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part one




chapter one

June 2008

 



Shortly before I was forced to stop my pretend life, my best friend was telling me about her Saturday night. We had driven to the beach in Eliza’s new electric car, me squashed into the back seat with the two girls, Seth sitting in relative comfort in the front passenger seat. Eliza was driving slowly, with enormous concentration, slowing down every time she passed a pedestrian. She was convinced that she was going to knock someone over, because they wouldn’t hear her coming and would step out into the road.

The quietness of the car disconcerted me, too, but at least it didn’t burn much petrol.

‘Don’t you just love it?’ Eliza had exclaimed, when we were safely out of Falmouth and on the road to the north coast, the dangers of unwary pedestrians left behind for the moment. ‘I keep expecting us to take off.’

‘Is it a rocket?’ Clara whispered to me. She clutched my hand. ‘Is it magic?’

‘It’s not a rocket,’ I said, reluctantly, ‘but it is a little bit magic.’ I thought about adding a lesson about the environment, but it was a beautiful day, and I was generally reluctant to burden the girls with the depressing truth about the world they were going to inherit.

The tide was a long way out at Chapel Porth, and the sand was dotted with little groups of people. I looked around. It was a perfect cove, ringed by cliffs. The flat, slightly wet sand stretched out in front of us for what seemed to be miles. The water was a distant line, glinting bright white in the morning sun. I was happy here. Safe, and happy. Today, at this beach, I had everything in the world that I needed. I leaned back on my hands, held my face up to the sun, and appreciated the miracle.

There was barely a single wave: the water was flat, the air still. I felt that, for a moment, we were frozen in time. Afterwards, I would look back on the moment and wish that I had been able to elongate it, to stay in it, to preserve it somewhere: a time when we were all together, all of us safe.

Seth’s footprints made a straight line which led from the blanket where Eliza and I were sitting to the very edge of the water. His sandals were on our blanket; they were black Reef ones, trodden down so the shape of his foot was moulded into the plastic. I imagined the waves lapping over his bare feet. He was skimming stones over the motionless ocean, leaving tiny concentric circles skittering across the water.

There were a few surfboards lying on the beach, useless on a flat-calm day like this. The girls were playing nearby, trying to do handstands on the stony sand, falling sideways  and giggling. They were miniature versions of their mother, with dark hair, big eyes, and smooth pale skin. Imogen, the elder one, had long tangled hair that reached halfway down her back. It trailed in the sand when she was midhandstand. Clara had a short bob just like Eliza, because she was averse to hairbrushes. Clara was wearing a sundress over her swimming costume, and Imogen had little purple shorts over hers.

I tore my eyes away from their innocence, and looked back to Eliza.

‘So,’ I said. ‘Go on then. Let’s hear it.’ Seth had jogged away to throw stones in the sea when he realised that Eliza was embarking on the story of her latest date.

‘I don’t need to know about these things,’ he’d said, holding his hands up, and left us to it.

She stretched her legs out and started to fiddle with the edge of the tartan rug.

‘It’s one for the annals,’ she said. She turned down the corners of her mouth. ‘Possibly a classic. OK. It started well. We met in Toast. Which is a cool place but it’s full of bloody students, all loud music and people drinking brightly coloured shots that I wouldn’t even know how to order. So I spotted him at once, because he was the guy in his forties - fifties, even, maybe, I don’t know - sitting in a corner looking out of place, nursing a pint of bitter and ignoring all the young folk in their outlandish clothes. I thought I should have suggested the Chain Locker.’ The Chain Locker was a traditional pub, beloved by Seth and by every man who liked a nice pint of ale.

‘And he looked like . . . ?’

‘He looked fine. Grey hair. Longish, but above his  shoulders, and slicked back in that professorish sort of way. A bit Julian Barnes. Nice jacket.’ I looked at her. She was squinting into the sun, avoiding my eyes. I was waiting for the ‘but’. ‘So,’ she continued. ‘He got me a drink, a glass of wine. And we sat down and started to chat. I was trying on the one hand not to shrink away with terror at the idea that I was in the company of someone halfway presentable, and on the other not to jump ahead to planning when he could meet the girls.’

‘Even though he was so old?’

‘Even though. We did the awkward getting-to-know-you thing for a bit. You’d think I’d be OK at that by now, but it doesn’t get easier.’ She tailed off.

‘And then?’ I prompted. There was a gentle breeze from the sea. It made the little hairs on my arms stand up.

‘And then he asked if I was Cornish. I said yes. He said good. He doesn’t mind people moving here “from England”, just as long as they’re not what he calls “the Ethnics”. “I’m not racist,” he said - he actually used those words. “I just don’t think this is the place for them. It’s tradition.” At which point I wanted to throw my drink down my throat and howl at the moon. Another fucking dud. Can you imagine?’

I sighed. We had pored over this man’s emails together, and he had seemed promising. Self-deprecating, charming, funny. ‘So what did you do?’

She sighed. ‘I fiddled with my wine glass for a bit, without saying anything, and then I thought, fuck it, I can’t just sit here because that implies that I agree with him. So we fought. It got heated. I think he was a bit drunk already. He said I’m a crazy PC bitch who betrays her  homeland with every breath she takes. I said if he doesn’t like seeing black faces around town, that does actually make him a racist. I think I said: “You are not just a racist, you are a racist fuck.”’ She smiled. ‘All the students stopped drinking and stared at us. I got a round of applause at one point.’

I lay down on my stomach and rested my chin in my hands.

‘Well done. Sorry you had to go through that, though. So, who was worse? The racist or the alcoholic from April?’

She considered this. ‘The racist was more objectionable, and he has to take the crown for the moment, but the alcoholic chased me down the street until I ran into a pub and locked myself in the ladies’. So it’s hard to say.’ She looked at me. ‘Patrick was every bit as bad, too, because I actually already knew him and liked him, and I thought that we could have a future of some sort.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘But all he wanted to do was talk about you. And now I have to see him all the time at school, and I skulk around avoiding him because I’m so embarrassed. He tries to talk to me and I wave at imaginary people on the other side of the playground and stride away from him.’

I swept Patrick away with my hand. That had been stupid of him; a big mistake.

‘But,’ she continued, ‘the ones who are secretly married are worse than any of them.’

I nodded. I knew all about that.

The sky was a perfect light blue. There were a few wispy clouds. The air was getting warmer. It was shaping up to be the most beautiful day of the year.

I passed Eliza the flapjacks and looked at her. She wasn’t meeting the right man because it was too soon, in my opinion, but I was not planning to tell her that. She had been on her own for over two years, but in her head she still lived with Graham. His clothes still hung in her wardrobe. There were photographs of him all over the house.

That had to be the reason, because she turned heads wherever she went. Her hair was black without a hint of grey. Her skin was creamy, her features perfectly even. She was small but curvy, and she was three years younger than me.

I looked back at Seth, distant, in his fisherman’s smock and long shorts. He and Eliza were the most beautiful pair of siblings. Seth still looked to me as though he had stepped out of a Thomas Hardy novel. He was rugged and gorgeous and I could stare at him all day long. I liked to look at him while he was sleeping. He had faults, plenty of them, but I was as profoundly attracted to him today as I had been at the moment we met.

As I watched him, I deduced that he had run out of skimmable stones, and so had moved on to lobbing the chunky ones into the sea. I could picture the concentration on his face. He stepped back, took a little run-up, and gave it his best overarm bowl. I hoped there were no swimmers or seals in the vicinity.

Seth wanted me to marry him. I should have leapt at the opportunity to snare someone so gorgeous. He kept trying to talk about it, sounding me out, looking at me with a cheeky smile and looking away again, pretending to be coy. He probably still thought that a wedding was  every girl’s fantasy, and I was afraid that one day soon he would stage a big romantic proposal and present me with a ring.

I was doing my best to fend him off. Whenever talk turned to weddings, I would be as dismissive as I could. ‘We’re not so bourgeois as to need a piece of paper telling us how we feel about each other, though, are we?’ I would say, with a chuckle. Or: ‘Think of the carbon footprint!’ (an argument which stood up to no scrutiny whatsoever).

The idea that we could get married, have an unconventional wedding and a party on the beach, with all our friends, was something that tore me apart. I could not do it. I would have done anything to have been able to, but I couldn’t. It was quite likely that my identity would not even withstand the bureaucratic process. I would be exposed as a fraud. And there was another reason too. I would never be able to tell him why, but I definitely could not marry Seth.

Seth thought I was someone who was uncomplicated, free-spirited, obsessed with the environment. Someone who had moved to Cornwall on a whim, because I liked it. He thought I had had a couple of serious relationships in my twenties and a long period of single life, culminating in my meeting him. He knew there were family issues, and that I never talked about them, and he carefully left them alone because he knew that was what I wanted.

‘Was he always like that?’ I asked Eliza, indicating Seth with my head.

She nodded and picked up a handful of sand, let it run through her fingers.

‘Thirty years ago,’ she said, ‘he’d stand right there and do exactly what he’s doing now. It’s a bit freaky, actually. The years pass but nothing changes. It does, of course, and that’s why it feels so weird when some things stay the same. Namely, my big brother thinks all the stones should be in the water. It’s his version of tidying up.’

‘It’s the only version he has,’ I said.

A family nearby passed foil-wrapped sandwiches to each other, even though it was far too early for lunch. Their teenage boy watched them through his camcorder. I looked at him scanning the beach with his lens, wondered whether he was playing with a new toy. A man on his own, a little way behind Eliza, poured a brown milky liquid from a thermos flask and sipped it with his eyes closed. The sun shone on his face.

‘So. More fish in the sea?’ I asked. She snorted.

‘Yeah. Loads of fish in the sea. Unfortunately for me, they’re all those ugly ones with bulging eyes. The ones that live on the seabed and have spikes on their chins. I don’t know why I bother. All the good ones leave and go to London, and then they come back when they’ve got a wife and a baby, and even then only if they can work down here, which most people can’t. And anyway, an ageing widow with small children isn’t the most attractive prospect in town.’

‘Yes she is, Eliza. Because you’re forgetting that you’re gorgeous.’

‘Oh, shut up. Maybe I should try lesbianism. That could be the way forward. Anyway, I’m going to dip my feet in the sea. See if I can bear to let the girls swim.’

She stood up and walked away from me, leaving  footprints in the sand as she headed towards the water’s edge. I filled my lungs with the bracingly clean air, and smiled. There was no way the water was going to be even slightly warm.

I looked around. The girls had moved over to the bottom of the rock face. Imogen was chatting to a little girl with white-blond hair. I looked around for Clara. Imogen pointed up the cliff, talking behind her hand, giggling. They both laughed. I became aware that a few other people were looking up at the cliff too. I followed their gaze, wondering what they were looking at.

My mouth tried to form a word, but I couldn’t make the sound come.

I had no idea what I was doing, but something propelled me to my feet. I was at the foot of the cliff, pushing past Imogen and the blonde girl. Then I was off, up it. I knew I could do this, and I could see that nobody else was going to try. Eliza was far away, now, at the water’s edge. Seth was with her. By the time either of them got here, it would be too late. At first the climbing was easy, as the cliff sloped gently away from the beach. Then it became steeper, and finally, vertical.

She was far above me, standing on a ledge. She seemed quite calm, and looked incongruous, halfway up a rock face, wearing a white cotton dress over a pink swimsuit, and canvas shoes. As I watched, she reached up for another handhold and set off again. I could not see her face, but I could imagine it: the determined frown, the pursed lips.

It was a long way to the top, and there was no way she could make it. If she got there, the first handful of grass  she grabbed would send her falling straight down, crashing past the rocks, bouncing off the outcrops.

I was getting closer, measuring my progress purely in terms of handholds and footholds. I wanted her to wait, but I didn’t call out, because I was terrified of making her look down, lose her nerve, loosen her grip.

I was hardly able to breathe for the last part of the climb.

Then I was alongside her.

Her head turned. She was entirely unperturbed at the sight of me. Her black hair was slicked back from her face with sweat, and her cheeks were pink with sun and exertion. She had a sprinkling of freckles that I had never noticed before.

‘Hello, Lucy,’ she said. She smiled.

‘Hello, Clara,’ I replied. I tried to keep my voice steady. ‘Where are you going? Can you step back down on to that ledge for a moment?’

She thought about it. The sun was strong now. I could feel it on the back of my neck.

‘OK,’ she agreed, and she bent her knee and felt downwards with her left foot until she located the flat rock. I watched her lower her weight back down, ready to reach and grab her if she fell, but knowing that if that happened we would both crash all the way to the beach, and there was nothing I could do, no manoeuvre I could perform that would keep us balanced.

When she came to rest, I exhaled. She was on a ledge that was wider than the length of her foot. She was as safe there, for a moment, as she could be. The fact  remained, however, that we were perhaps thirty metres above the ground, and that we had a cliff to descend together.

‘Clara?’ I asked. ‘What are you doing up here?’

‘I’m going to the top,’ she told me, her face determined. ‘Because Imogen said I dare you, and if someone says they dare you, you have to.’

‘No you don’t,’ I told her, quickly. ‘You definitely don’t. It’s too dangerous up there. You’ve done some amazing climbing, and now we need to go back down. Imogen’s going to be in trouble.’

Her face brightened. ‘Is she?’

I reached out and gripped her around the waist. It was precarious, but as long as she didn’t fight me, it could work.

‘I’m going to try to carry you down. OK?’

She stared at me, and said nothing.

I was shaking as I tried to hoist her on to my shoulder. It was a manoeuvre, I realised at once, that would not work. I began to lose my balance, lurched suddenly outwards, felt our weight being pulled by the irresistible force of gravity. I leaned forward, suddenly, desperately, and held on as tightly as I could with my fingertips. I put Clara in front of me and looked down, willing Seth, or anybody, to have followed me up, to be behind us, ready to save us both.

The beach swam before my eyes. There was a crowd of miniature people down there, gathered close to the bottom of the cliff, staring at us. No one was climbing. We were stuck, a thousand miles from anyone or anything.

I swallowed hard. I needed a new plan. Just the two of us, in the sunlight, halfway up a cliff. Sooner or later, we would fall.

‘Hold on to my front,’ I said. It was the only thing I could think of. ‘Pretend you’re a baby koala. Can you manage that?’

‘Course.’ She turned carefully around, and reached up for my neck.

This felt marginally more stable. I reached down with a shaking leg, and found a foothold. Then I found another, and a handhold. Each step that worked, I told myself, was a step closer to sandy beach beneath my feet, to safety.

I could feel Clara getting restless. Her arms were sticky and sweaty, pulling hard around my neck. She was hot and bothered. Our descent was precarious, and seemed endless.

‘Shall we sing a song?’ she asked at one point. My foot slipped and I had to lean up against the rock to keep our balance. She cried out and burst into tears. ‘That hurt my back!’ she said, angrily.

‘Sorry,’ I said through gritted teeth. My foot was bleeding; I could feel it. ‘Look, why don’t you sing us a song?’ I said.

‘Don’t want to now. This is boring. I wish I’d gone up to the top. It was fun before you came.’

She carried on whimpering and sniffing and moaning, and I felt like joining in. Our descent continued, and I began to zone out. There was nothing in the world but me, and Clara, and the jagged rock face. Her mutterings and grumblings kept me company. Then, when I was not expecting it at all, my foot found the sand, and I realised  we were there. I lifted Clara down to the ground, looked blankly at the crowd that was all around us, and let Seth take me in his arms. I folded up. All I wanted to do was to lie down and cry.

I looked up and saw the lens, pointing at me, the sun glinting off it. I thought nothing of it, nothing at all.




chapter two

Seth leaned back in his seat, spread his limbs around the chair, and raised his glass.

‘To the saviour of the day,’ he said, smiling. His face was a little bit stubbly, in an artful way that made him look like the untrustworthy charmer that, I had discovered, he actually wasn’t. ‘To our heroine. Didn’t there used to be something in the old fairy stories where if you save someone’s life you own them for ever?’

‘Oh, shut up,’ I said, and I smiled into my vodka. We were upstairs in our favourite pub, the Boathouse, looking across the estuary to Flushing. The sun was low in the sky, casting elongated black shadows, and the water rippled in the breeze. A few boats were bobbing around. Falmouth was away to the right, and the little village opposite clung around the harbour. ‘Shut up,’ I said again. ‘I don’t own  Clara. Maybe I could have a special bond with her for ever, if you like.’

He nodded. ‘A special bond for ever. Yes. That sounds  more like it, doesn’t it?’ He took my hand and squeezed it. I squeezed back, grateful.

 



From time to time, I would still catch a glimpse of Seth and find myself unable to believe that he was mine. This was inevitably, and properly, followed by the private acknowledgement that although he didn’t know it, he was not. Nobody could touch me at all. That was my secret.

When I met him for the first time, three years ago, we were at a party at Eliza and Graham’s house. I knew Eliza slightly, because she was a member of a book group I had attempted to join a month earlier. It met in a bar and was full of intimidating women who gave a cursory nod to the book, then discussed their children, in great detail, for the next two hours. The sole time I attended, I went home drunk on cheap wine and so bored that I had entered a different realm of existence, one where the pattern on the wallpaper and the weave of the carpet was interesting and I could not bear to speak ever again. The only person who had taken any notice of me whatsoever, at the book group, was the small, cherubic woman with the shiny hair, who gave me a party invitation as I left and whispered: ‘It won’t be full of these guys - don’t worry.’

I went to her party on my own, nervous but with nothing else to do, and was instantly enveloped into the family. It was everything that the book group hadn’t been: it was warm and inclusive, and the music was loud, and although there was evidence, in the shape of primitive artworks, that children lived in this house that overlooked the sea,  they had, according to Eliza, been ‘shipped off for the night - that’s what grandparents are for’.

She introduced me to Graham, who was tall and happy-looking, with flyaway hair standing up all around his head. He patted it down from time to time.

‘And this one’s my brother,’ she said, happily, grabbing the arm of another passing man. I looked at him.

I had given up men for ever. I knew it was the right thing, because since I did it, life had slipped into place and the sun had come out in my head. No men, and almost no alcohol: it was the only way.

I felt I already knew this man. I looked at him, and a voice inside my head said, ‘Oh, it’s you.’ Although I had given up men, I felt that I could not fight this. I smiled a tentative smile.

He was taller than me, but not too tall, and he had enormous dark eyes in the kind of face that had been thinking good, interesting thoughts for about thirty-five years. I liked everything about him.

Everything, that was, apart from the anorexic blonde on his arm. She was wearing a lot of make-up, and a very tight pair of jeans, and a plunging top. So, for one thing, I did not do men any more, and for another, he was taken. Besides, if this woman was his type, then I was not. I had made an effort for the party, but my effort involved wearing my clean jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt that I’d actually ironed, then blow-drying my hair and wearing it loose. I saw the blonde woman looking me over, scorn in her gaze.

Then my eyes met his.

He turned around, towards me.

‘Hello,’ he said, in a warm, wondering voice. ‘Who are you? I’m Seth.’

‘Lucy,’ I said. The woman pulled his arm, but he didn’t take his eyes away from mine for several long seconds, even as he was being steered across the room. My palms tingled; my heart pounded. I did not so much as glance in his direction for the rest of the evening.

Three days later, he called me, newly single, asking whether I would care to meet him for a drink. It was one of the more surprising things that had ever happened to me; and it felt like the first good surprise I had ever had. I quickly rethought the vow of chastity, and as time went by, I altered my other rules too. There was no reason, I told myself, why Lucy Riddick should not settle down with a man. Just as long as she was ready to leave it all behind when the need might arise.

 



‘Yes,’ I said now. ‘A special bond will be fine. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it any more. It was just one of those things. You know. You do things when you have to, don’t you?’

I was embarrassed by my rescue of Clara, and I wished everyone would stop talking about it. It had not occurred to me to stop at the base of the cliff, to ask if anyone else was a good climber, to enlist a partner, to work out a plan. I felt that it was probably some form of reckless egotism on my part that had sent me charging up there. It was not something that Lucy Riddick should have done.

‘Stop being bashful,’ he said. ‘You did great. There must have been a hundred people on that beach, and no one else did what needed to be done. You know, the best the  rest of us could come up with was the idea of holding out a picnic blanket to break your fall.’ He looked into his pint, and swirled it around.

‘Oh, don’t,’ I pleaded. ‘You were throwing stones into the sea. It was important work, and you were miles away. You can’t give yourself a hard time for the fact that you were tidying the beach, and facing the wrong way.’

‘If she’d fallen,’ he said, ‘then I would have blamed myself. Completely.’

‘Well she didn’t.’

He held up his glass, and I clinked it with mine.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Indeed she didn’t. So let’s drink up and head over to visit my little sister, with wine. I imagine she’ll be needing it.’ He hesitated. ‘Is it bad that this is my automatic reaction? Eliza’s needed so much emotional support these last few years. All I seem to be able to do about it is to turn up on her doorstep with booze.’

‘You’re a terrible brother,’ I agreed. ‘No, of course you’re not. Your parents have been there for the emotional stuff. So have I, so have lots of her friends. Boozing her up is your department. It’s fine.’ I swallowed. ‘It’s what brothers are for,’ I said, and shut my eyes, briefly, and hoped he didn’t notice. I was pretty sure he did, but he never said anything.

‘Thanks.’

I pulled myself together, kissed him. He surprised me by taking two handfuls of my hair, pulling me in tight, and kissing me back, harder than he ever had. His stubble scratched my cheek, rubbing my skin raw. He held my long, tangled hair in both hands, as if he were trying to meld us into one being.

[image: 001]

As we walked through town, the clock struck seven. The cries of gulls sounded high above our heads, and wisps of pink appeared at the edges of the sky. There were people around: students, workers. People were locking up shop. There was a smell of chips and pasties in the air, and it made me hungry.

Seth put an arm around my waist. I reciprocated. We walked close together, our bodies warm against each other. This was what I loved about not being single. I loved the comfort of knowing he was there.

‘Why don’t we get some chips?’ I said. I never bought chips, but things felt, somehow, different today. I stretched my foot out. It was still raw and painful.

Seth was pleased. ‘Yess!’ he said. ‘A change from piles of green leaves and home-grown tomatoes.’

‘Those things are good.’

‘I know. Of course they are. If you’re a rabbit. And I appreciate that I wouldn’t get my five a day if it wasn’t for you. I’d be lucky to get one a day, if I was on my own, but now I get at least eight. Look, the chippy. Harbour Lights. At the end here.’

‘Yeah, I know where it is,’ I told him. ‘I may not patronise it often, but I have lived in Falmouth for five years, remember?’ I smiled and leaned into him. He pulled me closer.

‘And you patronise me often,’ he said, into my hair. He laughed. ‘I can’t believe we were in the same town for all that time before we met. It shouldn’t have been technic - ally possible, in a place this size.’

‘Well, I believe you managed to entertain yourself while you were waiting for me.’

He snorted. ‘Just because you were training for holy orders. Pardon me for enjoying my youth.’

 



We walked slowly together up the steep hill, away from the main street. As we climbed, I reached across from time to time and grabbed a chip. I had forgotten how perfect they could be, when you didn’t eat too many. As Lucy Riddick, I had eschewed all junk food. I grew vegetables and ate them raw or steamed them. I ate oily fish twice a week, and I went running. I checked the food miles of all the shopping I did, and I banned both of us from having baths, ever.

Seth often told me that I treated my tomatoes like babies. I ignored the conversation he was attempting to start. It was worse than the wedding one.

Falmouth was a hilly town, and it was impossible to go to the town centre, which was at sea level, without a steep climb back home. I liked that: I liked the fact that there was no option but activity, that leg muscles were used no matter what. I was sometimes shocked at how healthy I had become.

We emerged on a high terrace of white and pastel-coloured houses, which overlooked the harbour, and headed to Eliza’s. This was the same house where I had been to the party, had met Seth. This was our part of town too, though we did not have the bewitching sea view. Eliza did: Graham’s life insurance had paid off her mortgage, which was the least she deserved.

Seth crumpled the chip paper, looked around for a bin, then pushed it into his pocket. I walked up to Eliza’s bright white house and rang the doorbell outside the porch. I had a key in my pocket: I made the long walk to  the outskirts of town to collect Imogen from school, twice a week. All the same, it seemed only polite to ring when we were visiting.

Imogen answered. Her dark hair hung over her face, and what was visible of her rosebud lips formed a perfect pout. She was a child whose moods were transparently readable, and today she was cross. She was still in her school uniform, a green sweatshirt over a green and white checked dress. Her feet were bare, her toenails badly painted in pale pink. I loved her in her uniform: she looked so wholesome. I wanted her to stay that way for ever and ever. Without a word, she turned and walked away, leaving the door swinging open.

‘Hey, Imo!’ called Seth, stepping into the porch and then the house. ‘You can’t still be upset about yesterday?’

She was already on the stairs. She looked back and scowled. I tried to give her a conspiratorial smile, but she turned and ran upstairs. A door slammed.

Eliza and Clara were in the kitchen at the back of the house.

The kitchen was the hub of their home. It was papered with paintings that the girls had brought home from school. The large table had a bowl in the middle of it that was filled with little toys, pieces of Lego, letters that had come back from school. The window was open, but there was still a faint smell of tomato sauce hanging around in the room. Every time I came here, which was often, I had to quell pangs of regret and longing.

Clara was sitting at the table, swinging her legs and sucking milk through a straw, while Eliza bustled around loading the dishwasher.

‘Shouldn’t these guys be in bed?’ asked Seth, handing her the Threshers bag. She peeped inside it.

‘Thanks,’ she said. She kissed Seth’s cheek. ‘Appreciate it. You know I don’t drink on my own. Pour us all a glass.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Moral support, that’s us. Co-drinkers.’

‘But you mustn’t mention the rescue,’ added Seth, stroking my hair. ‘Lucy is too modest to talk about it.’ He twisted the top off the chilled bottle of Sauvignon, and took three wine glasses out of the cupboard.

‘That’s not true,’ I complained. I sat down next to Clara at the big pine table, and looked at an orange and black painting that had appeared on the wall since my last visit. ‘Nice digger,’ I added.

‘It’s a boat,’ Clara said sternly.

I pulled her on to my lap. ‘Sorry.’

‘OK, we won’t talk about it,’ said Eliza, tersely. ‘But I would just like to say one more time that I cannot believe  that Imogen ordered her sister to climb a cliff and then stood and laughed at her, and that Clara,’ she looked meaningfully at her younger daughter, ‘Clara did something so stupid without questioning it.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Seth sighed heavily. ‘And I should have been the one scaling the cliffs, James Bond style. Not leaving my fiancée to do it. Where did you learn to climb, Luce, anyway?’

‘Oh, I had a brief phase as a kid. Used to go to the climbing wall. Prefer doing it with ropes, ideally.’ I stopped. ‘And Seth? Fiancée?’

He grinned, raised his eyebrows, and did not reply. I sighed, and held Clara on my lap like a shield. I wished I could fling my arms around him and accept the implicit  proposal. I would have given anything to be able to do that. Almost anything.

 



Imogen was still sulky in a pair of red and white checked pyjamas, smelling faintly of toothpaste. I sat on her bed and she leaned on me while I read her two chapters of a book about a Viking called Hiccup. A funny golden light edged into the room from the evening sun through her flimsy curtains.

‘It was Clara’s fault,’ she said as I closed the book. ‘She shouldn’t have done it. I was only joking.’

She was looking at me with big, troubled eyes. I kissed her forehead and tried to say the right thing.

‘It’s fine,’ I told her. ‘Everyone’s fine. You just need to remember that she looks up to you because you’re her big sister, and she wants you to think she’s clever and brave. So be careful what you dare her to do in future.’ I could hear the question in my voice, because I was on unsafe ground. I had no idea how to tell a child anything about the way the world was.

‘Huh. I’m never allowed to dare her to do anything, ever again. Mum says. Even Mr Davidson said . . .’

I cut her off. ‘Fair enough.’

‘I wish Dad was here.’

‘I know.’ We looked at each other.

‘Lucy!’ yelled Seth. ‘Get down here! Now!’

I widened my eyes at Imogen, and exhaled with a tiny bit of relief at the abrupt end of our conversation. I smiled at her.

‘All right,’ I called back. ‘In a sec.’

‘Now!’

‘Can you believe how rude your uncle is?’ I asked her. She giggled.

‘Can I come down with you?’

‘No. Good night.’

I kissed Imogen again, tucked her into bed, and went down the stairs.

 



Eliza’s television was a big solid one that she and Graham had had for years. Seth (who hated television as a rule, and only watched boxed sets of The West Wing and The Wire) was staring at it, mouth open. His jaw appeared to have dropped without him noticing. He patted the seat next to him without taking his eyes off the screen, which was filled with shaky video footage of rocks.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Look at this.’

At first I thought it must be one of those home-footage ITV programmes, the sort of thing we never watched. But there was no comedy commentary. As I stared, I began to understand what I was seeing. There was a woman hanging on to a cliff. A woman wearing my blue T-shirt, with a pair of little hands gripping her around her neck, though the girl on her front was not visible.

I watched myself edging down, exploring for footholds with my bare toes. I felt the gash on my foot throbbing. As I sat on the very edge of Eliza’s sofa, I was terrified the woman on the screen was going to fall, even though I already knew how this ended.

The only soundtrack was the muffled sound of voices around whoever had been filming. I couldn’t make out what anyone was saying; just a general tone of gasping fear and interest.

‘You missed the bit where you went up,’ Seth said, staring straight at the screen. He was agog. ‘And you missed the part where you tried to get her over your shoulder and the pair of you almost fell backwards. Should have heard the gasps on the beach at that one.’

I was attempting to quell the beginnings of abject terror. I stared, willing the teenage boy with the camera to stop filming as soon as Clara and I reached the ground. I did not want to see my face.

We were there, tremulously feeling the soft sand beneath our feet. My bare foot was bloody, but my face was blurred. I disappeared into Seth’s arms.

‘Look,’ I said weakly. ‘It’s you.’

Clara burst into tears as Eliza swept her up. I hadn’t noticed that happening. The camera moved away from me, focused on Eliza and Clara, and then panned around the beach, which was almost empty as everybody was gathered in a knot around the base of the cliff. It took in the crowd, then, with a horrible inevitability, the focus swung back to me. I saw my face. The camera zoomed in on me.

This was the moment I had avoided for twenty years. I had kept to the background, obsessively. I had never gone anywhere near a camera. It was my number-one rule. I lived a quiet, unremarkable life.

Then it was over. The reporter was saying: ‘Well an extraordinary piece of footage there, Claire.’ The present - ers’ voices droned on, as they bantered fakely, and then someone else was talking about the weather.

The meaty taste of blood was in my mouth. I had bitten my lip too hard. I pulled my sleeves down over my fingers,  which was something I always did when I was nervous, and I fought for breath and did my best not to panic.

It was the local news. It had lasted a few seconds. No one would have seen it. This could not be going to be the thing. It could not.

Seth’s phone beeped. Then mine did too.




chapter three

Marianne

March 1988

 



I walk back from school ten paces ahead of Finn, until we get to the corner of our road. Then I stop, and wait for him to catch up. That’s the way we always do it.

‘OK to be seen with me now?’ he says, making a rude face.

‘Yeah,’ I tell him. ‘Only because there’s no one to see us.’ I ruffle his hair, because he hates it. He pings my bra strap, because I really, seriously object to that. He even manages to do it through my thick coat.

‘Oi,’ I tell him, shaking him off. ‘Stop that or you’re not allowed to walk with me any more.’

‘Oh, woe is me! My world is at an end!’

I smile at him, briefly, and then I pretend to be cross again. I like the end of school. I like walking with Finn, and going home to Mum. I like it that we bicker like we used to when we were seven and six. It’s more comfortable than school with all the ‘fuck off’ and the ‘bloody  bitch’. I can’t keep up with everyone at school any more. I don’t really want to be cool - I don’t have it in me - but I have to make a bit of an effort so I am not actively uncool, because I cannot bear the idea of standing out in any way.

Finn is singing, loudly. ‘Oooh, heaven is a place on earth,’ he croons.

‘Oh, very cool,’ I say, admiringly. ‘Aren’t you quite the hipster?’

‘You should be so lucky,’ he retorts.

‘Lucky, lucky, lucky,’ I echo. I sing Kylie for a while. He retaliates, as he always does eventually, with a loud blast of ‘So Long, Marianne’. And then we are home.

 



We have lived in this house for ever. Other people’s places are bigger, but at least it’s a whole house, not a flat. We have a front door that is just ours (I suppose it is, strictly speaking, our landlord’s, but as far as we are concerned, it belongs to us). The house is battered, and the green paint on the front door is peeling, and there are patches of mould that grow up the walls at the back, but we don’t care. Neither does the landlord. Mum says he’s an unscrupulous bastard and refuses to let me meet him, but he leaves us alone and he doesn’t charge us much rent, and although Mum keeps saying that one day he’ll sell the place to developers, he doesn’t seem to have thought of that yet.

‘He’s just waiting for the right time,’ she says, darkly.

Finn puts his key in the lock and turns it, and we race each other inside.

‘Mum!’ Finn shouts.

‘Offspring are home,’ I call.

She comes down the stairs, smiling. I can hear Leonard Cohen singing on the bedroom stereo upstairs. She always listens to him: that’s why I am called Marianne, because of one of his songs. Sometimes we ask her if he’s our dad, and we are only half joking: he is as good a candidate as anyone.

She has been in love with him for ever, and we have a sneaking suspicion that she might have met him once. No one else has even heard of him, but since his new album came out in February, he has provided the constant soundtrack to our home. I like his deep voice, and I like the words he uses, but I wouldn’t mind listening to something else from time to time, just so that I could keep up with what everyone else talks about at school. I just nod and say I like Simple Minds, and I laugh about Kylie.

‘You know,’ she says, ‘I kind of heard that happening. But I thought it was a herd of elephants. In fact I’m rather relieved that the door’s still on its hinges.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Mum! We’re not four.’

‘Yeah, Mum,’ Finn agrees. ‘Got any cake?’

She nods, and we follow her to the kitchen. Mum is forty-five, but people always think she’s about thirty or less. She has light brown hair which is almost down to her waist. She dyes it at home. We help her. She says Finn doesn’t have to any more because he’s a teenage boy and teenage boys don’t like that sort of thing, but he sort of enjoys it. At least, he still comes into the bathroom and sits on the lid of the loo while I make sure every strand is covered. I want to dye mine too, but Mum says I have to wait till I’m at least sixteen. She says she only started  doing it when she went grey, and it’s true, when she has roots, they are pretty much old-lady coloured. But the colour we dye her is gorgeous, kind of honeyish-brown.

I’m going to do mine auburn when I’m sixteen. I want to see what it feels like to be a redhead.

And Mum dresses completely in stuff she gets from the charity shop, because we have no money, but she looks really good. She’s very skinny, and she likes beachy-looking clothes. When she wears jeans, you can see her hipbones poking out above them, and her waist is amazing. She calls it ‘the poverty diet’.

‘I’m going to write a diet book,’ she said, the other day. ‘It is foolproof, so it will definitely make our fortune. It goes like this: “Make sure you don’t have enough money for food or for public transport. Walk everywhere and eat lentils. Watch those pounds melt away.”’

‘That might be a bit short,’ Finn pointed out. ‘For a book, I mean.’

‘So it’ll suit people with no attention span,’ said Mum. ‘Which is good. We’ll put one word on each page. We’ll doodle pictures around the edges.’

‘But then you’ll make us rich,’ I told her, ‘and we’ll be able to shop at Marks and Sparks.’

‘And we’ll get a big car with a chauffeur,’ added Finn.

‘And then you’ll get fat, and no one will buy your diet book any more.’

‘So they’ll have to pulp the book, and we won’t have any money, and the circle will begin again.’

I wish I looked like her. I’m poor too, of course (because I have even less money than Mum), but she gives all the nice food to us, and eats our leftovers. That’s why she’s  so thin that she sometimes looks as if she’d break in half if you even looked at her too hard.

‘Ta-dah,’ she says now. ‘Cake!’ She produces it with a flourish. It looks gorgeous - golden, sticky, and slightly sunken in the middle. She has sprinkled extra sugar over the top.

‘What’s in it?’ Finn checks, as Mum stands next to it, blunt knife in her hand.

‘Well, let’s see,’ she says. ‘Butter - actual butter, I’ll have you know. The kind of white bleached sugar that costs twelve pee a bag. Two eggs. Seven-pee-a-bag flour. And a spoonful of golden syrup. Does that meet with sir’s satisfaction?’

‘A big piece?’ he wheedles.

‘It’s got to last.’

‘No it hasn’t.’

I watch Mum carefully, making sure she has a slice herself. She does, but she only takes one because she sees me looking, and her piece is so small that it is really just a clump of crumbs.

 



The kitchen is lined with nasty chipped tiles which have brown and orange flowers on them, and black grime where the grouting once was. The worst of the black mould is hidden by a poster of Venice that we have had for ever. Mum is obsessed with Venice. I don’t know why. It’s not as if she’s ever been there. Two of the cupboard doors have fallen off, and are leaning against the wall, where they have stood for months. We will probably replace them the night before our landlord’s inspection, which is going to happen in seven weeks’ time (we are always very focused  on the six-monthly inspections, and Mum always makes us go out before he arrives). The floor is covered in dirty cream linoleum, which is curling at the edges. Our kitchen table is rickety Formica, but last month we got an offcut of red floral tablecloth from one of the textile shops, and it fits perfectly. It is the wipe-clean kind, and it has made our kitchen more cheerful.

We wipe it after our cake, and Mum dries it with a dish-cloth, and it becomes the homework table. Mum is totally in charge of what goes on in the house. She forces us to do our homework, and she checks it afterwards, and if we don’t understand something, we sit down together and Mum does her best to work it out. She says we have to do well at school so we don’t end up like her, and she also says: ‘You two weren’t exactly born with silver spoons - you need all the bloody work ethic you can get.’

I spread out my history coursework. Finn starts on some maths sheets. We sit in silence. I suck the end of my pen and think about the Second World War. When I glance over at Finn, he is doing long multiplication.

Mum starts cooking: she gets out a tin of beans, some slices of bread. She boils the kettle for a pot of tea. I smile. We don’t have much, but this is the way I like things. Mum rules our world, and I know that with her in charge, everything is going to be all right. At home I am so much more comfortable than I ever am outside the house. The world outside scares me, but between our walls, I feel safe.




chapter four

A surprising number of people watched the local news, it turned out; and that was just the start of it.

Although it was Tuesday morning, I was hung-over, and so was Seth. We’d shared two bottles of wine with Eliza, and now that we were well into our thirties, it turned out that this was all it took to ruin the next day. Drinking was something I could only do in careful moderation these days. Otherwise the throbbing head, the dry mouth, the general protestations of my body made it unbearable. I found the enforced sensible behaviour rather soothing.

I woke up, reached for the water glass that was beside the bed, tipped it back, and found it empty. My body panted in anticipation, and then I moaned with frustration.

‘Where’s the water?’

Seth rolled over and rubbed his head.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Hmm. I have a vague recollection of pouring it all down my throat at some point in the night. Sorry.’

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and pushed  himself upright with obvious effort. He took the glass over to the basin in the corner of our room, held his hand under the tap until he was sure it was running cold, and filled the glass for me. I sat up and took it.

‘Thank you,’ I said, between gulps. Every drop made me feel slightly better. We looked at each other and smiled rueful smiles.

‘Getting too old for this,’ Seth said, rooting around for painkillers. He located them and popped two into my hand, and two into his.

‘Why do we forget that?’ I asked. ‘All the time?’

‘Optimism. The illusion of youth. Are you working today?’

‘Not till one. One till eight.’ I thought about work. Of all the jobs to do with a hangover, pouring endless pints and glasses of house wine was not a desirable one. ‘I’d better be feeling a hundred per cent by then. What about you?’

‘Mmm.’ He took the water glass I was holding out to him, and swallowed the pills. ‘I think my boss has just afforded me a morning off.’

‘Understanding of him.’

‘He’s a nice guy.’

Seth was self-employed. He did his best to combine doing what he wanted to do, which was painting pictures of Cornish scenes and selling them through the galleries in town, with doing what he needed to do to earn enough cash to keep himself going. He painted walls, worked on the boats, and, when he was desperate, picked up shifts in the local pubs and cafés. Neither of us had a proper career. Neither of us really wanted one.

I got out of bed, experimentally. ‘So,’ I said. I felt better than I had expected. ‘The morning stretches ahead of us.’

‘Go out to breakfast?’

I put my dressing gown on, ready to make a bid for first shower. I knew Seth would let me. He would let me do anything.

‘We can’t enormously afford it,’ I said, trying to be sensible.
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