apart from the twins, who holed up in their room with mince pies and sausage rolls whenever the neighbours came round.

I don’t exactly know what started the row. It was probably the Greenpeace trip. I heard raised voices in the kitchen and came in from the conservatory where I’d been picking dead leaves off the plants, to find Jonnie and Hugo yelling at each other. I couldn’t hear what they were saying at first – they were shouting at the same time, and Flora, bewildered, sat at the kitchen table with her coffee, looking from one to the other.

‘You’re destroying the planet!’ is what I most clearly remember Jonnie saying.

This was news to me, and I said so, laughing. I had an idea of defusing the row before it got serious.

Hugo weighed in with heavy sarcasm, wondering which bit of it we’d destroyed that morning while cooking our breakfast. He pointed out of the kitchen window, where the sun was shining in a pale wintry kind of way, and said it looked all right to him.

‘You know what I mean,’ said Jonnie. ‘If everyone on earth lived the way we do we’d need three planets to support us all.’


‘Thank God for peasants, then,’ said Hugo.

For a moment I thought it would all be all right. It was a crass joke, but still. Jonnie could have chosen to take it as a joke, and could have made the effort to climb down from his moral high ground. He was only twenty-one, and rather prone to black-and-white statements about the world, unlike his father, who was more cynical, and prone to black-and-white statements about the youth of today, or when he was young. But I felt just then that in a few moments we would all have a mince pie or a chocolate biscuit and everything would be all right.

They were standing on opposite sides of the table, glaring at each other. They were the same height, but dissimilar in so many other ways. Hugo, solid, handsome and greying, was broad and becoming paunchy; Jonnie was slender and skinny, dark-haired and pale-skinned, beautiful enough to be a model.

‘Fuck you,’ said Jonnie.

Hugo’s mouth dropped open.

Flora, at the table, pushed her coffee away. ‘Jonnie!’

Hugo took a deep breath. ‘I will not be spoken to like that, Jonathan, by my own son in my own house. Apologise.’

‘Fuck you,’ Jonnie said again.

‘I’m warning you, Jonathan.’

‘I’m warning you,’ Jonnie said.

‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’

‘You need to get your act together,’ said Jonnie. ‘You need to understand the planet’s heading for disaster. The climate’s changing because of us. Animals go extinct every day, did you know that? The sea’s full of plastic. We’re living on borrowed time, we have to act right now, we –’

‘Bollocks,’ said Hugo. ‘Now, I expect you to apologise.’

‘I’ve got nothing to apologise for,’ said Jonnie.


‘Apologise to Daddy for swearing at him!’ said Flora.

‘Stay out of this, Flora,’ said Hugo.

‘Hugo –’ I began.

‘Quiet, Roly. Let me deal with this.’

‘Now, just a minute, Hugo –’

‘Shut up, everyone!’ Hugo pushed his arms out sideways as if conducting a symphony. ‘Jonathan. Apologise!’

‘It’s no bloody good, is it?’ said Jonnie. ‘I mean, you ask what I’m interested in, and I try to tell you –’

‘We were thinking about your career, Jonnie,’ I said.

‘Fuck the career! You don’t know a bloody thing about me. You think you know best, don’t you, all the time! You think you know everything there is to know about the world! You’re self-satisfied hypocrites! You do your little bit of recycling and think that’s enough! You give a few pounds to charity, but actually you’re patronising gits! Buying your little souvenirs and watching local dancing and coming back and enthusing about how authentic that bit of Thailand is or whatever!’

‘I don’t think we –’ I began.

‘Fuck off, Mum. You’re no saint, you’re as bad as –’

‘Jonathan!’ roared Hugo. ‘Apologise to your mother! Right now!’

‘I’m going back to Oxford.’ Jonnie glanced briefly in my direction. ‘Today.’

That meant he would miss my birthday the following day. Deliberate, it had to be. He didn’t have exams to go back for, term didn’t start for another week or two.

‘Stay right there!’ bellowed Hugo.

They met in the kitchen doorway. Hugo grabbed Jonnie’s shoulders and pushed him back against the door jamb. He’d gone very red and was breathing through his nose like a bull. They were staring at each other with hatred, faces set, mouths tight.

‘Daddy!’ screamed Flora. I saw it too. He wanted to beat the living daylights out of his eldest son.

Upstairs a door clicked shut.
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