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THE


HEEDING


‘A dazzling collection of words and images . . . a bold and spirited collaboration.’ Helen Jukes, author of A Honeybee Heart Has Five Openings


‘Poignant and exquisite.’ Lucy Jones, author of Losing Eden


‘Writing that finds light in the dark. The Heeding offers a vivid take on a year that weighed so heavily and yet taught us so much. Poignant, powerful, pressing.’ Cal Flyn, author of Islands of Abandonment


‘All books are, in some way, about what it is to be human. But it is rare to find a writer that is able to tease apart the threads that make up the fragile fabric of our loves, hopes and despairs with such care and humility. An exceptionally good book for an exceptionally bad time.’ Matt Gaw, author of Under the Stars


‘A raw, dark and tender, visually stunning, emotionally unravelling distillation of the year in which minutes were endless but whole months disappeared. It’s all here – the isolation and connection, the reckoning and recalibration, the loss and revelation . . . Take a deep breath.’ Dr Amy-Jane Beer, author of The Flow


‘Luminously hopeful . . . The Heeding is an invitation to appreciate the gifts of the moment, to pay attention to the natural world.’ Kathryn Aalto, author Writing Wild


‘So powerful, and rich and true. Every line in The Heeding feels freshly discovered, full of urgency and clarity. This is an exceptionally moving and beautiful book.’ Nick Drake, poet and author of Out of Range
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Heed


Origin: Middle English heden, Old English hēdan, Old Saxon hōdian.


Verb:


1. To mind; to regard; to take notice of; to attend to; to observe.


2. To pay attention, care.


3. To guard, protect.


Noun:


1. Paying particular notice or careful attention to advice or warning.
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On my desk as I write this, sit three things: a fossilised fish in a splinter of stone, a musket ball and the relief of an otter print in plaster of Paris, peppered with river sand from the tiny beach on the Teifi where it was cast. The collecting of such bits and pieces is a habit I inherited from my grandfather. I don’t have many memories of him, for he died when I was eleven, but those I do have are mostly set in the neat, little lounge of my grandparents’ semi-detached in Skipton. In this room was a cabinet filled with shelves of strange wonders. I recall, among other things, bleached-white animal and bird skulls (fox, badger, sparrowhawk, raven), nodules of dark rock with crystals inside, owl pellets, seashells, birds’ eggs, feathers, a seahorse, ammonites, Roman coins, clay pipes, flint arrowheads, pine cones, oak galls, a dunnock’s nest and a lead Civil War cannonball he’d found on the hill behind the town’s castle. Whenever I visited the house, he would let me pick out a couple of these irresistible curiosities. I’d hold each one and he’d explain something about it. A bit of amethyst might set him off talking about geology and the momentous span of Earth time; a skull could spur on some words about evolution and adaptation. But if I chose the deep, soft, woven cup of grasses, stems and moss that was the dunnock’s nest, he’d tell how it had once held a cuckoo’s egg; how the hatched chick had fooled the parent birds of another species, edging out their eggs so it might live. Of all his miscellanea, that dunnock’s nest and its story stuck. It left me confused, complicating my childish notions of right and wrong. ‘Was the cuckoo bad?’ I asked him once, and I remember his careful reply. ‘No, no. The cuckoo’s not good or bad,’ he told me. ‘It’s not like that. It’s just listening to a voice inside itself telling it what to do to survive.’


After his death we discovered there were absences from those shelves; things collected that had been kept out of sight. In a box at the back of a bedroom cupboard was a cane swagger stick and a regimental cap badge, dulled dark with time. My brother and I were aware he’d been in the Royal Artillery during the Second World War as our mum had repurposed his canvas gas mask pouch and ammo bags as field-study satchels in the sixties, storing in them her own findings: creatures, soil samples, seeds. These had, in time, come down to us. Yet it was made clear that the subject of the war was never to be brought up with my grandad. School project or not. Mum knew little of his experiences other than there’d been some involvement in an operation that had resulted in high casualties. He’d been promoted ‘in the field’ to lieutenant, but was in Britain towards the end, achingly close to home in Yorkshire, attached to the anti-aircraft gun batteries dotted around Scarborough and up the east coast to Scotland. What Mum did know, though, was the effect war can have even on those who come home. Over time her father developed symptoms of what would likely now be diagnosed as post-traumatic stress disorder, but what was then very much unseen, internalised, endured. Tics emerged: obsessive timekeeping, states of high stress and anxiety. Even as a boy I remember thinking it odd how we had to call the exact minute we were leaving to visit, whereupon he’d be in an agitated state until our arrival half an hour later. Likewise, after getting home, Mum would call as soon as we got through the door, for she knew he’d be worried sick otherwise.


With hindsight, it’s impossible not to discern a link between what was hidden and what was displayed. My grandfather’s fascination with nature and history predated the war; he was already a schoolmaster with a reputation for assemblies on trees, fungi and animals – a man who reared, and kept for the rest of its life, a tawny owlet he’d found injured by a road. However, he returned from the war altered. It changed who, and how, he was. I read once how the compulsion to collect can be a symptom of PTSD; how we strive for agency over trauma by transforming it into manageable patterns and order. Certainly, after he came home, nature was a refuge as well as a repository for collectibles. My mother’s fondest memories of him are from the days when she was little and the two of them would go off for walks together. Between them they watched, listened and recited the names of what they encountered. These moments remain precious to her partly because she witnessed an unwinding in him: her father lit up with the vastness and magic of a simple stretch of hedge bordering a field, of a stoat hunting or starlings massing at evening. These things provided a displacement; the multitudinous otherness of nature absorbing the obsessive focus and anxiousness he otherwise struggled to turn off. It was an indifferent world he could escape into, yet it was one that surely provided some context and meaning too. For he carried its signs, symbols and markers home, ordering them with, and among, relics of human history as if all were small pieces of an endless jigsaw of the universe. And he attended to all their differences and details with a seriousness, sensitivity and love that was catching. It caught my mother just as it would, later, catch me.
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