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Prologue

October 2019

The October afternoon sun has a curious effect on the east coast of Cornwall, or so it seems to me. The dullest scene is transformed by the unique fluidity of the sunlight, which has an enriching effect on the dazzling array of autumn leaves at this time of year. It was this effect that I noticed in the garden of Porthcovrey Grange care home, the day I first visited Aunt Mary, not long after she became a resident.

I suppose it’s possible that those beautiful autumn colours in that rich and oddly watery autumn sun might have been the thing that cast its spell and gave me a deep and lasting fondness for the place. It might also have been the breathtaking views visible from the bay window of the communal sitting room over Porthcovrey Bay towards the promontory of Falmouth. The millpond calm bay, ever-changing from steel-grey to the most iridescent, Mediterranean, turquoise as it reflected the sky’s mood.

The truth is that it was neither of these beautiful things. It was the beauty I found within those walls in the residents of Porthcovery Grange.

To the average visitor coming to see an elderly relative, it appeared much like any other residential care home: with hard-wearing, scrupulously clean, red and blue paisley-patterned carpets and those high-backed, wipe-clean blue and pink padded armchairs with their familiar, uncomfortable-looking wooden armrests. I never could figure out why such places use these chairs. If I were to sit for hours in my dotage, I should hope that I may have a sufficiently padded place to rest my weary old arms while having an afternoon doze or gazing out of the window at those beautiful views lost in my memories (or lost in my lack of them should I be so afflicted).

I sat with Aunt Mary at a round coffee table in the sunny bay window. We had been served afternoon tea with scones, a dollop of strawberry jam, and lashings of locally made clotted cream. It had been a long time since I had drunk tea from china cups with matching saucers, and there was almost a sense of occasion about it.

Aunt Mary had been here three months and had settled in well. I can’t imagine anyone finding it hard to get on with her. She had the staff in fits of giggles with her stories, which seemed to have had more details added and had become slightly more risqué (or perhaps I was just too young for the full-blown versions the first time she told them). As the only female engineer at RNAS Culdrose, the air base at Helston, she had earned a reputation for telling shaggy dog stories.

“I’ve been looking forward to seeing you, Jane,” said Aunt Mary. “I know you’re going to love hearing about the friends I’ve met here.” She leaned forward, glanced left and right to make sure no one was in earshot and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve heard. I was hoping you would write them down so that the fascinating people here might be remembered long after we are all pushing up the daffodils.”

“Isn’t it daisies, Aunt Mary?” 

“Pardon, dear?”

“You said, ‘pushing up daffodils’; it’s pushing up daisies, isn’t it?” 

“Never liked the things dear, awful little weeds; I’d much rather push up a nice bunch of daffs when I’m gone, wouldn’t you?”

“Um…I’ve never really thought about it,” I said truthfully.

There were eight other residents in the lounge. She scanned her eyes around the room, then nodded towards a lady doing a crossword at a table in the corner. At least, it looked as though she was doing a crossword. She had a pen in her hand, and the newspaper was open at the crossword section, but there was no movement from the pen or the rest of her, for that matter. It was as though someone had pressed ‘pause’ on an invisible remote control. 

“Take Miriam over there, for example,” said Aunt Mary. “She’s ninety-eight. We get along famously. During the war, she was drafted to make aircraft parts in the Birmingham munitions factories. Oh, don’t worry that she’s not moving; she has these absences where she just sits for a few minutes. It’s one of the reasons she’s here. I think it’s some sort of mild seizure. She’ll come-to in a minute.”

“I must admit, I did wonder,” I said. 

“Anyway,” Aunt Mary continued, “Miriam was a dab hand with a screwdriver. She says she enjoyed the work and did well at the factory, but I think there’s more she hasn’t told me yet. After the war, she married a cameraman from the BBC. They went all over the place filming wildlife in the seventies before settling down in Oxfordshire.”

She paused momentarily as if in thought, so I took a sip of tea and nodded for her to continue. I loved to listen to her stories.

“Well,” she said with a conspiratorial look, “The husband had an accident of some sort, and...to cut a long story short, the settlement was very generous. She sold the place in Oxford, bought a little cottage down here with the insurance money and lived here ever since. She must be local; she’s got a Cornish accent.” Aunt Mary took a bite of her jammy scone and continued talking through the crumbs. “She made a fortune in the ’90s house-price boom and owns a few houses in the village, or at least so one of the cleaners told me.” I raised my eyebrows at this, but I wasn’t surprised. Aunt Mary’s second career was as a journalist. She had a knack for digging up a good story and had a way about her that made other people talk. It was Aunt Mary who had sparked a keen interest in story writing for me as a child. On sunny days, we would observe people in the village and on the beach from behind mirrored sunglasses so they wouldn’t know we were looking at them, creating imaginary characters using what we had observed: what they ate, how they dressed, walked, played and behaved. We spent wet or cold afternoons in her cottage if we weren’t reading or baking, making up and writing stories about some of the people we had seen that week.

“Then there’s Bert,” she nodded towards a slim gentleman in a wheelchair watching TV on the other side of the lounge. He wore salmon pink chinos, a short-sleeved cotton shirt of a lurid pastel multi-coloured plaid, and polished tan leather slippers. He looked as if he ought to be on a golf course. 

“He was in the Navy most of his life – did a tour of duty in the Falklands – claims to be the first gay serving officer in the Royal Naval Air Service.” 

I frowned quizzically at this -

“But surely, he would have been given a dishonourable discharge, Aunt Mary. In those days, wasn’t it against the rules?”

“He couldn’t come out; the consequences were too severe, but his commanding officer got him a posting at Culdrose, away from the gossip. That’s how I know him. I hadn’t seen him for twenty-five years before I came here. He’s a real joker… had a string of boyfriends, but he never settled with anyone. His niece and her husband come every Tuesday to take him out; very sweet with him, they are.” She picked up her teacup and settled herself more comfortably in her chair.

“He still has a house in Helston. He rents it out to help pay for this place… where he gets the rest of the money; I have no idea… I’ll have to do some more digging.”

The cynic in me wondered if the niece hoped his house might be left to her. Aunt Mary saw my expression and gave me a hard stare.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said with pursed lips. “He told me he’s leaving everything to a dog’s home. He’s barmy about Chihuahuas. His niece brings a couple when she comes, but he can’t keep a dog here. Pity, a few dogs would cheer up some of the old stiffs and liven the place up.”

“Stan, over there,” she continued, “he’s Polish – Stanislav Goldman. He was a POW but escaped before repatriation. He thought he would be gassed if he went home.” 

“Oh, the poor man,” I murmured, “Do you think he ever went back?”

“Not as far as I know, but that’s not the interesting part,” she said, looking left and right and whispered, “His story is of unrequited love. He spent his twenties in Cornwall, working for a crust on farms, milking cows, picking vegetables, and cutting daffodils, depending on the season. Spent some time on that Trellassick estate… met the daughter of the lord of the manor and…well, that’s a story for another day.

“I suppose this place must be expensive,” I mused. “Are you managing, okay?”

“Oh, yes, Dear,” Aunt Mary replied. I said I would put some of my book money away for a rainy day; it turned out there was enough for a year of thunderstorms!”

Mary had written a few books about her exploits as the first female engineer in the Royal Navy, the challenges she faced, and some of the more colourful and entertaining things she did during her service days. They were not blockbusters but were well received, especially by feminists and service personnel. Reviews usually contained phrases like ‘page-turner’ and ‘hysterical’. One critic wrote: ‘Hilarious, but not for the faint-hearted.’ A television producer loved the books and created a sitcom series based on them. Royalties still trickled into her bank account from the repeats. 

She had always intended to use the proceeds to go on safari, but never seemed to get around to it. Then, when her health began to falter, she wrote more and travelled less. Now, she was wealthy enough to stay here for several years.

“More about them when I see you next time, Jane,” she said, lowering her tone so that I had to lean closer. “The one I really wanted to tell you about first is young Gerald over there with Emily. Have you got a dictaphone app on that smartphone of yours?” 

“Sure, why?” I said, surprised that she had asked the question.

“Because I think this is your first novel,” she said simply, “and I want you to remember every detail.”

I reached into the back pocket of my jeans for my phone and thumbed to the voice-memo app. Aunt Mary recorded all her interviews on a dictaphone to avoid libel or misquotes. Each tape carried a sticker penned in Aunt Mary’s neat, swirly capital letters with date, time, place and interviewee. I remembered the tapes carefully filed in shoe boxes under her spare bed. She was nothing if not thorough.

The man Aunt Mary had indicated was called Gerald Baker. I had seen a glasses case on the table next to him, with the name; I thought I had heard the name before, although I heard one of the staff calling him ‘Ged’ when I arrived. Aunt Mary confirmed that everyone called him Ged or “Chippy.” 

I regarded him as he snoozed. He sat in his uncomfortable-looking, blue-padded, wooden-framed armchair by the bay window; his eyes closed, the corners of his smiling mouth twitching slightly as if dreaming. His right arm was dangling, and he held the hand of the elderly lady next to him.

Aunt Mary poured more tea and tapped her saucer with the spoon, waking me from my daydream. 

“Are you recording?” 

“Sorry, Aunt Mary. Tell me about him,” I said as I opened the app again and tapped the red button to start recording.

“That’s Emily”, she said, inclining her head towards the lady whose hand Ged gently held. She was also dozing in the syrupy afternoon sun. 

“How nice that a husband and wife can be together here,” I said.

“Oh, they’re not married,” said Aunt Mary. “But Emily tells me that they are very much in love.” I sat up, hooked. Aunt Mary went on, “Emily met Ged years ago when she ran a restaurant in Porthleven. He took his family for dinner there about twice a week when they came here on holiday. I may have taken you there once or twice. It’s the little place by the harbour with Georgian-style bay windows on either side of the door where you can hardly ever get a seat.”

I remembered the café, with its red gingham tablecloths, glass vinegar bottles, and salt and pepper shakers on every table. Sketches and paintings covered the walls, each with a small price tag. I often wondered whether they made more money selling paintings and postcards or serving customers tea, cakes, and fish and chips.

***

This is the story my Aunt Mary told me over tea and scones in that beautiful Cornish nursing home. Ged’s daughter-in-law has since given me a few extra details, and the rest I made up. I’ve used artistic license to protect the innocent!

		
	
1

Warwickshire, July 1998

Ged Baker pushed the last of the bags into the boot of the Honda estate; the heavy blue picnic backpack was stuffed with juice and milk cartons. It stuck out, so he shoved it with both hands and slammed the rear door hard to make it latch. Packing the car had left him breathless and sticky. Wiping beads of sweat from his forehead with a tissue, he thought: How on earth can two people need all this luggage?

“Come on, Marge,” he called. “I’m sure Mrs Teal will water the begonias tomorrow. Can we please just go? I want to get there before midnight.” His wife, Marge, was nowhere to be seen. Probably dead-heading geraniums, he mused.

It was 6 pm on a sunny July evening. They were setting off for their annual fortnight’s holiday with their son, his wife and the grandchildren in their holiday house in Cornwall. They always journeyed later to avoid the Bristol and Exeter rush hours. They would get coffee on the way and arrive around eleven for a quick chat and a nightcap before bed.

“Have you seen my handbag, Gerald?” called Marge from the front door as she zipped up a green diamond quilted gilet over her rose-printed blouse.

“In the boot, Marge, I just put it there,” Ged called back.

“Oh, honestly, Gerald! We never put my handbag in the boot. Get it out, please. I want it in the front.” 

“Yes, of course; sorry, I’ll get it now.” He went to the back of the car, shaking his head, scolding himself for forgetting to put her bag in the front, and perplexed at how anyone could wear a gilet in this heat. He opened the tailgate, and the heavy blue backpack that he had just forced in leapt out and landed on top of his left foot.

“Bastard!” yelled Ged, hopping desperately on his right foot. He turned and sat down heavily on the tailgate, biting his left hand to stop himself from swearing any more.

“Gerald! Language, please!” scolded Marge, hurrying to the back of the car. “What on earth has happened?” 

Ged’s face was screwed up in agony. “It’s that bloody cool pack,” he growled through clenched teeth. “It’s fallen on my foot. It’s murder!” God knows why we have to take all that sodding wine anyway; Brian and Sarah bring loads!”

“It’s my favourite Chardonnay… I’ll get some frozen peas,” she said, rolling her eyes and hurrying back to the house, fumbling in her gilet pocket for the key. She quickly grabbed a bag of peas from the freezer, snatched a neatly ironed and folded blue-checked tea towel from the drawer to wrap them in and jogged back to him. Ged had taken off his shoe to check the damage. He tried to remove his sock, but it hurt too much.

“Here, take these. Put your foot on the backpack; let’s get this ice on it.” She gingerly placed the pea and tea towel parcel on his foot.

“Aaargh!” he cried, “Get it off!”

“If you can’t stand a bag of peas on it, you need to go to hospital,” she said simply.

“I’m not going to A and E on a Friday evening when we have a four-and-a-half-hour journey to make. I’ll put up with the peas,” he mumbled grumpily.

“How did it happen anyway?” asked Marge suspiciously.

Ged didn’t want to admit that it was entirely his fault for forcing the bag into the boot. 

“The cool bag fell out as I was reaching for your bag,” he muttered. “Can you get the handbag? The cool pack can go behind the passenger seat.” Marge didn’t press him on the matter. She fetched her handbag and stowed the backpack after carefully lifting his foot up onto the bumper of the car.

“Can you drive?” asked Marge tentatively.

“I’ll manage,” mumbled Ged and tried to stand. Just placing his foot on the ground was agony! He took a deep breath and tried to hop out of the way of the car as he brought the tailgate down again. He hopped to the driver’s door and sat clumsily on the seat with both legs outside the car. 

“Marge, would you get my shoe and pop it in the back, please? I left it behind the car. I’ll drive in my socks.” He undid the laces and took off his other shoe, tossing it in the back of the car, swung both legs in and put his seat belt on. Marge went to lock the front door, relieved that they were on their way. She was putting the key in the lock when there was a scream of pain from Ged.

“It’s my clutch foot!” he cried. “There’s no way I can drive.” He looked at her with an expression of apology and pleading. “You’ll have to drive, Marge.”

Marge turned pale. She didn’t like driving and positively hated motorways. She hadn’t done a long journey in over twenty years. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She so wanted to be in Porthcovrey, sitting in the garden, doing a crossword with the view of the sea and a glass of white wine, the book she had been saving for the holiday. The thought of this gave her strength. 

“Oh, this is typical, Gerald! I told you to get an automatic when we bought this huge thing…” She glanced around the packed car, her hands planted on her hips, closed her eyes and took another deep breath. “Alright. I’ll do it,” she said in a decisive tone. “But no complaining about how fast I’m going. I hate the motorway…I’m going to get something. Wait here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” muttered Ged miserably.

Marge hurried back to the house. She went first to the drinks cabinet in the dining room and fetched a bottle of whisky; grabbed a small glass from the kitchen (She didn’t want her husband looking like a vagrant); then opened the internal door to the garage and grabbed a pair of crutches, which were leaning behind the door. She had bought them when she twisted her ankle on the ice last winter. She took the crutches, whisky, the tumbler and her headscarf from the coat hook, then returned to the car with them all. She poured Ged a generous measure of whisky and told him to knock it back.

“Why the sudden booze-fest?”

“To help with the pain,” she said. “Plus, you might nod off and won’t moan about my driving”, she thought to herself. “Swing your legs out and lean on me to stand up. Don’t put your foot on the floor.” Ged took the crutches from her, giving her a grateful kiss. He looked into her eyes. “You are wonderful, Margie. Have I ever told you that?” 

“Oh, once or twice, and less of the ‘Margie’ if you don’t mind. I’m not a little girl.”

Ged hopped slowly round to the other side of the car on the crutches. Marge had left the door open. While he made his way around, Marge tied the autumn-leaf-patterned headscarf in a knot under her chin. The car windows would need to be left open, and she had been to the hairdresser that day to get her hair set. 

They set off in silence, save for a deep breath: Marge for courage; Ged for patience.

Marge’s driving always irritated Ged. He enjoyed driving, and it annoyed him when she wouldn’t overtake or if she dawdled.

Ged tried to doze as they set off. He knew he would get frustrated if he kept his eyes open. Sleep wouldn’t come. His foot throbbed, and he was ravenously hungry. Marge’s pre-holiday diet meant that they had only eaten a bowl of leek soup that evening, not even a crust of bread with it! Marge had done well on the diet. She was slimmer than she had looked for years! She had her slinky waist back again and was wearing some of her old dresses and a few new ones she had bought, presumably as a reward for losing weight.

“Marge, indicate! We are going left here, aren’t we?” he said at the end of the lane.

“There’s no one to indicate to, Gerald,” Marge replied, glancing in the rearview mirror. Ged sighed.

Marge took another deep breath. She would have to take a lot more deep breaths on this trip. She would rather sit through ten episodes of Star Trek than drive to Cornwall. This was going to be a very long four-and-a-half hours.

“Marge, this isn’t the way we usually go to the Motorway,” said Ged, trying to sound conversational. 

“I want to get on at the Junction where you can only get on in one direction. It’s quieter.”

“Good idea. It will be quiet in the evening.”

“Thank you, Gerald. Nice to have a compliment for once, she said tersely.” 

Marge was hardly touching sixty-five miles an hour. Ged was grinding his teeth to a stump, but the first hour or so passed without incident. As they neared Bristol, the traffic became busier. Marge gripped the wheel so tightly that her knuckles were white.

“I wish these drivers would make up their minds about which lane to use. Everybody keeps juggling around…” she babbled. “All these lorries and caravans are in the way, and I can’t see past.”

Oh great, here we go… Thought Ged, she’s babbling…And that means that she’s not concentrating… Subconsciously, his senses sharpened. He noticed other drivers giving her less room and passengers glaring at her as they overtook. Marge stayed in the middle lane. Ged suggested she get into the slow lane to allow the faster drivers to pass. Marge hesitated, then became boxed in as she was going so slowly. 

The familiar sight of Avonmouth docks came into view, with acres and acres of parked new cars glinting in the sun, the huge loading cranes dominating the skyline. Marge yawned and fidgeted in her seat.

“If we stop for coffee, we can wait until the traffic dies down,” she suggested.

“We shouldn’t stop long,” replied Ged. “All the trucks we’ve passed will overtake us, and we’ll be right back where we were half an hour ago.”

They agreed on a takeaway coffee. Ravenously hungry, Ged bought a sneaky chocolate bar from the shop, scoffing it before he got back to the car whilst Marge was in the queue for coffee.

Back on the Motorway, the traffic had eased. Marge sat up straighter and appeared more focused. A lifetime tea drinker, she found the coffee helped, at least at first… She was more alert. Her heart beat in her chest like a butterfly. Ged tried not to comment but noticed her grip on the wheel had tightened again. 

“You’re doing great, Marge,” he said, hoping to ease her nerves. 

“Don’t be patronising, Gerald!” Marge said curtly, “I’ve had a driving licence as long as you have. I do know what I’m doing.” 

“Just trying to be nice. You seemed nervous.”

“Oh, go to sleep,” she snapped.

Ged tried to settle down. His foot throbbed. He tried another large shot of whisky. It didn’t do much for the pain, but after a few minutes, he seemed to care a little less about it. Despite a desperate urge to speak, on several occasions, he managed to bite his lip until Marge almost gave a BMW a new number plate when she hesitated and then suddenly came out in front of it from between two huge vans. The driver blared his horn and flashed his headlights. Marge hadn’t checked her mirrors, and Ged couldn’t keep quiet. 

“Your hesitation probably caused that. It’s a good thing that chap has decent anchors, or we’d have been back-ended,” he chided as calmly as he could.

“If I had gone earlier, a bruised foot would be the least of our problems,” she retorted. “Look at him! He thinks he’s driving a spaceship! He thinks that ‘i’ on his BMW stands for ‘important’… ‘idiot’, more like.” She was starting to shriek.

“Okay, Marge… I’m only saying that you could be a little more decisive.”

“Rubbish,” she interrupted. “It was that idiot going too fast. He’s probably late for dinner with his mistress!” 

Ged raised his eyebrows. ‘Best to keep quiet, or it will get worse,’ he thought. 

The situation with the BMW had shaken Marge, and she concentrated better if anything. Ged eventually dozed off as they left the motorway.

***

The car swayed as they went along twisty roads, and Ged’s head lolled from side to side, which woke him. He blinked a few times, rubbing the back of his neck as he got his bearings. Marge was hunched forward, peering into the dusk.

“Why aren’t you using your headlights?” Ged asked groggily. 

“I don’t know where the switch is,” she admitted sheepishly. “I’ve never driven this car in the dark.”

“Left-hand column stalk.” Ged yawned.

Marge fumbled for the switch. Ged reached across and turned the lights on.

“Thank you,” mumbled Marge.

“No harm done,” he said. Shifting back into his seat, his face screwed up in agony.

“Jeez!” he yelped. “It’s worse than ever!”

“Oh, Gerald. You gave me a shock! If it’s that painful, you need to see a doctor. Maybe the hospital in Truro has an Accident and Emergency department. I think you need an X-ray.”

“Oh, come on,” he groaned. “It’s just a bad bruise. I’ll be ok in a day or so.” But his tone wasn’t convincing anyone.

Marge pulled into an almost empty supermarket car park and stopped near the door. She turned to Ged, a serious expression on her face.

“I’m phoning Annie,” she said, “and then we can decide. Pass me my handbag.” Her sister, Annie, had been a senior ICU nurse. Marge took the mobile phone their son Brian had bought her from her bag. She had only used it a few times, but she could see there was a faint signal. Ged sat back and awaited the inevitable. There was no arguing with Annie. 

“Hi, Annie,” said Marge brightly. “No, not yet … Truro. Listen, I don’t have time for chit-chat. Ged had something heavy fall on his foot earlier this evening: a picnic bag. He’s in quite a bit of pain. Do you think we should get an X-ray?” Ged could make out Annie’s voice on the other end of the call…

“Can he wriggle his toes freely without any more discomfort?”

Ged tried to wriggle his toes, knowing the answer already. For the third time that evening, he bit his hand to stop himself swearing. He shook his head vigorously.

“Okay, that’s a no. Look, can you remember if there’s an A and E department in Truro? Right. Near Sainsbury’s… Thanks. I think I should be able to find it.”

She pressed the end call button and checked her watch. Five past Ten…

“Gerald, wait here. I’ll get directions.”

“Okay, I promise I won’t run off,” he said dryly.

Marge went into the store. At the customer service counter, she explained her predicament. The assistant acted as though she was asked this kind of thing every night and seemed disappointed that Marge hadn’t had anything more interesting to ask.

“Yeah, it’s easy,” she said, yawning. “Take the dual carriageway up the ‘ill to the double roundabout and get on the a-three-ninety. Sainsbury’s is about a mile up there on yer right. The roundabout for the hospital is another ‘alf mile after that.”

“Well, thank you…erm, Janet,” said Marge, looking at the girl’s badge.

“Oh, I’m not Janet; I’m Hermione. I couldn’t find my Jacket, so I borrowed Janet’s,” she shrugged.

“Right, well, thank you, Hermione…I hope you find your jacket,” said Marge briskly but politely.

***

Marge drove as close as she could to the Emergency Department entrance to drop Ged off and went to park the car.

Ged, half-shuffled, half-hopped to the doors on Marge’s crutches. They were too short. He had to bend his left knee to avoid putting his foot on the floor; his face was pale, his mouth a tight line. A friendly-looking grey-haired nurse met him at the second doorway, “Oh dear. It looks like you’ve been in the wars. Let me help you,” she said kindly. She took one crutch, put an arm expertly under his left elbow, guiding him into the waiting area.

Ged squinted as he entered the brightly lit, white-washed waiting area. It was almost empty, except for a blond-haired young man in a yellow and black striped rugby kit, his arm in a blood-stained bandage, and a frail-looking elderly lady in a wheelchair with curly silver hair. Next to her, a man, Ged presumed her son, stroked her hand.

“Come straight into triage, sir,” said the nurse brightly. “Let’s get you sorted.”

“My wife is parking the car. She won’t know where I am,” said Ged.

“I’m sure she’s a bright woman; she’ll work it out. We’re not a large department,” she said gently. “Come and take a seat in my office.”

She helped him into a plastic chair, briskly pulled across the blue-patterned plastic curtain, and went over to a chair by a computer on a small table.

Ged explained about the bag and even admitted to how it came to spring out of the car in the first place. The nurse made notes and asked for his name, address, date of birth, next of kin and so on. Then she bent down to look at his foot and asked if she could remove his sock. He said it would be fine… that is, until she attempted it, at which point, he swore and bit his hand again, which now sported a red semi-circle of tooth marks.

“I think you had better have a good curse, Mr Baker, or we’ll need to treat that hand, as well. We can leave the sock on. It’s likely you’ve cracked a bone in your foot; we’ll know better after the X-ray. I’ll get you a wheelchair,” she said simply.

“Is that necessary?”

“If you’ve broken your foot, we don’t want it waggling about ‘til it’s sorted.”

She swept out and returned with a comfortable-looking, upright, padded red wheelchair with small wheels. She applied the brake and helped Ged into the chair, carefully placing his feet on the footplates. Then, she wheeled him out to the reception area, where Marge stood waiting.

“Wheelchair!” Marge said in a worried tone. “That bad?”

“You must be Mrs Baker,” said the triage nurse, smiling. Mr Baker needs an X-ray. Please take a seat.” She wheeled Ged to the end of a row of hard plastic chairs so that they could sit together.” I’ll call down to X-ray. I think you can go straight down,” she said and returned to the cubicle.

“She thinks I’ve broken my foot,” said Ged sadly. “She didn’t even take my sock off, but my bad language when she tried said it all.”

Marge pursed her lips; driving down was bad enough, she thought. Would she have to drive back as well?

In the X-ray suite, the radiologist helped Ged get onto the table and positioned his foot, once flat on the table, then on its side. Ged clenched his teeth and uttered an involuntary squeak each time she moved his foot. 

The radiologist wheeled him into a curtained cubicle with a hospital bed and offered them a drink of water. The tea machine was broken, she explained.

“I’d rather have a Scotch,” Ged whispered to Marge.

“Not sure they’d approve in here,” she whispered back.

Marge got out her phone and tried to call Brian to tell him they were delayed, but there was no signal. She thought of sending a text message, but couldn’t remember how. She recalled that one had to press the number buttons once, twice or three times, depending on which letters one needed, but how to get to that point, she had no idea. She thrust the phone into her bag in frustration. A young doctor entered the cubicle. “I’m Dr Tanner,” she said. “Is it Mr and Mrs Baker?”

“Yes,” said Marge.

She checked Ged’s date of birth and full name before proceeding. “I’m afraid you’ve broken a small bone in your foot, Mr Baker,” she said, clipping the X-ray film to a light box. The fluorescent bulb flickered into glaring life, with the grey bones on the X-ray film quite clear. “Here.” She pointed with her biro. “It’s the third metatarsal. There’s the crack; it’s not displaced, though.”

“Do I need a plaster cast?” 

“It’ll be a boot. You’ll need paracetamol to help you sleep comfortably. Ibuprofen can also reduce inflammation. I’ll get a prescription made up.” 

Dr Tanner left the cubicle. Marge delved in her handbag for tablets, prising two white paracetamols from a blister pack, which Ged took gratefully with some water. He wondered why she hadn’t given them to him earlier. Dr Tanner returned with two large grey plastic boots, which looked like spare parts for a pantomime robot. She checked Ged’s size by holding the insole under his good foot. She told him to grit his teeth but pay attention while she fitted it, showing him how the thick fabric liner went on, followed by a curved panel, then the hard plastic “boot” secured with velcro straps. Ged’s jaw ached from clenching his teeth. 

Dr Tanner asked him to stand up on his crutches. She took one, adjusted its length with the button on the shaft, and returned it to him. She nodded, satisfied. She then took the other, adjusted it in the same way, handed it back, and he shuffled forward. 

“I think you’ll manage,” she said. “Keep your weight off the foot and elevate it as much as possible over the next few weeks to reduce the swelling.”

The triage nurse had fetched the prescription. Ged took the ibuprofen immediately. 

“If you have some food with you, it’s a good idea to have something. Ibuprofen can irritate your stomach,” she warned. “Anyway, I hope you manage to have a good holiday in spite of this, even if you can’t go hiking.” 
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Back in the car, Ged sighed heavily, thinking about how much this would affect the holiday. He loved playing with the grandchildren, but what on earth would it be like with a broken foot? 

He directed Marge to the road out of Truro. Marge felt more confident as she navigated the familiar roads. Ged wished the car was an automatic so that he could drive. Marge was so slow. On the plus side, the painkillers were beginning to have an effect. It was past 11 pm. His head dropped back onto the headrest, and before long, Marge noticed that he was breathing softly and deeply.

She took a swig of cold water and shook her head. There weren’t many cars on the road. The bright headlights of cars that came towards her blackened the space beyond them, making it hard to make out the edge of the road. She slowed down even more in the corners because it was so difficult to see the bends. Her spirits lifted with each familiar landmark or place name. The petrol station near Carnon Downs, the college buildings near Falmouth, RNAS Culdrose with its high wire fences, and she relaxed as she saw the red lights at the top of the radio telescopes on Goonhilly Downs. 

“Nearly there,” she said aloud, with a sigh. A jumble of feelings washed over her: relief, exhaustion, frustration, contentment and anticipation at the thought of seeing Brian and Sarah, a cup of tea and a glass of Chardonnay that Brian would have made sure was waiting for her. “Brian!” she exclaimed out loud. “Oh, Gerald, they’ll have been worried sick!”

Ged blearily blinked and snuffled awake. His foot throbbed, and his neck was stiff from the position he had been snoozing in. 

“Whassamadda?” he mumbled sleepily.

“It’s nearly midnight, Gerald!” she snapped.

“Oh…uh, I suppose so… um…” He said, forcing himself awake. Marge would start getting cross if he didn’t say something coherent soon.

“It’s not far now. They’ll just think we got stuck in traffic,” he said, trying to exude calm and confidence.

“Well, you should have called them when we stopped at the hospital,” she snapped. “I don’t know why you didn’t think of it, Gerald!” Marge set her lips in a tight line. Ged could think of a perfectly good reason why he hadn’t thought to phone Brian and Sarah; he had been a bit preoccupied with one thing and another. Added to which, he recalled, that although Marge appeared to have forgotten, she had tried to send a text while she was at the hospital, but seemed not to know how. Ged thought it best not to point this out as his head might take leave of his shoulders if he did. 

“I’ll try them now,” he said quietly, pulling the phone from Marge’s bag. The signal was awful, and there was no reply, only Brian’s voicemail. Ged left a brief message apologising for being late, hung up, and started sending a text.

“There’s no point doing that now!” snapped Marge. “It’s too late now!” Ged took another quiet, deep breath.

The remainder of the journey passed quietly enough, although Ged had to remind Marge about dipping her high beams from time to time.

As they wound down the steep hill and into the fishing village of Porthcovery, Marge’s mood lightened again as their favourite sight met their eyes. 

The full moon shone across the rippling water of the bay from the horizon beyond the old lifeboat slipway at the far end of the village, creating a silver, shimmering path across the water. Despite the frosty atmosphere in the car a few minutes before and the events of the evening, the sight still filled them both with an inflatable feeling of joy in their chest that only our favourite places can. It was a spellbinding sight which they never tired of. It was the reason they always took their holiday during this particular fortnight each year. They knew they would be treated to the wondrous moonscape. The tension and stress began to melt away. Marge stopped at the turn of the road at the north end of the village.

“I will never tire of this,” she breathed. “It’s the best view in all the world.”

“Certainly is, my love,” Ged replied, putting his hand on hers. “I hope you don’t mind me saying ‘well done,’ Marge. You’ve never driven all the way down here before, and I know you hate motorways,” he said sincerely. 

“Actually, although I’m glad it’s over, I am feeling rather proud of myself,” she said. 

Marge drove along the seafront and turned up the steep driveway of their holiday house in the centre of the village. Searing pain surged through Ged’s foot as she braked hard. It was past midnight, but the lights were on in the kitchen.The door opened. Sarah’s wavy, brown hair shone in the hall light, and she grinned broadly. Ged was fond of this cheerful woman, his son had married. They say men marry their mothers, but this woman couldn’t be more different. Positive, easy-going, and charming. She couldn’t cook to save her life, but as Brian was a chef, she didn’t need to. 

“At last, the intrepid duo has made it!” she said, coming out to the car in pyjamas and flip-flops. “You cut it fine; we nearly finished the Merlot! Are you getting out, Dad?”

“Here, Sarah,” called Ged from the passenger seat. “Would you give me a hand?” 

“Oh my God! What happened?” she cried as she went to the passenger side and saw Ged’s booted foot sticking out of the car. 

“It’s been an eventful journey, Sarah, love. Can you pass me the crutches from the back seat and ask Brian to give Mum a hand with the luggage? We’ll explain over a cup of tea, and I think I’ll have a decent measure of that ‘Isle of Jura’ I left here at Easter.” He heaved himself out of the car and set his hands and elbows on the crutches. Navigating the steps up to the house was easier than he expected. Brian met him at the door.

“Blimey, Dad! What’s happened? You never told us you’d broken your leg!”

“I didn’t, and I haven’t. Can you please help Mum with the cases, Brian? I’m about as useful as a chocolate teapot!”

Although he loved the evening view in Porthcovery, at this moment, the best sight was a comfy blue sofa and a large glass of his favourite malt whisky.

Sarah grabbed a whisky tumbler and some ice and poured a generous measure of Jura, handing it to Ged as he lowered himself onto the sofa. He had leaned his crutches on the door frame. One began to fall. Sarah deftly caught it with a free hand and laid the crutches carefully on the floor. “We don’t want the kids waking up. I only got Jamie down at ten,” she said. She went to the kitchen and put the kettle on, poured a large glass of Chardonnay for Marge, and then topped up her and Brian’s Merlot glasses while Brian unloaded the car and helped his mother unpack some essentials. 

With steaming mugs of tea in hand, the older couple finally breathed a mental sigh of relief and told their son and his wife the whole tale.

“It was Gerald’s fault, of course,” said Marge. “He put my handbag in the boot, but he knows I always have it with me in the front, then he forced that cool pack in the back, so, of course, it fell out when he opened the door to get my bag. Lucky I didn’t go to get it, or it could have been me wearing a space boot and looking ridiculous!” 

“Mum!” chided Sarah, “Dad’s clearly in a lot of pain, don’t make him feel even worse.”

Ged waved his hand dismissively. “No, it’s okay, Sarah,” he said wearily, swallowing a mouthful of whisky. “She’s right. I should have remembered about her bag, and I should have known better than to shove a bag in like that. I just wish I’d moved my feet a bit quicker when it fell.”

“I assumed you had bad traffic or something,” said Brian. “You must have been at the hospital for ages. I guess we lost track of the time because we got into this film.”

“Actually, the hospital people were quicker than I expected,” said Ged. “We were only there for about an hour. They were really efficient,” he said brightly.

The Jura had now reached his foot, and the throbbing had finally subsided. Or maybe it had made its way to his brain, and he no longer cared. Either way, it was the first time since getting in the car that evening that he had actually felt reasonably comfortable. He allowed his head to tip back on the sofa and closed his eyes, glad to be there at last.

“You both look like you’re ready for bed,” said Sarah. “Why don’t you just get changed? You can unpack in the morning.”

It was usually Ged’s job to unpack, and Marge took care of the food and bathroom. 

“I’ll unpack this time if you like, Mum,” said Sarah, intending to be helpful.

“No, thank you, Sarah. You’ll only put things in the wrong place.” Marge replied. She had this unnerving way of putting Sarah down without even trying. Sarah owned and managed a small chain of estate agencies, but Marge treated her as though she were a dim and clueless child. 

Brian shot Sarah a glance. He knew taking his mother to task about her sharpness was a waste of time. She was a leopard whose spots would not change. He drained his glass and stood up decisively.

“I’ll give you a hand in the bedroom, Dad. Let’s leave Mum to it, shall we?” he said, glancing at Sarah, who rolled her eyes, stuck her tongue out behind Marge’s back, took a deep breath, cleared up the empty mugs and glasses, popped them all in the dishwasher and went to get ready for bed.

Brian brought the cool bag and food box into the kitchen, leaving them by the fridge. It frustrated him intensely as a chef that his Mum usually turned up at the house after he and Sarah had been there a week and rearranged the kitchen to her liking. Even if he memorised precisely how she had left it the last time they were here, she would move things to a different place. He knew she needed to feel like the queen of her castle, not the maid, to feel in control – even if it meant she couldn’t find the jam in the morning.

He shared this with Ged as he helped to unpack the suitcase in their bedroom. 

“Mum always does this,” he complained. “Last year, I even took a photo of how she had it organised and put everything exactly where she had left it. She still rearranged it.”

“I know, Bri,” said Ged. “But you know your Mum. She’s always looking for a new and better way to have things. She reorganises the kitchen at home about once every two or three months. I can hardly ever find anything. It can’t do much good. If she had found the ideal way to organise it, she’d have stopped reorganising it by now. I’d just let her do it if I were you. Reorganising somehow makes her feel more at home. Do me a favour, though; when we leave, will you put it back the way it was, so we don’t confuse the paying guests?”

Marge and Ged had bought the house together with Brian and Sarah ten years earlier, and for most of the year, it was used as a holiday let. The profit from the lettings covered the mortgage and upkeep of the place as long as they managed to rent it out for twenty weeks each year. It was popular as it slept six people comfortably and had a superb location on the seafront. They bought or replaced something in the house each year, such as a carpet, curtains, or appliance. This delighted the guests, and their housekeepers, Gary and Jill, made sure it always looked immaculate. 

The house had an English country cottage feel, although the ground floor was mainly open plan. There was a large bay window into which Ged had built a games cupboard with a deep-cushioned seat on top that could easily seat two happy holidaymakers with a good book each. 

The cream curtains were patterned with pink roses, and there were matching cushions on the dark blue striped sofas. At the other end of the living area lay a shaker-style kitchen with cream door fronts and oak trimmings, a large round oak farmhouse table and a beautiful antique pine Welsh dresser with an eclectic mix of crockery. 

Upstairs were two double bedrooms, with en-suite bathrooms on either side of the house, and a small room with bunk beds. All three rooms had a sea view. The main bathroom was small, but as it was only used by those in the bunk bedroom and anyone sleeping downstairs, it was enough. The property had a rental fee reflecting its fantastic location. Sarah managed the agents, although Marge made decisions on decor.

Then, there was the garden. Marge looked after that, with a bit of help from the cleaner’s husband, who mowed the lawn and weeded in the weeks that the family weren’t at the cottage. It was Marge’s pride and joy. When the others went to the beach, she would spend hours clipping, trimming, tying up climbers, or poring over books for species of plants that would give colour at different times of the year so that the garden would always look interesting, whatever the time of year. Her Granddaughter, Alice, would sometimes join her, pulling out weeds, looking for ladybirds or digging up worms.

A clove-scented, pink climbing rose arched over the front door porch, pretty alpines bloomed in the small border at the front, and a large, pink-purple lacy ‘Alchemilla Mollis’ hydrangea at the corner of the house with designs on becoming an oak tree, judging by how much it grew each year, much to Marge’s disapproval as she pruned it back hard when she and Ged had their October break there.

Marge kept the garden very neat and tidy, clipping and pruning back bushes and shrubs so hard that it was nothing short of miraculous that some of the plants ever managed to grow back. By the end of their summer fortnight, the little garden usually looked more like a corporate show stand than a Cornish country cottage garden.

Holidaymakers loved the house, as the comments in the visitors’ books attested. Around a dozen regular families rented the house year after year, and the Bakers had to book the family’s fortnight two years in advance.

Ged felt at his most relaxed and content in Porthcovery. The calming breath of the sea washing the shore, the friendly locals, having his family around him and, best of all, being able to sleep in late and not go to work. It wasn’t that he disliked working. He had a good job, a fair and friendly boss and got on really well with his team, but this place… he had a pipe dream of living here… but he knew Marge would never go for it. She was so deeply involved back home. Treasurer of the Women’s Institute, volunteer at the Oxfam shop, the village gardening society… She would hate to move. So, Ged settled for the next best option, which was coming down here for holidays and weekends. He had spent many weeks and weekends there on his own over the years when the house needed decorating or maintenance. He did most of the work on the house himself, whether it was plumbing, joinery, electrical or just painting and wallpaper. As a senior maintenance engineer at the factory, it could have been a busman’s holiday, but doing work here was never a chore. He enjoyed the peace and quiet; he had got to know quite a few locals who lived in the village on those occasions and was well-known to many of them. During his “maintenance” weeks, he had helped out at some of the cafés and shops when they needed an extra pair of hands, and in return, they had offered help when he needed a lift with a heavier item or would lend him a ladder if he needed one. He had also managed to eat what he liked wherever he liked, go on long walks and read a few good books into the bargain.

Ged was fast asleep by the time Marge came to bed. Brian had helped him unpack, and he had managed to get into his pyjamas without too much discomfort, thanks, in part, to the scotch. Marge was exhausted. The feeling of pride at having driven down was replaced by annoyance that Ged’s injury would impact their holiday. She liked to visit gardens, but Ged wouldn’t be able to drive her to them or walk around the gardens. She’d either have to go by herself or persuade Brian or Sarah to go; neither of them was interested in gardens. It couldn’t be helped. She would simply have to ask them anyway.
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Cornwall, July 1998

“Yeah! Grandad’s here!” Came a shout from the living room. Jamie, the older of the two grandchildren, was delighted whenever his grandparents arrived. At nine years old, he loved playing with his grandfather more than anyone else he could think of. They had that special unspoken connection, treasured by grandparents and grandchildren the world over. Sometimes, they could tell what each other was thinking. They liked the same food; they were both cricket-mad, loved all things small and crawly, were both bookworms and understood each other’s jokes when no one else seemed to. 

“And Nana too,” called Sarah to her eldest, conscious that the unbridled delight of Ged’s greatest fan might hurt Marge’s feelings. Jamie wasn’t so well-connected with Marge. She had never understood how anyone could get excited about beetles, worms and crustaceans. To Marge, the love of cricket was something of a mystery. Roald Dahl, Asterix and Spiderman left her cold. She found Jamie’s line of conversation hard to grasp or get enthused about. Nevertheless, she reasoned, he was her grandson after all; he was healthy and very bright; he kept Ged busy all holiday, and she liked that he got on with his grandfather so well.

Jamie had burst into their room at eight am. He was about to leap onto the bed to embrace Ged when Marge shouted, “No, Jamie! Grandad has hurt his leg. Just give him a little hug this time. No bouncing on the bed – understand?”

Jamie was shocked to receive his first reprimand from his grandmother so early on in the holiday. Usually, it would be at breakfast when she would tell him off for eating noisily, spilling something, running or breathing too loudly. He cautiously put his arms around his grandad’s shoulders and kissed him on the cheek.

“Grandad, are you ok? What happened?”

“Your silly Grandad has a footballer’s injury and doesn’t even play football,” said Ged, hugging his grandson and pulling him onto the double bed beside him.

“I don’t understand. Mum didn’t tell me you had hurt yourself,” he said.

“I put too many things in the boot of the car yesterday, and one of the heavy bags fell out and broke a bone in my foot,” Ged said ruefully.

“When will it get better?” asked Jamie, worried.

“I’m not sure, Jamie. It still hurts a lot. The doctor said to rest it as much as possible this week, so I can’t play cricket with you. I’m really sorry, I’m going to miss our games. I’m sure we can find something else to do. You and Alice enjoyed finding things in the rock pools last summer, didn’t you?” Ged replied apologetically.

“Poor Grandad,” said Jamie, hugging his grandfather tight. 

“Stay in bed, Grandad; Alice and I can get you and Nana a cup of tea and breakfast in bed. Then you don’t have to get up, so your foot can get better more quickly.”

“Oh no, Jamie,” said Marge, “You’ll spill the tea, and we will get crumbs in the bed.”

Ged gave Marge a gentle dig in the ribs with his elbow and frowned at her.

“Actually, Jamie, that’s a really kind offer,” he said. “If your Mum or Dad think you can manage it, I would love a cup of tea, but I’d hate you to get scalded, and if I have porridge or cereal, I promise your Nana I won’t get crumbs in the bed.” Marge rolled her eyes.

“Oh, very well,” she conceded. “I’ll have a banana and some bran flakes.”

“Great!” said Jamie and bounded off to the kitchen.

“The lad was just trying to be kind, Marge; don’t put him down,” said Ged. “Not many kids his age would offer to make breakfast in bed for their grandparents.”

“He’ll only go and spill the tea; then we’ll spend more time cleaning up than if we got it ourselves,” she grumbled. “You indulge that boy; You’re too soft on him.”

Ged decided it was a waste of time to argue. He sighed and reached for his book on the bedside table. A few minutes later, Jamie returned with a tray laden with two half-filled mugs of tea and two bowls of bran flakes with banana.

Ged’s heart sank a little. He wasn’t keen on bran flakes and positively despised bananas, but he didn’t want to hurt Jamie’s feelings. 

“Great idea to only half fill the tea mugs, Jamie!” he said. 

“Oh, that was Dad’s idea,” admitted Jamie as he brought the cups around. He said I might spill a full mug. He said he would get some more tea in a bit.”

“I’m going to have breakfast; see you later, Grandad,” he said, skipping off.

Once he had disappeared, Ged asked Marge if she wanted his banana slices. 

“Go on then,” she said, offering her bowl. “That was a good idea of Brian’s, but I could do with a bit more tea.”

***

It was a beautiful day. Ged was glad it was sandals weather. He wouldn’t have to face the pain of putting socks on. He looked down at his foot and got a shock. It was almost entirely purple with bruises and still quite swollen. No sandal on that foot today, just the clunky boot.

Seven-year-old Alice peeped around the door of the bedroom. 

“Hi Nana, Hi Grandad,” she said. Then, she saw Ged’s foot. “Grandad, your foot is all big and dirty.”

“Hello Alice…actually, it’s not dirty. That’s a big bruise. I broke a bone in my foot.”

“Poor Grandad,” she said and gave him a gentle hug. He lifted her onto his knee as he always did and instantly regretted it. Pain surged through the top of Ged’s foot, making him want to howl and swear; instead, he clenched his teeth and smiled at his granddaughter.

“Alice, could you help me, please, sweetie?” said Ged.

“Yes, Grandad?”

“I have some crutches to help me walk. Do you think you could get them from the sofa?”

“What’s clutches?”

“They’re metal poles with grey plastic letter Cs at the top,” he said. “They are about as tall as you.”

“Okay, Grandad,” said Alice, and wandered out of the room.

“I doubt you’ll be getting crutches any time soon, Gerald,” said Marge in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Ye of little faith.” Replied Ged. “Let’s see if Squirt has a bit of gumption to ask again if she’s unsure.”

In just a minute or two, Alice was back, beaming with the crutches in her hands.

“Is this what you wanted, Grandad?”

“Well done, Alice!” exclaimed Ged. “Yes. Those are my crutches.”

“They’re mine, actually,” said Marge out of the corner of her mouth. 

“Thank you, Alice,” said Ged, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.

“Okay, Grandad, are you coming to the beach today?”

“Definitely,” said Ged, “wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“And how, exactly, are you going to get down all those steps, may I ask?” 

Marge had been sure that Ged would have to spend most of the week at the cottage, probably getting in her way half the time.

“I’m not sure exactly yet, but I’ll work out a way,” said Ged. “By hook or by crook, I’ll find a way onto that beach even if it takes me half the morning.”

He struggled onto his crutches, wincing and went to the bathroom to find the painkillers. This was going to be a long day, he thought to himself. He hopped to the top of the stairs. How did he get up them last night? He couldn’t remember. He had been so tired he had forgotten.

“Marge!” he called. “You’ve used these crutches before; how do you get downstairs on them without breaking your neck?”

“It’s tricky; you either put one crutch down and use the handrail, or you put both sticks on the next step down, then put all your weight on the sticks while you hop down on your good leg.”

“What do I do with the other crutch if I use the rail?”

“You give it to me,” came a reply from behind him. It was Sarah.

“Oh, thanks, Sarah, love,” said Ged gratefully, “You’re an angel.”

“No trouble, Dad. I think you’re doing great on those crutches. I guess we will just have to take each day as it comes. You must try to take it easy; let it heal.”

 Jamie was getting beach things together with Brian, and Alice was drawing and colouring at the breakfast table. Ged went and sat down at the table with her.

“Let’s see, there… tell me about that lovely drawing. It’s certainly very… very pink!

“It’s a fairy princess castle,” said Alice, simply. “Princess Sparkle and all her friends fly in at this window here, and they go to bed here, she pointed to a vaguely square window in a rocket-shaped section of the palace. Princess Tiffany wants a pony, but I can’t draw ponies; they look weird,” she said in a slightly grumpy voice. “Can you draw a pony, Grandad?”

“I’ll have a go, Alice, “ said Ged. I used to draw a lot when I was little. That’s a long time ago now, but I’ll do my best. What colour shall it be? Black, chestnut, grey, brown?”

“Light blue, please, Grandad, that’s Princess Tiffany’s favourite colour,” said Alice, oblivious to her grandfather’s raised eyebrows.

Ged took up the pencil and drew a pony trotting towards the castle. The pencil felt light in his hand. The image of a slim pony began to take shape under the pencil point. It felt odd to be drawing something that didn’t have wires or pipes coming out of it or showing which way a door would swing by drawing a gap with an arc.

“Isn’t he too skinny, Grandad?” said Alice. “Tiffany is quite fat; his legs might snap.”

Ged was a little crestfallen. 

“Oh, erm, well, that pony can be for Princess Sparkle. I’ll do another one for Tiffany. I’ll make it a bit sturdier, shall I?”

“Yes, please.”

A short, stocky, Thelwell-style pony found its way onto the corner of the page, complete with saddle and bridle. 

“Yes, Grandad. I think Tiffany will like him as long as he gets to be blue. But where are his wings?”

“Wings?” said Ged. “Nobody said anything about wings.”

“You can’t have a fairy pony without wings, Grandad. That would be silly.”

Ged thought a purple palace with a phallic tower was pretty daft, so a wingless fairy horse didn’t really strike him as a problem. However, he kept his thoughts to himself and dutifully drew some large gossamer wings on the fat pony.

“Why are the wings so big, Grandad?” asked Alice.

“I figured that a fat pony would need big wings to get it off the ground, Alice, as it would probably be a bit heavy,” Ged explained.

“Oh.” Came the reply.

Ged coloured the ponies in a light blue with mid-blue shading under the ears, in the nostrils, eyes, and ears, giving them both a mid-blue mane and tail. If blue had been a natural colour for horses, they would have looked quite realistic.

Although he wouldn’t have liked to admit it, Ged had rather enjoyed drawing the blue ponies. In fact, although ponies were not really his thing, drawing them reminded him of how much he had enjoyed drawing as a child, especially on wet days when he couldn’t play cricket or fly kites. He wished he could have done more art, but life seemed to get in the way. Anyway, he wasn’t sure he was all that good at it.

“Are we going down to the beach, or what?” called Brian. He had a picnic ready and wore shades, blue shorts, a Bermuda shirt with yellow banana leaves, and red flip-flops.

Ged stiffly got to his feet and steadied himself on his crutches. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” said Ged, taking a deep breath. “Although I might need my sunglasses for that shirt, Brian. Did you get dressed in the dark?” he said, grinning.

“I’ll help you down the steps to the beach, Grandad,” said Jamie cheerfully.

“I’d like to try on my own if I can,” said Ged. “If I’m careful, I should be able to get down the steps, although I don’t want to sit on the picnic blanket today. Can we take down one of those green picnic chairs with a pocket for a can of beer?”

The family trooped off to the beach, minus Marge; she was already in the garden.

The steps down to the beach were more difficult than in the house. The carpet on the stairs allowed the crutches to sink into the pile, providing grip. The gravel and sand on the worn concrete steps made them positively treacherous.

Nevertheless, with Brian’s help, Ged managed to get down to the beach. Now for the really tricky part: finding a way across the pebbles.

“Okay, Dad, time for your first piggyback in 20 years!” Said Brian with a grin.

“What? You’re kidding, surely?”

“I’m afraid there’s no other way to get across these pebbles,” said Brian, seriously, although he had a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Come on, Dad, you can’t be that heavy. You’re thirteen stone, maybe?”

Brian crouched in front of Ged and told him to put his arms over his shoulders and hold tight. Ged trusted his son, but was more than a little embarrassed. Brian was strong; he went to the gym most mornings before going to the restaurant. Ged shrugged, swallowed his pride and allowed his son to give him a piggyback onto the sand.

Jamie had set up a picnic chair on the sand and started to build a Sandcastle right next to it. Ged carefully lowered himself down onto the picnic chair on his good leg. His broken foot was throbbing badly, and he needed painkillers. He felt as though everyone on the beach was looking at him. He must be crazy coming down onto the beach with a broken foot and crutches, especially this beach. It was hardly set up for people with disabilities.

“Hey, Dad,” called Sarah “, you’re looking a little pale… is your foot hurting?”

“I should have taken something; it’s pretty painful,” said Ged.

“No problem, I’ve got some co-codamol; here you go,” she said. 

“Sarah, you’re amazing!” said Ged sincerely. “You think of everything. I bet you have that office of yours running like clockwork.”

“I usually keep painkillers handy,” she replied. “To be honest, I can’t believe you made it down here, but I know Jamie and Alice are really glad you did.”

“Look, Grandad!” said Jamie. I’m building St. Michael’s Mount. You can put the castle on top because I built it next to your chair.”

“Clever boy, Jamie, you really are a chip off the old block,” said Ged. “Okay, fill me a bucket, and I’ll do the castle.”

Ged and Jamie managed to build their version of the famous old house on St. Michael’s Mount. Alice fetched pebbles and shells, which they placed around the sandcastle, and it did look quite grand. It was a warm day and not too breezy, but Ged’s foot was cold. He removed his fleece and draped it over his foot to keep it warm. Once the children had run off to find pebbles and shells to decorate the castle, Ged really wished that he hadn’t filled the boot of the Honda so full. He loved playing on the beach with his grandchildren, especially when they were being imaginative.

 Ged watched children playing cricket with Brian, who was quite good at it for someone who spent twelve hours a day in a restaurant kitchen. They were having a great time shouting “owzat” as loudly as they could whenever someone was out…and quite often when they weren’t. Ged felt a pang of jealousy as he watched them.

“Do you want coffee or ice cream, Dad?” said Sarah. “I’m going up to the shop.”

“Yes, thanks. Love. That would be nice,” replied Ged. “Take my wallet; my treat; I’ll have a coffee and an ice cream, please; Rum and raisin if they have it, or sherry trifle.”

“Trust you,” she replied. “Anything with booze in it,” she said with a wink.

“That does make me sound like a bit of an old wine-o, doesn’t it? Well, get clotted-cream vanilla if they don’t have either,” he replied in mock apology.

The little coffee and ice cream shop was owned by the Mawgan family, famous all over Cornwall for their award-winning gelato, Italian artisan-style ice cream, which they made with milk from their herd of gentle Guernsey cows. Some of the flavours were weird and wonderful, as well as the usual strawberry, chocolate and vanilla. They had other less common varieties, such as a Cornish cream tea ice cream with genuinely gooey splurges of strawberry jam, clotted cream and chunks of scone. Gill, who ran the shop, knew Ged well and made his coffee exactly how he liked it. Dark, strong and sweet with plenty of hot milk.

Sarah returned with Tracey, their friend from the Gallery shop. Ged had helped Tracey to build shelves in the shop the previous year.

“Hi, Chippy,” said Tracey. “Sarah told me about your foot, you poor thing. If you need anything, just let us know. I’m going into town later if you’d like me to do any shopping for you; it would be no trouble.” 

“A bottle of scotch is all I need right now, and I’ve got a full one, thanks,” said Ged sincerely. It seems to be the only thing that numbs the pain.”

“Well, take it easy,” said Tracey as she handed Ged his ice cream and coffee.

“Thanks for helping me carry these down, Tracey,” said Sarah. “How’s business after the gales last year?”

“Much better, thank goodness. The news coverage of the gales and bad weather in April made tourists stay away. I’m glad families like yours come every year, no matter what, or we wouldn’t have made any money at all,” she said solemnly. “Some of the other businesses weren’t so lucky and folded. It’s such a shame.”

After his coffee and ice cream, Ged felt bloated and uncomfortable. Normally, he would’ve gone for a walk, but that wasn’t happening today. He loved playing cricket, but occasionally shouting ‘Owzat!’ at Brian, Sarah, and the children just wasn’t the same.

Tired from the cricket, Alice came back to the picnic blanket. She got out her drawing pad and started to draw again.

“Grandad?” said Alice uncertainly. “ Can you draw me another picture? I liked the horses. Can you draw something else this time?” 

“Sure,” said Ged. Maybe it would take his mind off his stomach. “Anything in particular?”

“Another Fairy Castle, please,” came the matter-of-fact reply.
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“Let’s have lunch, shall we?” said Brian cheerfully, suddenly breaking Ged’s concentration. “Nice castle,” said Brian, grinning.

Ged had become quite engrossed with his drawing for Alice. He had sketched a magnificent, enchanted castle, complete with a moat, drawbridge, pointed turrets and tall towers with pennant flags fluttering from the ramparts, similar to the Disney castle or Schloss Neuschwanstein. He had drawn it on a hillside surrounded by an alpine forest. It looked like something from a fairy tale.

“Look what Grandad drawed, Nana!” shouted Alice as Marge gingerly stepped across the pebbles towards them.

“It’s ‘drawn’, dear,” said Marge. “We say, Look what Grandad has drawn.”

“Yes, but look, Nana, it’s a Fairy castle. It’s magic!” exclaimed Alice, unable to contain her delight.

“Mmm, very nice, dear,” said Marge, barely glancing at the drawing that Alice thrust into her hand. “Where’s my picnic chair, Brian?” said Marge irritably, handing the drawing pad back to Alice.

Brian exchanged a look with Ged and began to unload the picnic things.

“We don’t usually bring them down to the beach, Mum,” said Brian. We all sit on the blanket.”

“Well, your father has one,” she snapped.

“That’s on account of his foot, isn’t it?” said Sarah.

“Oh, that blasted foot!” growled Marge. “That’s going to be the excuse for everything, isn’t it? He’ll be waited on, hand and foot, all holiday while I slave away in the garden and do everything.”

“I’ll do the cooking, Mum,” said Brian. “And we can get Harry to prune things and do the garden this year if you like. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

“No, I’m not having that man mess with my roses,” she said vehemently. “he can mow a lawn and do a bit of weeding, but he would have the roses rambling over the rooftops, given half a chance. No, I have to do it, or it won’t be done properly.” 

“Shall I get you a picnic chair, Mum?” said Sarah.

“Yes. If you don’t mind, my back is killing me.” Normally, this would be an innocent comment, but as Sarah was recovering from back surgery after a cycling accident 6 months earlier and was in constant discomfort, it was somewhat tactless.

“No, Sarah,” said Brian, making eye contact with Sarah. You get the rest of the food out; I’ll fetch a chair.

“Don’t put yourself out, Brian dear. I’m sure I can manage on the blanket.”

Sarah began to get the food out, muttering darkly under her breath. “Oh, don’t put yourself out, dear… I mean, your wife with the broken back can fetch me stuff. You’re too precious…”

“Sorry, Sarah, what did you say, dear?” 

“Nothing, Mum, just checking that we have backup sandwiches for the kids. Do you want a glass of wine?”

“Have you got any soda to go in it? It is only lunchtime, after all.”

“Yes, I brought a bottle of soda. Half and half, okay?”

Brian returned with a camping chair and set it up on the sand. Marge sat down heavily on it. “Thank you, that was very kind; you needn’t have troubled yourself; I’d have been fine on the blanket.”

Brian, Ged and Sarah all exchanged looks. Brian had prepared chicken, paprika and red onion couscous with a rocket, avocado and beetroot salad. He served everyone a portion in white pasta bowls. Sarah handed out forks and a bottle of honey, lemon, and thyme dressing, which Brian had been testing for the restaurant. “It’s got a couple of secret ingredients in it. Would you all tell me what you think?

Having eaten his food in about two minutes, Ged held his bowl out for more. “Fantastic, Brian!” he said. Where do you come up with all the ideas? I’ll have seconds if there is enough.” 

“Jamie! Alice! Come and get some lunch!” called Sarah. The children were kneeling by a rock pool. Jamie got up and ran over to the picnic blanket, flopping down on his knees beside his father. “What’s that, Dad?”

“Chicken couscous,” said Brian. “Want some?” 

“Okay, but I don’t want salad. Can I have something else for vegetables?”

“Yes, I sliced some carrots and a pepper. I think you’ll like the couscous.”

Jamie tried a forkful, chewed it thoughtfully and tucked it into the rest hungrily.

“Slow down, James, you’ll get hiccups,” Marge reprimanded.

Jamie scowled at his grandmother – he hated being called James. Brian and Sarah had named him Jamie on his birth certificate and always called him that, or occasionally, Jim. Only Nana ever called him James. It was her father’s name.

“Did you see Grandad’s picture, Mum?” said Jamie. “He did it for Alice.”

“Yes, I did. I didn’t know you could draw, Dad,” said Sarah.

“I forgot, actually…I enjoyed it when I was a boy, although fairy castles weren’t usually my thing,” he replied with a wink.

“He’s just doodling,” said Marge. “He’s always doodling on the newspaper around the puzzles; it’s rather annoying when I come to do my word search.” 

“I like it,” said Jamie. “Can you draw something for me this afternoon?”

“I don’t have any more paper, Jamie,” said Ged apologetically. 

“I’ll go to the shop and get you a sketch pad, Dad,” suggested Sarah. “It’ll be something to do while you’re laid up with your foot.”

“Can I get some drawing stuff, too?” said Jamie.

“Okay, come and help me choose…do you want to come, Dad?” she said to Ged.

“I’ll need to use the loos anyway, so I might as well come to the Gallery shop too.”

They finished the picnic with bowls of mixed berries with Chantilly cream. 

“It’s great to have a chef in the family,” mused Ged as he wiped his finger around his bowl to get all the cream. “I mean, look at all these poor families on the beach with their tuna or cheese and ham sandwiches and bags of crisps, and here we are with a Michelin star picnic! That was absolutely delicious, Brian.”

“I’m not doing that every day, Dad. We’ve got lunch at the Pub tomorrow, and I booked Cornish pasties from Peggy’s for Monday lunchtime.”

“Yay!” cried Jamie. “Her pasties are the best in the world!”

“None better!” agreed Brian.

“Well, that’s high praise from a Michelin-starred chef,” said Ged.

“It’s true, though, Dad,” said Brian, “they’re sublime—the balance of flavours and the texture of the meat. The pastry is spot on – not too thick or greasy. I wouldn’t even attempt to make Cornish pasties, having eaten one of Peggy’s, I’d never get close.” 

The children returned to their rock pool while the adults finished their exquisite picnic with peach and lime iced tea from a cool flask.

“This iced tea is very tasty, Brian, dear,” said Marge enthusiastically. “One of your new creations, is it?” 

Brian and Sarah exchanged glances. “Actually, Mum, I made it,” said Sarah. A friend gave me the recipe. I’m glad you like it.”

“Well, of course, it is a bit sweet for my palette, but it’s alright after such a sweet dessert,” replied Marge.

Sarah took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and finished her iced tea. “Come on, Dad, let’s get up to the Gallery shop, shall we? There’s a drop of vodka in that iced tea; you’ll fall asleep if you have any more.”

Ged got up stiffly from the chair—his foot hurt from sitting still for so long. Brian crouched down in front of him so he could get another piggyback across the pebbles. 

“What on earth are you doing?” shrieked Marge. “Put your father down at once, Brian! You both look ridiculous!” she cried, looking around to see if anyone was watching; if they weren’t before, her shrieks had got their attention now.

“It’s the only way to get Dad across the pebbles,” explained Sarah calmly.

“Can’t he manage on crutches?” growled Marge through gritted teeth.

“I don’t think that would be very safe, Marge,” said Ged. “A piggyback is not something I would prefer, but it allowed me to get onto the beach and have a lovely morning…and I’ve not been getting under your feet.”

“It’s not a good idea; you’re quite a weight, Gerald. Brian might hurt himself.”

“I’ve carried heavier sacks of carrots, Mum,” said Brian. “Dad’s not fat.”

“Come on, Bri; Let’s get this over with, can we?” said Ged.

Brian carried his father over to the beach steps and began to climb.

“You’re not carrying me all the way up the steps, are you, Brian?” exclaimed Ged.

“Mum made me think of it.” I carry sacks of potatoes and carrots up and down a flight of stairs from the cold store at the restaurant. It’s no different.”

Brian gently set his father down at the top of the steps as Sarah passed the crutches.

“Thanks, Brian.” I feel like a bit of a twit, but it’s a lot less painful than hopping.

“Dad,” said Brian quietly, “Mum is being much worse than usual; I’m really having to bite my tongue.” 

“I expect it’s because I’m not much use this holiday. I promised to help her put up a trellis for her climbers and fix a few things. I’ll have to do it in October. She’ll relax after a few days. She did well to drive all the way here on the motorway. I think she’s probably still recovering from that, too.”

Brian didn’t soften despite his father’s explanation.

“I don’t want her speaking like she has been to Sarah and the kids; she keeps putting them down and snapping. It’s not on. If she doesn’t relax soon, it’ll spoil the holiday.” 

“I have an idea that might cheer her up,” said Ged. “Why don’t we take her to Glendurgan Gardens tomorrow? A bit of horticultural therapy might do her good.”

“What about Sunday lunch at the Pub?” replied Brian. “It’s booked.”

“Just re-book for another time. Tell them about my leg. They’ll understand. We could go in the evening instead.”

“Alright, I’ll go to the pub and rearrange it. Take it easy, Dad,” he said, patting his father affectionately on the shoulder.

Sarah and Jamie went ahead to the Gallery shop. Ged called in at the door to Sarah. “I’m just popping up the road to the loos.” 

Tracy, the gallery shop owner, called out to him. “Use the one at the back of the shop Chippy. I’ll have closed the shop by the time you get back from the public loo on those crutches, and that’s no good for business,” she said with a wink.

*** 

As Ged returned to the front of the shop, someone held the door for him.

“Oh goodness, Chippy, what have you done to yourself?” said the woman leaving the shop. He had been so busy looking at the crutches and the floor that he hadn’t seen who held the door; it was Peggy.

‘Chippy’ was a nickname by which many of the Porthcovery locals had come to know Ged on account of the help he had given to some of them, doing small joinery jobs. He always had a pencil behind his ear, and his jeans were usually dusted with a fine layer of sawdust when he came down for his ‘maintenance’ weekends, as well as the frequent trips to the café or the pub for supper.

“Footballer’s injury.”

“I didn’t know you played football!”

“I don’t!” Ged grinned, “All the famous footballers seem to break their third metatarsal, and they make millions; I thought it might work for me.”

“Don’t be daft, Grandad; tell the truth,” came Jamie’s voice from the other side of the shop door. “It was the cool bag that you stuffed in the boot.”

Peggy smiled and winked at Ged. “Oh dear, a real tourist’s injury. Did you do it after you got here?”

“Before, I’m afraid, Peggy – Marge hated driving. I think she’ll feel better after one of your pasties on Monday, though.”

“I’ll make a nice tray of brownies. She likes those. I have to go now; I was only bringing Tracy her lunch. I’ll see you all on Monday”.
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The Gallery shop was delightfully cool away from the sizzling lunchtime sun. Since the gales, it had been hastily – but very nicely – fitted out with new shelves, a chic, simple grey and white paint job, and new stock. The shop didn’t feel as cluttered as before.

The artist’s corner was well stocked with sketch pads, watercolour boards and pads, watercolours, acrylics, brushes and pencils. Ged browsed a while, looking at paintings and sketches on the walls. Soft and watery, like the light here, they were… nice…not remarkable, just nice – they certainly captured the beauty of the area, though they didn’t inspire him. Then, something caught his eye: Several small, darker, bolder prints, acrylic paintings of moonlight on the water, and night-time harbour scenes by Gilly Johns. They caught the magic of the moonscape in a way which drew him into the painting.
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