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Sydney is a cartoonist and freerunner. Feet constantly twitching, always teetering on the edge of life, she’s never come to terms with the event that ripped her family apart when she was ten years old. And so, on a birthday that she doesn’t want to celebrate, she returns alone to St Ives to face up to her guilt and grief. It’s a trip that turns out to be life-changing – and not only for herself.


DO NOT FEED THE BEAR is a book about lives not yet lived, about the kindness of others and about how, when our worlds stop, we find a way to keep on moving.
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Did you never feel like dancing with joy,
like moving where your body wanted to move,
like leaping?




PART ONE
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Call it what you like, it still stinks


I am eight years old when I see a dead body for the first time. Mum is leading me through Flannery’s, the department store we visit every summer. Before we find the dead body, we have to buy Dad a birthday present.


I’ve got it, Mum says. Driving gloves, she says.


These words set off an intense decision-making process that will last fifty-three minutes.


We stand in front of a long glass counter, staring at five pairs of leather driving gloves, all of which cost more than Mum would like to pay.


Around the block? she says. Which is her secret code for I think we need a private talk. In this particular case, it means let’s walk a while so we can discuss our decision:


black versus brown


stylish versus warm in all temperatures


longevity versus low initial investment


or, shall we just make him an origami owl?


or, shall we just make him a mushroom quiche?


We stroll through a jungle of lingerie, and I listen to all this without interrupting.


We pass the elevator, and a man pops out from nowhere, pointing a bottle of scent in our direction.


Absolutely not, Mum says, holding up her hand.


It’s jasmine and iris, the man says.


I doubt that very much, Mum says. It’s all artificial, and it probably contains horse’s urine.


I’m sure it doesn’t, the man says.


It’s not your fault. You’re just earning a living.


I am deeply embarrassed. This is not the first time she has spoken about horse’s urine in public.


Mum? I say.


Sydney, she says.


What does horse’s urine actually smell like?


Like jasmine and iris. And I don’t want it in your lungs, it may never come out.


I am baffled.


Now we are back at the long glass counter, staring at the gloves.


Hello again, the shop assistant says. Any closer to making a decision?


Mum takes a sharp breath in, as if she’s about to speak.


Nothing.


Oh dear, she finally says.


The shop assistant smiles. Her name is Vita, it says so on the name tag pinned to her silk blouse. Vita’s hair is deeply perplexing. To me, it looks like a black helmet has fallen from outer space and landed on her head. It’s perfectly round, with a straight fringe that dips into her eyes. Blocky, that’s the word. I don’t know this word yet, but I will use it later when I am remembering the dead body and telling Ruth all about it.


I inspect the helmet for antennae, for alien surveillance technology. No, nothing obvious here. Just immaculate shiny plastic. Disappointing and pleasing, all at once.


You look like one of my Playmobil people, I say. You have the exact same hair.


Is that a good thing or a bad thing? Vita says.


Sensing a loaded question, I look at Mum.


Oh she loves Playmobil people, Mum says. She ties string around their waists and makes them abseil down the side of buildings. We’re off to look for a cowboy in a minute.


Lovely, Vita says. She looks down at the gloves. So are these for yourself? she asks.


Well no, Mum says. Because they’re men’s gloves aren’t they?


That’s right, Vita says, aware that she has swerved off track, deviated from the script.


Okay, Mum says.


She is stressed, which often happens when she is about to spend money. I stand on tiptoe, and all three of us stare at the gloves as if we are waiting for them to do something exciting like shuffle around by themselves.


But Vita is not a magician. Not between nine and five, anyway. What she does when she gets home is anyone’s business.


(Little do we know, at this moment, that one thing Vita does is put on a policeman’s uniform that she bought from a fancy dress shop and walk through the streets late at night. Later this week, when Mum reads about this in the local paper, she will call it totally fascinating.)


Mum finds a lot of things fascinating, and she tries to ignite the same delighted curiosity in my brother and me.


Her, while walking through the woods: Don’t you think this leaf is fascinating, Sydney?


Me, looking down: Not really.


I think I’ll take these, Mum says to Vita, pointing at pair number three, the gloves in the middle. This is unusual for Mum, who would normally go for the cheapest.


Excellent choice, Vita says.


I bet you’d say that if I chose any of these, Mum says. Then she seems to panic, she starts talking really quickly. That sounded rude, she says. What I meant was, you must have to say nice things all day, reassuring things, it’s part of your job really isn’t it, to say things like excellent choice.


Without speaking, Vita wraps the gloves in tissue paper and puts them in a bag. The bag is stiff and square and the colour of peaches, with the word Flannery’s on the side in a flamboyant font. Next week, once we are back from our holiday, Mum will use the bag for storing envelopes, and the tissue paper for wrapping a friend’s house-warming gift. This is what’s known as being resourceful and creative, or so she will tell Jason and me while we eat our Sugar Puffs and listen to an incredibly long lecture about our throwaway world. Mum enjoys giving us lectures. Her favourite topics are wastefulness, commercialism and the importance of boredom for children’s brains. She needn’t worry about that final topic – mine and Jason’s brains are super healthy, mainly thanks to these lectures.


Finally, we’re done. Vita’s helmet and the cloying smell of her perfume are behind us as we set off for the toy department on the fifth floor. Ahead of us now is a runway, a track, a maze of carpeted lanes. I am moving as fast as I can without breaking into a run, I am speeding along, and Mum is saying slow down, Sydney, take it easy, slow down. She knows what’s going on, the battle inside me: how I want to cut loose, make a dash for it, my hands reaching for anything I can climb and jump off. Any minute now we will have yet another conversation about safety and etiquette, the things you just don’t do unless you are (a) a much younger child in a play area or (b) an athlete performing in the Olympics. I am neither (a) nor (b), so which letter am I? Sometimes (i) for infuriating, (w) for wild, but mainly (n) for naughty. The thing is, I don’t understand why people move in the Pway they do – small steps, robotic. Why aren’t they leaping about, exploring all these surfaces, trying out different speeds, making new shapes with their bodies instead of left right, left right, steady and sensible on the ground.


To reach the toys you have to walk through the bed department. My eyes are wide. All these springboards and soft landings. You can keep your sweets, your dolls, your telly. I would swap them all for half an hour by myself on this obstacle course, jumping from mattress to mattress.


But today I am good. I don’t test Mum’s patience, to use her phrase. I walk properly.


Until I see a man, lying on one of the beds. This man is propped up on two pillows. I notice him because he is wearing his shoes, and you’re not supposed to wear shoes in bed.


How do I know this? I know because Jason got into bed one night wearing his pyjamas and new trainers. An hour earlier, he had worn them in the front garden, where the neighbour’s dog had been, and he and his Pumas had run into a pile of dog shit – or poop, as we were taught to call it throughout this whole dramatic incident. When Mum came up to say goodnight there were sniffs, quick and shallow, followed by squealing and shouting. She went away and came back, accompanied by Dad, who was wearing rubber gloves and a look of grave seriousness. Jason’s sheets and duvet cover were wrapped in three bags and placed in the bin outside, because Dad wasn’t sure that any amount of disinfectant would make them hygienic, and they were still quite new, which made Mum cry, drink gin and tonic and listen to Stevie Wonder (Mum is in love with Stevie Wonder). The next day, a woman in a white jumpsuit came to clean the carpets. Her name was Lulu. Is that your real name? Mum said. Is Ila your real name? Lulu said. Well yes, Mum said. Lulu’s jumpsuit was wipe-clean, like our tablecloth. May I touch it? Mum said. Whatever tickles your fancy, Lulu said. Around her waist was the biggest belt I had ever seen, its golden buckle as wide as my head. I clean up people’s shit, she said. In this house we call it poop, Mum said. Call it what you like, it still stinks, Lulu said.


I stop to look at the man, the one propped up on two pillows, which makes Mum stop too.


It’s rude to stare, she says.


But then she sees what I see.


The man isn’t moving.


We are side by side at the foot of a double bed, looking at his open mouth and his open eyes. I reach out to touch his black brogues – super clean, super shiny.


I like his red socks, I say. I’d like some red socks. What’s he doing?


Goodness me, Mum says. She moves now, as though she has been startled, squeezes my hand and drags me away, over to the till, where she whispers about a man on a bed who could possibly be dead. It reminds me of the poems Dad has been reading to me at night.


A man on a bed who could possibly be dead


He looks quite ill has he taken a pill?


The bedspread is pink like the soap on our sink


This man needs a doctor not a toy helicopter


Seeing the dead man does not upset me, but Mum expects it to, and this is very useful. To make me feel better, instead of buying a cowboy as promised, she buys me a Playmobil ambulance. I can’t believe it. This is the kind of present you get for Christmas, not just on any old day of the week.


Well, Mum says, as we get in the car. That was quite a morning. Are you all right, Sydney?


I’m good, I say, sniffing my ambulance.


Mum opens her handbag, takes out two custard creams wrapped in a tissue and passes one to me.


Shall we listen to some music? she says. It might be good to sing.


Why might it?


It’s cathartic.


As she drives us back to the campsite in St Ives, we sing along to ‘Matchstalk Men and Matchstalk Cats and Dogs’, ‘Rivers of Babylon’ and ‘Take a Chance on Me’.


How do you know all the words? I say.


I have a head for lyrics, Mum says.


We park beside our tent and head straight to the beach to find Dad and Jason.


They are sitting on a blanket, heads down, busy. Jason is dismantling a broken radio that he has saved for this trip.


What’s that? he says, looking up.


It’s a present, I say, and I hand him the set of mini screwdrivers Mum bought him in Flannery’s.


Oh yes, he says, because Jason loves tools in the way I love pencils and pens. Weird fact about my brother: sometimes he buries his favourite things in the garden. Yes, like a dog hiding its bone, saving it for later. Except that Jason puts his things in Tupperware to keep them clean. He has been doing this for years, beginning with his Action Man and Lego. Mum and Dad don’t know. When we’re back home, Mum will ask where the new screwdrivers are. They’re in a very safe place, Jason will say, while I eat my alphabet spaghetti and keep quiet. Everyone deserves some privacy, even my weird brother.


Dad is varnishing his latest creation: a wooden box with lots of open compartments inside, each containing a hook.


What is that? I say.


Never you mind, he says. Did you buy anything nice?


I tell him about the man on a bed who could possibly be dead and show him my ambulance. He asks if I need a sweet, sugar for shock, always does the trick. Yes please, I say. He reaches into a cool box and pulls out a tin of powdery boiled sweets.


Thanks. Why were these in the cool box? I say.


Why not? he says.


What else do you have in there? Mum says.


Well, he says, rummaging about.


Sausage rolls, egg sandwiches, cheese-and-onion crisps, Opal Fruits, chocolate teacakes and a bottle of diluted squash.


Not bad, Mum says.


We get comfy, sit in a row, eat our picnic, stare at the sea.


It’s a bit cold out here isn’t it, Jason says.


All in the mind, Mum says.


I am ten years old when I see a dead body for the second time.


There is nothing cathartic.


There is no singing along to the radio.
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You could make me hard and delicate and beautiful


I remember you well, Sydney Smith. You squeezed the end of my shoe. I loved those Italian brogues, used to polish them all the time. You could almost see your face in my shoes.


Your rhyme made me smile. To be honest though, I think a toy helicopter would have been about as much use to me as a doctor, because I was stone dead, dead as a dodo, dead as a bloke who can’t even smoke because his useless body had a stroke. You have to laugh at the timing, Sydney. I was trying out beds for my girlfriend and me, only a week to go until our wedding day.


I’d tried so many beds before I went to Flannery’s. I knew this was the one as soon as I sat on it, even before my head fell back onto the pillows. No surface had ever held me like that. My weight sank into it, I was floating, I was happy.


I’m a big reader, Sydney. I love to read in bed. So I wondered what it would be like to sit up against the headboard and read my book in this particular bed. I plumped and readjusted and sat up straight, imagined myself in pyjamas, holding a paperback, saying listen to this sentence, Maria, can I read you this amazing sentence?


And while I was imagining this, it happened.


Somehow, I just died.


Fucking hell, Sydney. What else is there to say but fucking hell?


A girl stood at the end of the bed and squeezed my toes. I could feel that, by the way. The life hadn’t left me, not yet. It takes a few days to pass. If only the living knew this. Different kinds of care would be given to the dying, the newly dead and the properly dead. Me? I was newly and improperly dead. And you? You were a sweet thing in dungarees and a stripy top, admiring my red socks.


While you were singing in the car with your mum, a policeman was knocking on Maria’s front door. His words would enter her parents’ house like a forest fire: impossible flames, rolling through the suburbs from nowhere.


You never know what’s around the corner. People say that all the time, don’t they? But bloody hell, I feel like slapping them when they say it, or kicking them in the shins, to make them take it seriously, drag it up from platitude to life-altering fact. Because honestly, I’m telling you, it can happen at any fucking moment. Don’t forget, all right? Don’t be so complacent.


I suppose I should thank you, Sydney Smith, for making autobiographical use of me. Your drawing is wonderful. I look like I’m sleeping, I wish I was sleeping. I’ve never been in a graphic memoir before. Never been in a book of any sort. Had I known this when I was alive, that I’d feature in an opening chapter, it would have been cause for great celebration. Thankfully, I got that bit right. I celebrated everything. Nothing grand, obviously. You can celebrate in all kinds of ways, can’t you? By making bread. By opening all the windows. By telling her she’s beautiful.


Her.


Yes.


My God, you’ve stirred me up, Sydney Smith. So can I ask you a favour, in return? Will you put me in the hands of a woman called Maria Norton? I’d love to be in her hands one more time. I know I’m small and peripheral in the grand scheme of things, in the grand scheme of this story, but maybe you could make me a pebble on a beach? You could make me hard and delicate and beautiful. You could make me soft to touch, bluish white. And a woman called Maria Norton could pick me up and admire me, she could roll me between her fingers and throw me into the sea. I’ll make an inaudible splash, then I’ll sink.


Put me in her hands, I beg you.


Many thanks in advance, Sydney.


Looking forward to hearing from you.


Kind regards,


Andy


PS I was more than a pebble to Maria. I was the whole damn beach. I was the sand and the sea, the fish and the ocean floor, the clouds, the seagulls, the litter. I don’t even know what happened to her. I don’t even know where she is.


Are you the whole beach to anyone, Sydney?


I hope so. I really hope so.
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Do not feed the bear


I’m just checking, is there anything you’d like to do on your birthday? Ruth says.


Oh, probably just the usual, Sydney says, as she stands by the cooker, making coffee.


The usual, Ruth says.


If that’s all right, Sydney says.


They are silent.


Sydney pours espresso into blue-and-white striped cups, places Ruth’s on the table in front of her.


Well, maybe we can go out for some food after your birthday, Ruth says. Before you go away?


That sounds great, Sydney says.


She knows that something important just happened: a moment of kindness. Ruth could have vented her frustration, shown her disapproval, and chose not to.


I’m only going for a week though, she says.


I know. Did you book the B&B?


I did it yesterday. Sorry, I forgot to say.


Did you get the one you liked?


All booked.


I think it’ll be good for us actually, Ruth says.


Do you?


Ruth nods. It does everyone good doesn’t it, a bit of space.


I suppose it does, Sydney says. Well, I’d better get back to work. We can talk about this later if you like. Book a table somewhere?


Fine, Ruth says.


Upstairs, Sydney sits at her desk and sketches Ruth’s unhappiness, depicting it as a brown bear with its head low to the floor. This bear is an unspoken creature, but she can sense it padding around the house sometimes, can almost hear its heavy feet on the stairs. To be honest, it will be good to get away from it when she heads down to the coast for a week of freerunning and sketching. Is that an awful thing to think? She adds a sign to her drawing: DO NOT FEED THE BEAR.


She puts the drawing in a wooden box, settles down to work. She looks at the sketch of Vita from Flannery’s, creeping through a dark street, dressed in a policeman’s uniform. Then the one of Jason, carefully inserting the inner pieces of an old radio into a plastic box, before burying this box in the garden. She places these aside, and focuses on the one she hasn’t finished yet, the one of her mother approaching a stranger in a cafe.


Alone in the kitchen, Ruth is swearing under her breath: For fuck’s sake.


Why must every year be exactly the same? A few days before Sydney’s birthday she will ask the same question, hoping they might go for a long walk, have dinner, drive to a place they haven’t been to before. Hoping they might spend it together.


But no.


Sydney will want to do what she always does: run up to a wall, take two steps up it, push off and swing into a backward turn. That’s how she’ll mark her forty-seventh birthday. She’ll use a railing as an axis while her body rotates in a 360-degree spin. Not in that skirt and jumper, obviously. She’ll change into loose trousers, pull a T-shirt over a long-sleeved top, slip on her beanie and head into the city by herself like a teenage boy. It’s a ritual, a thing. Will she still be doing this when she’s sixty or seventy? When her bones are more likely to break?


Ruth grits her teeth. Is it wrong to want just a little normality?


Normality: it’s in the eye of the beholder, obviously. One person’s normal is another person’s strange. Yes yes, Ruth gets all that. And freerunning is impressive, of course it is. The endless practice and training, the special diet, the sit-ups and push-ups, the discipline and drive. It takes all kinds of strength, both physical and emotional, not to mention grace. But how would you feel if every time you walked through town with your partner, they launched into some kind of superhero gymnastics routine? It’s awesome and tedious. It’s amazing and embarrassing. Parkour is the third person in their relationship, and next week, yet again, it will take Sydney out on the town to celebrate her birthday. Déjà vu. Just once in the fourteen years they’ve been together, Ruth would like to be the one who takes her out. Just the two of them. No loose trousers, no trainers, and definitely no backflips.


Ruth drinks her coffee, tries to stop herself from seething.


No, it will not be good to go upstairs and shout at Sydney. She’s working on her book. It took her ages to get going on this project, to even confront the idea of it. Don’t be selfish. Ha! Me, selfish? I’m not the selfish one! Stop it, Ruth. Think of something positive.


Okay, here’s a positive:


Watching Sydney at night, freerunning with the group she belongs to. It’s hard not to be moved by this sight. Beneath the street lamps, Ruth sees her softness against the hard geometry of the city. She uses a straight line as a springboard to curve through the air. She is twofold, double, her silhouette dancing across the wall. This could be the silhouette of a girlish boy or a boyish girl, but it isn’t. It’s the outline of a woman closer to fifty than forty. A cartoonist who spends her working days upstairs in their converted loft, while a fox terrier called Otto snores in the armchair beside her desk. A woman who takes her thirty-five-year-old skateboard to the park every now and then, choosing times when Ruth is out, assuming she doesn’t know about these nostalgic outings on worn-out wheels. But more important than any of these things, a woman who refuses to do anything normal on her birthday.


Birthdays are a contentious subject. They’re a hotspot, a danger zone. Marking the anniversary of Sydney’s birth is always discouraged.


Why?


Because it’s celebrating the fact that she’s still alive, and that’s uncomfortable territory for Sydney, territory she would rather leap across than land in.


Trouble is, not celebrating is uncomfortable for Ruth. It makes her feel excluded, and at the same time, dragged into a past that isn’t hers.


Can’t I at least make you cake? she said, back in the early days.


I’d rather you didn’t, if that’s okay, Sydney said. I think birthdays are for children really.


That is so depressing, Ruth thought.


And also, she thinks now, this whole thing is counterproductive. If you make a song and dance about not wanting a fuss, what have you effectively done? You’ve gone and made a fuss, that’s what. You’ve been singing and dancing on your birthday. So we may not be celebrating the fact that you’ve crawled, apologetic and resistant, into another year of your life, but we are definitely underlining this day, making it stand out from the rest with your grumpy refusal to be normal.


Not even a fairy cake with one candle? Ruth said.


Not even that, Sydney said.


Fine, I’ll do this for now, but it has to change, Ruth said. I’m not doing this for ever, all right? One year, we’ll go out for dinner to celebrate. Otherwise I know I’m going to get tired of this.


It’s a deal, Sydney said, thirteen years ago.
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The facts of life


It’s day six of our holiday. St Ives for the fifth year running, so to me, this is what holiday means: you pick a place and go there every summer. Last year we slept in our tent, and I found a man on a bed who was in fact dead. This year, to quote Dad, we’ve gone up in the world. We’ve hired a caravan. After stepping inside for the first time, Dad immediately lost 10p to the swear jar. Oh my fucking God, he said, I’ll actually be able to stand up while I’m putting on my pants. And where’s the fun in that? Mum said.


Tonight, we’re having a special dinner. Mum has laid the table in our caravan. Soft cotton tablecloth, blue and yellow checks. Kitchen roll pressed into triangles. Glasses and cutlery and a jug of lemonade.


Tea’s ready, she shouts, from the doorway. Come on, you lot, let’s be having you.


There is a menu on the table, handwritten by Mum.


STARTER: Crackers with cheese & pickle


MAIN: Haddock in sauce with croquette potatoes, carrots, runner beans & peas


AFTERS: Angel Delight (Butterscotch)


We often have boil-in-the-bag fish, but we never have three courses, kitchen roll, a menu and a jug of lemonade.


So this meal, Mum says, as the crackers crunch in our mouths, is going to be the start of a new tradition. When we get home, every Friday night we’re going to sit at the table and talk to each other about the past week. We’re going to tell each other stories. I think it’ll be really good for us.


Dad’s brown jumper is already specked with crumbs and cheddar. He always eats like this, like he hasn’t had a meal in days, and something gets left behind on his clothes or the table. It’s like when Mum eats her cereal in the morning, there is usually a blob of milk on the dimple in her chin.


I don’t really want to talk about my week. I’d prefer to eat my tea in front of the telly. That’s what we usually do. We have a tray each. Mine is brilliant, it has a boy on it, travelling through outer space in a rocket. I also have a brilliant lunchbox with the Incredible Hulk and Spider-Man on it, yes both of them together, it’s one of my favourite things and I plan to keep it for ever. Jason has a Star Wars lunchbox and flask with Darth Vader, Luke Skywalker and R2-D2 on them.


Sydney, must you always look so far away? Mum says. When people are talking it’s polite to at least pretend to listen.


I was listening.


So what did I just say? Dad asks.


You said you’ve had a really relaxing week, and when we get home you plan to fix your bike.


The thing they don’t realise about me is I am always listening. The only time I’m not is when I’m running and climbing. Then it’s just me and the surface of things, and my body is so strong, much stronger than in normal life. It’s like I become an animal, which kind I don’t know. A leopard maybe. Or a monkey.


Mum is the last one to talk about her week, and I learn a lot from her story. Turns out we don’t have to describe the whole week from start to finish, we can just talk about one thing that happened – one moment. I hadn’t thought of doing this. I worked too hard when it was my turn, moving through the days, trying to remember what we had done. But actually, as Mum explains, describing one moment is a way to describe everything. You get the whole story if you look at a series of moments – you don’t need to turn them into a story because they are the story and everything is already connected.


This is what Mum tells us:


So you know I went off and did some shopping on Tuesday, she says. I went to a gallery, a second-hand bookshop, a couple of charity shops. I was feeling tired, so before I walked back I went to that cafe by the library, the one we’d been to the day before, for coffee and cake. And that’s when something important happened. I met a young woman, she says.


Who? I say.


I didn’t get her name. She was sitting at a table by herself, and I could see that she was crying. I thought about staying where I was, giving her some privacy. But I also thought about going over and asking if she was all right. The thing is, sometimes people don’t like this, they find it intrusive, they want to be left alone. But if you let a person down, a person who needed help, trust me, that kind of moment can haunt you, make you feel really ashamed.


While we listen to this, everyone is still eating apart from me. I am on the edge of my seat. Jason is pushing peas around his plate with a fork, making them swim through a lake of yellow sauce. Dad is eating his fish with a concerned look on his face.


Why can it haunt you? I say.


Well, she could have been feeling completely alone in the world, like no one cared. She might have been on her way to kill herself.


Do you think she was going to kill herself? I say.


Ila, Dad says. This is a bit dark. And overdramatic. Why on earth would you think that? All of us cry sometimes, it doesn’t mean –


These are the facts of life, Mum says.


You don’t cry, Jason says.


Of course I do, Dad says.


When?


I don’t know precisely when.


I thought the facts of life were sexual, Jason says, which makes all of us look at him.


There are many facts of life, Mum says. Not everything is sexual.


Dad laughs.


Anyway, Mum says, can we return to the woman in the cafe?


The one about to go off and kill herself, Jason says.


The point I was trying to make, is I didn’t want to go home and end up wishing that I’d spoken to her. So I went over. I asked if she was okay, if I could help at all.


And did she tell you why she was crying? I say.


She did, actually. She told me her dog had died.


Why would she cry over a dog? Jason says.


Because the dog was part of her family, Mum says. He got hit by a car and had to be put down. She’d just left him at the vet’s and couldn’t face going home without him.


Honey, Dad says. I really don’t think this is –


No, Mum says. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I think they need to hear this kind of thing.


I’m not sure they do.


It’s important, Mum says.


Who killed the dog? I say.


Did they go to prison? Jason says.


Did they do it on purpose?


How long do you go to prison for murdering a dog?


Later that evening, we hear their voices coming from the tiny double bedroom. In our caravan, you can hear everything. Honestly, Ila, Dad says, that was completely unnecessary, you’ll just make them anxious. I don’t agree, Mum says. Children need to learn how to talk about difficult subjects, especially what to do when someone’s upset. But death? he says. Yes, she says. It’s like when Sydney and I found that dead body last summer, I could have used that experience to teach her something, and instead I brushed it under the carpet. Dead man in the department store? Here, have a toy ambulance and forget all about it. What kind of message was I sending? I still feel awful about that.


Their argument went on for a while, and unusually Dad must have won this time, because we never heard another sad story like that from Mum, and there was no further talk of death.


When the subject came up again, we didn’t try to discuss it.


There just didn’t seem any point.
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Date night


He floats on his back in the floodlit pool, looks up at the stars. His face seems younger than usual. There’s a boyish lightness, or maybe a light boyishness. She does this to him. His wife, Ila. Even after all these years, she brings out his mischief, his lark, his fool.


He turns over and swims to the edge, where he leans over the side, his chin resting on his arms, his arms resting on a mosaic tile, as he waits.


It’s date night. Thursday, once a month, they meet at the lido.


She is slow to join him tonight, but he doesn’t mind. She’s probably just getting changed, faffing about. She likes to take her time.


He sinks back down into the warm water, goes right under, comes back up.


Howard loves the lido. The best thing about it is the shape of this pool. Unusually, it’s circular. There’s no length and width to swim, only a circumference, a radius, a diameter. You can also swim an arc or a chord, if you feel like it. You can float around the centre point, knowing that you are as far inside the circle as possible, and every journey you make from here will be equal. Perfect symmetry, inked out beneath him. He would like to see this pool when it’s drained, so he could admire the geometric handiwork on its floor, the dots and lines, the measurements and arrows.


Around the pool, a series of concentric circles. First the mosaic tiles, blue and white. Then a yellow path. Then more mosaic tiles, faded orange, leading up some steps to the outer circle of changing booths with wooden doors, like tiny pastel-coloured beach huts.


She is inside one of these booths.


Which door are you behind, love?


Hanging on every other door, chalked onto blackboard, is a drawing entitled The Properties of a Circle. At the bottom of each drawing, the words TIME IS AN EXCELLENT EXAMPLE OF A CIRCLE.


He thinks about this while he waits. Until a door swings open.


It’s her. Ila, in her polka-dot bikini, stepping out of a changing room.


She sees him grinning.


The lights are on her now as she walks down the steps, crosses the orange tiles, the yellow path, the blue and white tiles.


Now she is right here, at the edge. She prepares to dive, holds the position for longer than necessary, tries not to laugh.


Show-off, he says.


Then she is right above his head. Her belly button, level with his nose.


Now this is what you call perfect symmetry. This is the moment to draw, Sydney.


He looks up at those feet, those legs, those outstretched arms.


Then there is a splash, and she is gone.


He spins round, watches her dark shape underwater, sliding away from him.


She is good at this, at holding her breath, disappearing.


And then, as always, her drenched smiling face.


He pushes himself towards her.


She is the one waiting now, treading water.


Hello you, she says, taking his face in her hands and kissing him.


Hello you, he says.


I like your new bathers, she says. Where have you been hiding those?


Who says bathers? he says.


I say bathers, she says. Bright red, eh? Good for you at your age.


My age?


You’re old now, she says. You’re my old man.


I bought them in the sale, he says. All the other colours had gone.


Remember when you bought those Speedos? And the very first time you wore them they came off in the sea. We couldn’t find them anywhere.


Don’t, he says.


That was hilarious, she says.


I seem to remember you taking a long time to bring me a towel.


I don’t know what you mean, she says.


That was thirty-eight years ago, he thinks. Which seems ludicrous and impossible, but only if you are naive enough to believe that time equals distance, and the further away you are from a moment, the smaller and less vivid it becomes.


She splashes him.


Oi, he says.


She does it again.


So he does it back.


The water is going everywhere now


neither of them can see a thing


and their hands are stiff rotating paddles


beating the years away


until they are simply a girl and a boy


inside a circle.
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The point of return


Funny how a place changes and doesn’t change at all.


Yesterday, Sydney stepped off the train at St Ives, the town she has been drawing and painting for the past two years. Upstairs in her study, she has recreated these streets, this shoreline, this sea – her own version, all from memory. Now she is actually here, and she has lied to everyone, named a different seaside town, pretended to be somewhere else.


The lie about where she was going had come easy, which surprised her. She always imagined that she would make a terrible liar. This discovery was both freeing and disturbing.


She was glad that she had chosen January. It was cold and quiet, which felt right. Winter or not, the light was one thing that hadn’t changed. Her mother always said that the light down here revealed colours the eye couldn’t normally see. That’s why all the artists come here, she said. And looking at your pictures, I think you’ll be coming here too, long after we stop.


Her mother had been wrong about that.


They all stopped coming at exactly the same time, after holiday number six, which ended abruptly.


Did we really come here six times, darling?


We did, Mum.


Blimey. Talk about creatures of habit. We weren’t very adventurous, were we?


That’s where you’re wrong again, Mum. We investigated every corner, don’t you remember? We walked for miles along the coast, saw this place from every angle. And we read books, went to galleries, played badminton and tennis. We had three-course meals, picnics, pasties, fish and chips. We went to the cinema, we went fishing, we went to that big town with the department store.


I’m sorry, darling. I didn’t realise you were still so attached to this place.


Seriously? Sydney said.


It was a dark attachment. Ambivalent. One she wanted and didn’t.


She often wondered what she would say if someone offered to erase her memories of this town, like in that film, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Would you let go of memories that were your best and your worst, all at once?


The drawings, the ones for her book, have reached a sticking point.


They go as far as trip number five, then stop.


At the beginning of trip number six, the pen falters, the pencil breaks.


The storyboard is frozen. Her mind won’t go there.


Okay, she said to her cluttered desk. What if my feet go there. What if my body goes there. Is that what it’s going to take?


But I don’t want to go there, she thought, with a child’s stubbornness.


Sydney runs along the sand. She has visited three of the town’s beaches so far, and this one is still her favourite. The others are too pretty, too calm. This one sends your hair in all directions. It’s harder underfoot, rockier and darker, with waves that could do a person harm.


She stops to watch the dogs, out on their morning walks. Admires how they scamper or leap, explore or stay close, following the scents and distractions before glancing back, looking for their owner, the point of return that must never be lost. Some are muscular and lean, others wobbly and short-legged. There is a curly doting thing, scurrying behind the wellington boots of its keeper, not interested in anything but her. Play bows say come on, you can chase me, or I’ll chase you, I don’t care, let’s do it now just for fun, just because. Dogs don’t think about why. They eat because there is food in front of them. They run because their bodies want to.


She misses Otto. Silly really, when she has only been gone a day. She looks at her watch. He’ll be out with Ruth now, tumbling through the fields, not thinking of her. Which is how it should be, obviously. The next thought makes her stomach lurch: Ruth, also not thinking of her. She panics. What if, what if. What if Ruth moves out while she is here. What if she packs up her things and moves them into a storage facility. What if she moves in with Howard, which isn’t as far-fetched as it sounds – he would probably prefer her as his daughter.


The trouble is, Sydney has a hunch. It’s a feeling, that’s all. A sense that Ruth has been moving further away. A sense that there might be someone out there who could make her happier, and if Ruth hasn’t met this person yet, she might be longing for them, or should be. It would be painful and terrible if she left, but also understandable. Sydney feels guilty for holding on to Ruth for so long, and that kind of feeling gets into your bones like damp weather, affects the whole framework of a person. It’s affecting her freerunning, this much she knows for sure. She is holding herself tighter than usual. There is a new caution in her muscles.
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