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To my family, for being precisely and perfectly themselves











It’s a hell of a responsibility to be yourself.


It’s much easier to be somebody else or nobody at all.


Sylvia Plath, The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath












Prologue


There are flowers in the memorial vase, bright splats of red and pink and orange like a kid’s painting. Zinnias. He has always hated zinnias. The sun blazes against the dark granite of the headstone, making the gold letters gleam.




In Loving Memory of Harry Taylor


An Angel on Earth and an Angel in Heaven


Rest in Peace





He wipes his forehead with the palm of his hand. He can smell the booze sweating out of him, the stale morning-after reek of it. His mouth tastes sour. In the thick dazed heat of the afternoon he hears the distant roar of traffic on the A59. It sounds like the sea.


The last time he was here, the only other time, it was February. He remembers it exactly, the sharp burn of ice in the wind and his feet half frozen, white tulips in the vase. The first flicker of unease. The first hint that maybe this was more than just a game, a game with serious intent but a game all the same. A beautiful, intricate game where you were both player and piece, practised over and over until you never made a mistake, until the game was the safest thing you had.


He squats by the headstone. The flowers are fresh. Zinnias are like cockroaches, indestructible, but everything wilts in this heat. She has been here today. Perhaps she is still here. What will he do if she asks him what he is doing here, what will he say? His skin prickles. He wants to run. He straightens up and slowly, very slowly, he turns round.


No one is there.


He closes his eyes. Sweat greases his scalp. His head throbs, his hand too. It usually only bothers him when it’s cold. He presses his thumb hard into the scarred skin, presses till the pain is in his shoulder, the base of his skull. He should never have come. It was stupid to think it would help, that it would make things clearer. Stupid and deluded.


Rest in Peace.


How long since any of them have been able to do that?
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Tess made coffee properly for once, the French way, in the battered old aluminium espresso pot with the black handle. She even heated the milk, twirling the pan as she poured so that the foam made the shape of a heart, a heart with one side much fatter than the other, maybe, but a heart nonetheless. It was early, or early for a Saturday, but it was already hot. Upstairs Mia was still sleeping. In a month she would be a teenager and then presumably she would sleep all day and only come out at night, like a badger. Maybe, like a badger, she would even learn to make her own bed.


Tess took her cup outside. The garden chairs were grimy, silvered with snail trails. She had bought them as a set on eBay last summer, four of them with a matching table. The purchase was intended to mark the official end of six years of neglect, a declaration of commitment to a proper grown-up garden. A year later, it remained the full extent of her efforts. The tiny lawn was a jungle, the tangled grass studded with dandelions. Weeds pushed up between the flags of the patio. Dragging the least dirty chair into a triangle of sunlight Tess sat down. This summer, she thought idly, sipping her coffee, this summer I am going to get it into shape.


The sun was bright. Tipping the chair onto its back legs, Tess rested her head against the warm brick of the wall. She could be in Rome or Barcelona. She put her cup on the table and closed her eyes, pushing down the narrow straps of her top so that they looped around her arms. She was pretty sure women in Barcelona didn’t have suntan marks from their pyjamas.


Something landed softly on her arm. Tess brushed it away. All along their street in Palmers Green the houses were being tarted up, lawns being replaced with Astroturf and wooden decking, front gardens concreted over for off-street parking. By letting the garden run wild, Tess thought, she was at least providing a valuable habitat for wildlife. She could feel the heat of the sun sinking into her skin like oil. Stretching luxuriously, her eyes still closed, she reached out for her coffee.


She felt it in her mouth before she swallowed. Something insubstantial but also solid, like a tangle of threads knotted together. Grimacing, she spat. A flying ant, its ant body capped with pale papery wings. She pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth, trying to extinguish the memory – or had she just imagined it? – of the creature writhing against it. She could still taste its bitterness at the back of her throat.


Another ant landed on her thigh. She slapped at it. Glancing irritably down at her leg as she flicked it away, she recoiled. The ants were everywhere. The patio seethed with them. They swarmed over the flags, oozing up from between the weed-clotted gaps like the ground was sweating them out. They clustered on the legs of the table and over the shallow step to the kitchen and along the sill of the garden door, a rolling boil of black bodies and glistening wings. There was one on Tess’s bare foot. She kicked out blindly, folding her knees tight into her chest.


Abruptly, too loud, she heard someone calling her name. Her phone, it was just her phone. Mia had personalised the ringtone. Jeez, Tess, pick up already! Mia’s laughter breaking through her terrible American accent. Tess ran into the house on her tiptoes, the soles of her feet shrivelling. Even after she closed the door she could feel the whisper of ants on her skin, in her hair. The number on her phone was international, +33. France.


‘Hello?’ she said. Her mouth was dry, the word stuck to it. The espresso pot was where she had left it on the hob. Its faceted side caught the light and she thought suddenly, wildly, of Aladdin’s lamp and the genie inside who granted every wish.


‘Hello, Tess. This is Delphine.’


Tess’s fingers tightened around the phone. Tess’s father and Delphine had been divorced for ten years. There was only one reason she would call Tess now. Don’t say it, Tess pleaded silently. Please, Delphine, please, whatever it is you are about to say, don’t let it be that.


‘It’s Sylvie,’ Delphine said.


Sylvie, Delphine’s mother and Tess’s – Tess’s what? If there was a word for it, in French or in English, Tess had never known it. Dark clumps of ants clotted on the sill outside the window. She stared at them as Delphine talked, her voice quiet and flat as though everything she said had been said too many times before. She told Tess that Sylvie had been feeling under the weather for months, not that she admitted it, of course. That two days ago she had woken in the night with pains in her chest and abdomen. She called an ambulance, she thought she was having a heart attack, but when they scanned her they found tumours in her liver, her lungs and her stomach. The one in her stomach was bleeding. They gave her a blood transfusion but the cancer was too far advanced, there was nothing else they could do. Delphine’s English was as flawless as ever, almost without accent. Tess made herself look at the ants on the window, their wings glittering like splinters of glass. The consultant had told Delphine that they would need to keep Sylvie under observation in the ICU for at least the next few days. After that, if her condition was stable, there was a hospice in Brest. The staff were wonderful and it had a garden. They would do everything they could to make her comfortable.


‘A hospice? But surely—’


‘Please don’t.’ Delphine exhaled wearily. ‘Sylvie – I cannot fight you too.’


In all the time she had known her, Tess had never heard Delphine call her mother by anything but her first name. She had never found it strange till now. She pressed her phone to her cheek and looked at the espresso pot, the flare of sunlight on its lid. A hospice. The place you went to die, when dying was all that was left.


‘Look, the consultant is here, I have to go back,’ Delphine said. ‘I wanted to call, that is, the reason I am calling, I am not sure if this is appropriate, perhaps you will decide that it is not, it has been a long time, I understand that, but the doctors, they are not hopeful. If you wish to see her, if that is what you want, then you should come soon.’


Sylvie was dying. The words were sharp and clear, cut into Tess’s brain, and yet there was no sense in them. It wasn’t possible, not Sylvie, not yet. Sylvie was never ill. She was never even tired. The force of life ran through her like she was where it started. Tess tried to picture her in a hospital bed in a hospital gown, tubes running into the backs of her hands, but all she could see was Sylvie standing on the rocky promontory in her faded black swimsuit, her arms outstretched and her face turned up towards the rain, her hair streaming like seaweed down her back. The shout of laughter as she arced into the air and was gone.


In the garden the ants were taking flight, clouds of them swirling upwards like ash from a bonfire. When Tess closed her eyes, the ants went on rising in the darkness, only now the swirls were silver.


‘Look Tess, I’m sorry, I need to go. I’ll ring you back, OK?’


Tess put her phone down on the kitchen counter. She thought of the tumours growing silently in Sylvie’s body, making new shapes from the meat of her, sucking and twisting her into themselves to make bodies of their own.


‘Making art is like keeping a dragon in your cellar,’ Sylvie told her once. ‘Some days you feel utterly invincible. Some days you go up in flames.’


Sylvie couldn’t be dying. She was Sylvie. And she was only sixty-four.


Suddenly Tess’s head was too heavy for her neck. She leaned against the garden door, resting the weight of it against the glass. Above her, above the roofs of the houses that backed onto theirs, the sky was filled with birds. Seagulls, perhaps, though they didn’t scream the way seagulls usually did. They wheeled and swooped in silence, feasting on the glutted air.


It was eight years since Tess had left Sylvie’s house for the last time. There must have been cicadas that day, birdsong, the distant shush of the sea, but Tess remembered only the silence and Sylvie standing at the gate, her face like the face of the wooden saint who proffered his bread in Quimper cathedral, sombre and unshakeable. She was still standing there when Tess turned the corner out of sight.


A few months later she sent Tess a letter. It was March. Mia was five years old. There was snow in London and white blossoms like scraps of tissue on the spindly cherry trees along the street. Sylvie’s handwriting was like Sylvie, too big for the page. Tell her, the letter said. There will never be a better time than now. Tell her and bring her home. There is something I need to tell you too. The letter reawakened all of Tess’s anger and her fear. She knew that, if she did not answer, Sylvie would not write again. Sylvie never tried to change people’s minds. She couldn’t see the point. The people she loved, the people that mattered, those people made their way as she did, unerringly, their compasses turning them towards true North. As for the others, they hardly mattered at all.


Tess looked at the letter for a long time. With each sentence she felt Sylvie’s hands on her shoulders, turning her against herself. When it was time to fetch Mia from school, she tore the letter into small pieces and put them in the bin. Later that night she took them out again and burned them in the kitchen sink. Mia couldn’t read and she couldn’t reach the bin but Tess couldn’t shake the fear that she would find the torn-up words and put them together. That somehow the words would find her.


She never wrote back. Since then many years had passed. Tess noticed them pass, with a child you couldn’t help but notice, but she did nothing. What could she do? What Sylvie asked of her was impossible. With every year it grew more impossible still.


Eight years of not speaking. And yet she had always believed that the silence would come to an end. The weight of their past required a future to balance it. One day, not yet but soon, they would shake things out between them like one of Sylvie’s much-darned linen sheets, the ones they used to launder together and lay out over the rosemary bushes to dry in the sun. When they put them back on the beds, the scent of them was the scent of something just beginning.


When Tess looked up again the sky was empty. The birds were gone. Already the flying ants were thinning. By this afternoon only their wings would be left, scattered like torn-up ticket stubs across the patio. Then the birds would eat those too. Her unfinished coffee was still on the garden table. The coffee Sylvie had taught her how to make.


She closed her eyes, her arms tight around her ribs. Her heart howled.


There was supposed to be so much time left.


Mia glared out of the window at the dry yellow grass, the rubbish strewn along the side of the motorway. She had pulled down the plastic visor above the windscreen but the sun was still too strong. It burned her bare arm through the glass. Her legs fizzed from sitting still too long and she was starting to feel carsick. Beside her, her mum leaned forward, her hands so tight on the steering wheel that her knuckles shone like teeth. She kept blinking and rubbing her eyes but she wouldn’t stop, not even when Mia said she was hungry and needed the toilet. She said it wasn’t very far now and there was chewing gum in the glove compartment and went on driving.


It was an hour earlier in London. Yaz would be getting ready. They all would, everyone except her. Mia bit her thumbnail savagely. She wanted to scream at her mum, to tell her she had ruined everything forever because, if it wasn’t for her, she wouldn’t be in this stupid car at all, she would be going to Lauren’s, Lauren who had invited Yaz to her party and not Mia but who finally messaged her yesterday and said she could come if she wanted, Lauren who had never asked her before and now most likely never would again because Yaz said girls like Lauren only ever gave you one chance, and for what? For an old woman her mum hadn’t seen since Mia was little, a woman she wasn’t even related to, not since Grandpa Ivo and Delphine had got divorced, a woman who never visited them or asked them to visit or even sent her a birthday card, only none of that mattered when someone was dying; when someone was dying you weren’t allowed to be angry, all you were allowed to be was sorry and sad, even when the person dying was a total stranger, and anyway that wasn’t the worst part, the worst, most angry-making part was that it didn’t matter how mean and unfair it was, there was nothing Mia could say because her mum didn’t even know about Lauren’s party, she thought it was just an ordinary sleepover with Yaz because, if she knew about the party and Lauren’s parents being away, there was no way on earth she would ever have let Mia go.


They drove through a pine wood for a long time, then down a narrow lane with long grass like a mohawk in the middle that rustled against the belly of the car. Halfway down, where the lane turned sharply, her mum stopped the car.


‘Look,’ she said, pointing towards a clump of twisted pines.


‘What at?’


‘The sea, can you see it? We’re almost there.’


‘Then why are we stopping? I told you, I’m desperate for the toilet.’


Tess nodded absently, staring out towards the sea.


‘I’m serious,’ Mia said. ‘For God’s sake, Mum. I’m literally about to pee my pants.’


Tess blinked.


‘Sorry,’ she said and, jamming the car into gear, she bumped down the lane to the house.


The back door was open. Tess called but no one came. She told Mia to use the bathroom at the end of the passage. The toilet had a tank up near the ceiling and a chain to flush it. It looked like something out of a museum. When she came out, Tess was gone. Mia walked back along the passage and into the kitchen. Her mum was leaning on the counter, her back towards the door. Her head was bowed. A thin woman with shiny dark hair and gold buttons on the shoulders of her sweater stood beside her.


‘Mia,’ the thin woman said. She tried to smile but her face didn’t want to. ‘I’m Delphine.’


‘Hi,’ Mia said. She waited for her mum to turn around, to smile at her, but she didn’t.


‘They just called from the hospital,’ Delphine said. ‘Sylvie died.’


Mia looked at Delphine, then at Tess. ‘Mum?’


Tess’s shoulders jerked. She made a strange strangled noise in her throat. Mia stared at the floor. Then, darting across the kitchen, she hugged her mother tightly, her face pressed against her back.


‘It’s OK, Mum,’ she said, and Tess turned round inside the circle of her arms and cried into her hair.
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Tess walked across the garden towards the cliff. She wore a swimsuit and sunglasses, one of Sylvie’s threadbare hammam towels tied sarong-style around her waist. It had rained in the night, the grass was still wet, but already the rinsed cool of the morning was giving way to something heavier. It was going to be hot. Blades of grass clung to her bare feet. She thought of the nights she and Sylvie had lain on their backs in the darkness looking for shooting stars, Sylvie toasting their wishes with Armagnac and exhaling a thin ribbon of smoke up to mix with the Milky Way. Through the black grid of the pines the sea was an inky blue. The people who settled here believed that this jut of land was where the world stopped, Sylvie told Tess the first time she came. Finistère, the end of the earth.


Tess was twelve. After a protracted and acrimonious divorce her parents had both remarried. Tess lived with her mother and stepfather in London for most of the year but when the summer holidays came round her mother packed her off to Ivo and Delphine in Paris. She told Tess that Ivo was still her father, that just because he had married a child – and a French child at that – didn’t mean he didn’t have responsibilities. Tess was glad. She imagined a summer sipping Orangina by the Eiffel Tower but when she arrived in Paris Ivo announced that he was taking her to Delphine’s mother by the sea. No one with a crumb of sense, he said, remained in Paris in July. He drove her to Sylvie’s in a sports car with the roof down. Delphine didn’t come. She said she had to work. Tess pretended to be sorry. A whole summer, she thought, just her and Ivo, hugging the thought like a present. She didn’t think about Sylvie at all.


Ivo stayed at Sylvie’s for one night. The next morning he called Tess a jammy so-and-so, kissed Sylvie on the cheek, and drove back to Paris and Delphine.


The narrow path down to the beach was overgrown, the air heady with the coconut scent of gorse. Out beyond the bay a boat with white sails tilted towards the horizon. It was like a hologram, Tess thought, everything the same and none of it real. She could reach out her hand and the picture would resolve around it, the saturated colours moving over the screen of her skin. All the way here, on the deck of the ferry, driving from Caen along the old familiar roads, Tess had tried to order her thoughts, to find the set of words that would put things back together, but each time she tried to clear a space in her head for them the memories pushed their way in: the stormy crossing after her mother died when she was sixteen, the drive after Mia was born when she never stopped screaming, both times weary to the bone and weighted down with grief that was not just loss but anger and fear and confusion and the disorienting blankness of not belonging anywhere or to anyone. Tess never pretended that she could belong to Sylvie, Sylvie did not believe in owning or being owned, but she knew that if she could only make it to the house at the end of the earth then Sylvie would show her how to belong to herself. That was Sylvie’s gift. When she loved you her power ran through you, you could feel it as she looked at you, the fierce magnet of her certainty drawing you closer, gathering the filings of you into something solid, something resembling a whole.


Sylvie was dead.


The lurch in her chest was like vertigo. Tess swayed, covering her face with her hands. Sylvie was dead and she was going swimming. But what else was she to do? She had no idea what came next. When Tess’s mother died it was like a machine took over, the messiness and confusion shaped and sealed safely like sausages in their skins: funeral, burial, memorial, the same words repeated over and over until they were sounds with no meaning. A life catalogued and accounted for and filed away, case closed.


Sylvie had refused a funeral. According to Delphine, she thought that burial poisoned the earth and cremation released too much carbon into the atmosphere and that a corpse should anyway be put to good use, so instead she had bequeathed her body to the university in Brest for medical research. When Tess asked if she could see Sylvie before they took her away, Delphine said it was too late. Her body had already been collected by the faculty. It had to be stored in precisely the right conditions or it would be of no value to the students. No one could say when they would be finished with her. Sylvie had granted the university indefinite consent, which meant that they could keep her as long as they wanted. It might be one year or it might be three. The university would notify the family when they were ready to release her remains, along with an invitation to their annual service of thanksgiving at the Église Saint-Louis, a modernist monstrosity, Delphine said bitterly, built after Brest was flattened in the war. The medical students from that year’s class were also invited to attend the service. According to the university, it provided a wonderful opportunity for them to meet the families of their cadavers and express their gratitude. The way Delphine said it, it was like the words were bits of broken glass.


Tess pressed her fingers against her closed lids. Her eyes were gritty and her head ached. She hadn’t slept. In the long raw hours after Mia had gone to bed, she and Delphine sat up talking in Sylvie’s kitchen, except it wasn’t Sylvie’s kitchen because everything that made it Sylvie’s kitchen was gone, the blackened espresso maker and the copper saucepans and the sticky jars and bottles on their tin trays and the herbs spilling from their pots on the windowsill, the piles of sketchbooks and dog-eared novels and newspapers turned inside out, the clusters of candles braided with drips of wax. In the harsh strip lighting, its Formica counters scrubbed and bare, the room was dingy and unfamiliar.


They drank Armagnac from Sylvie’s small thick glass tumblers with the faceted sides. Sylvie did not own coffee cups or wine glasses. She drank everything from those tumblers, brandy, champagne, espresso, sage tea from the silver-green bush by the back door, holding them up so that they caught the light like jewels, their sides scabbed with specks of clay.


‘To Sylvie,’ Delphine said, raising her glass.


‘To Sylvie,’ Tess echoed, trying not to cry. She had tasted her first Armagnac in this house, Sylvie laughing as she screwed up her face at the burn of it, but this was something different, rich and smooth. She took a second, deeper swig. Immediately Delphine poured them both another glass.


‘The good stuff, thank God,’ Delphine said. ‘A present from Lucien.’ Lucien was Delphine’s second husband. He had telephoned earlier suggesting he drive out from Paris but Delphine told him there was no point, that there was nothing he could do. ‘He bought her a bottle every Christmas, each year more expensive than the last, but she always said she couldn’t taste the difference. It drove him to distraction. He called her a firewater socialist.’


‘I imagine she rather liked that.’


Delphine twisted her mouth. She studied her glass, then drained it in a single neat swallow. ‘Salt water and Armagnac, my mother’s keys to eternal life. Well, she was wrong about that, wasn’t she? But then she was wrong about a lot of things. It’s just that she would have died rather than admit it.’


Something passed over Delphine’s face, irony or bitterness or grief, Tess couldn’t tell. She wanted to protest but she bit her tongue. Sylvie was Delphine’s mother, Delphine could say what she wanted. A daughter had that right. Tess took another gulp of brandy.


‘Le feu dansant,’ Delphine said. ‘That’s what the Gascons call Armagnac, did you know that? Not my mother. She called it phytothérapie.’


Herbal medicine. Sylvie had referred to marijuana the same way. Artist’s elbow, she used to say to Tess, rolling her eyes in mock despair, it’s a curse. Tess’s mother had been one of those drinkers who claimed they barely drank, dismissing the gin in her hand as mostly tonic, surreptitiously stashing her empties under a blanket in the airing cupboard. Sylvie never pretended about anything. She rolled joints a dozen at a time, expertly, and kept them in an old pastille tin in the kitchen drawer.


‘Do you know that old saying, that Gascony is so poor that even the crows fly over it on their backs so they don’t have to see it?’ Delphine asked. ‘Fight the crow, Delphine, Sylvie used to say. My God but she was a hypocrite.’ She raised her glass unsteadily to her lips and Tess realised to her surprise that she was drunk. She had never seen Delphine drunk before.


‘No.’ Tess shook her head. ‘Sorry but that’s not true. She was the opposite of a hypocrite, whatever that is. She never lied. She couldn’t. She wasn’t always right but she always told the truth, always, no matter what it cost her. Or anyone else.’ She was drunk too, or she would never have said so much. Immediately she wanted to take the words back but Delphine only slammed her hands down on the table, a kind of triumph on her face.


‘But that was precisely the nature of her hypocrisy, don’t you see? Insisting on the truth, yes, the one and only, carved from stone, the Platonic ideal, but never allowing even for a moment that it might not be hers. I pleaded with her not to do it, Tess. I said I didn’t think I could bear it, the thought of it, her like that, the students – and do you know what she said? That I was too sentimental. That it was barbaric to value ritual and ceremony over scientific knowledge. Barbare, like I was the savage.’


Tess could hear Sylvie saying it, her voice blithe and final at the same time, as though it was a game you both knew she would win, and immediately the kitchen was alive with her, her clutter jumbled back on the counters, the air stirred up as she padded barefoot around the table, her wild hair twisted up and secured with a rubber band, her hands sculpting sentences as she spoke. Her sudden fierce kisses, her mouth pressed against the top of Tess’s head as though she meant to print the shape of her lips on the bone.


All this time, Tess thought, all this time she was here and I didn’t come, and the thought sliced her like a scalpel, slick and deep.


Mia stretched lazily, her fingers grazing the sloping ceiling, and reached for her phone. Still nothing. She couldn’t believe there was genuinely no Wi-Fi here. How did anyone live without Wi-Fi? She wondered if Yaz was awake yet, if she had already posted pictures from last night on Facebook. Sighing, she slumped back on her pillows.


The skylight above her was speckled with bird shit but the sky was very blue. Delphine had called the room she was sleeping in Sylvie’s study but it looked more like a junk room to Mia. The bed was wedged in at one end by a chest of drawers and at the other by one of those old-fashioned desks with a flap you pulled down to write on. Where the ceiling was high enough to stand there was a huge table with a metal lamp on it and shells and pieces of seaweed and little clay sculptures and bleached-white animal skulls and stacks and stacks of paper weighed down with bits of pottery and big brown stones like potatoes. The walls were covered with bookshelves, so heavy with books that they bowed in the middle, and more books were on the floor, piles and piles of them, and canvases too, propped up between the piles. Delphine had apologised for the mess but Mia liked it. She thought if she ever had a study she would want it to be just like this one, so crammed with ideas that you couldn’t help but breathe them in.


She yawned. She supposed she should get dressed and go downstairs but she didn’t want to. It was too sad down there, it made her feel anxious, like whatever she did would be the wrong thing, and also bad for not feeling sad too, so instead she sat in Sylvie’s chair and looked at all the things on her table. The little clay sculptures were all of pregnant women, lying down or kneeling or sitting cross-legged, their clay hands cradling their bellies. The clay was rough, like dried-out plasticine, and very fragile. Most of the women were broken. Mia picked up one of the potato stones and turned it over. Inside, instead of rock, it was a sparkling mass of ice-white crystals with a Ribena-purple centre. Charmed, she ran her finger over its jagged glitter.


It was only when she put the stone back that she noticed the framed photo on the wall. A close-up of a girl standing against a brilliant blue sky with her face painted blue and green, and on her back a huge pair of shimmery blue and green butterfly wings. Mia had seen it before, lots of times, especially since the Climate Camps had started and it was suddenly all over the internet. In the captions they always called her the Butterfly Girl, as though she didn’t have a name, but actually it was Tess. She had her arms out and her head thrown back and her mouth was open like she was singing.


She looks wasted, Yaz said, laughing, when Mia showed it to her online, like she’s on drugs or something, and it was true, she did. When Mia asked her mum about it, Tess just shrugged and said it had been taken at a demonstration in the 1990s, a huge street party on some motorway in west London to protest against capitalism and cars. There had been music and dancing and actual sofas in the fast lane and bagpipe-playing stilt-walkers who walked slowly along the road in huge hooped skirts while, underneath and right in front of rows of unsuspecting police, protesters dug up the tarmac with pneumatic drills and planted trees in the holes. Her mum said the party was incredible but she didn’t like the photo. She definitely didn’t like that people still used it online. Once a journalist from some newspaper worked out that Tess was the Butterfly Girl and wanted to do a piece on her, but her mum refused.


‘Because there’s nothing to tell,’ she said when Mia asked why. ‘We made some costumes a hundred years ago. People wore them for a bit and then they stopped. Even those dismal rainbow fairies of yours have got better stories than that.’


Mia leaned closer. Another much smaller photo was folded and tucked into the Butterfly Girl frame. The smaller picture was also of her mum, only in this one she was wearing a red swimsuit and sunglasses and lying on a rug on the grass. She was pregnant, her belly round under the red swimsuit like a ball, and on top of her belly there was a hand. The hand was lean and brown. It had a thick silver ring on one finger.


Mia stared at the hand. Very gingerly she slid the picture from the frame and unfolded it. A man lay on the grass beside her mum. They were both laughing but, while her mum was looking at him, he laughed straight at the camera. He was slim with long tangled brown hair and a goatee and a line of silver hoops in one ear. His shirt was unbuttoned, exposing his tanned chest. As well as the ring, he wore a silver disc on a leather thong around his neck. The shadow of it drew a dark circle on his skin. On his right side, half hidden by the shirt, Mia could see the edge of a tattoo, much bigger than her mum’s. It looked like a giant fish tail, though the shadow made it hard to be sure.


There was a noise in Mia’s ears like the sea, only louder. On the back, in thick marker pen, someone had scrawled T&D, Juin 97.


D for Dave. For Dad. Mia had never seen a proper picture of him before, not up close. Her dad had left before Mia was born and died when she was only four so there weren’t any photos of them together, and there weren’t even any of him with her mum because her mum had thrown them away when she knew he wasn’t coming back. The only picture Mia had ever seen of him was in an album at Grandpa Ivo’s house: it had been taken at a party so it was dark and anyway he was only in the background and even when Grandpa Ivo pointed him out all she could really see of him was the side of his head. When she told her mum about it afterwards, Tess called Grandpa Ivo a fucking shit-stirrer. She didn’t say anything about Mia’s dad and Mia didn’t ask her. The only things Mia could remember her mum saying about her dad was that he would have loved Mia more than anything and that being with him had been one of those ideas that seemed brilliant at the beginning but turned out to be impossible, like keeping a tiger as a pet.


Mostly, though, they didn’t talk about him. It wasn’t that they avoided it, more that he never really came up. Once, when Mia’s mum’s friend Ruth was over for supper, Mia overheard her mum telling her that Mia never thought about her father, that you couldn’t miss what you had never known.


It was true, sort of. Except that recently Mia had found herself thinking about him, wondering what it might have been like to know him. At school her class had studied genes in science, how family traits were handed down through DNA. Until then, it had never really occurred to Mia to wonder how much she might be like her dad but Mr Mulvey said that, since nature favoured male genes, you were more likely to inherit traits from your father than your mother. So if your dad had dimples or bad teeth or webbed toes there was a stronger chance that you would have those things too. Also left-handedness. Mia’s mum wasn’t left-handed but Mia was. After that she thought about her dad sometimes when she did her homework, her hand twisted awkwardly around so that she didn’t smudge what she had written.


Mia touched her dad’s face with her finger, tracing the shape of it, the thought of him moving through her like a wave. His eyes were squinted up against the sun so she couldn’t see what colour they were. She had always thought they would be blue like hers but Mr Mulvey said that wasn’t how it worked. He didn’t explain why, the bell went and there wasn’t time to go into it, and she wanted to ask her mum about it when she got home, but somehow when the moment came she couldn’t. It was like, somehow, without her realising it, her dad had become something they didn’t talk about, that they didn’t need to talk about.


‘We’re all we need,’ her mum used to sing when Mia was little and they danced around the kitchen. ‘Me and you, us two.’


Mia didn’t know if the song was a real song or if her mum had made it up. In the photo her dad’s hair was brown like hers, the ends bleached by the sun. She wondered if he got eczema in the crooks of his elbows in the winter like she did, if the soapy taste of coriander made him gag.


It was her in her mother’s belly, not quite a baby yet but almost. Her dad’s hand was on her.


His front teeth were just the right amount of crooked.


Tess picked her way down the narrow cliff path to the beach. The tide was going out. Near the water’s edge the sand was smooth and cool, little bubbles breaking across its surface. Sandpipers skittered ahead of her, darting away from the shallow wavelets as they foamed and spread. The sand glistened with shells.


Tess crouched and picked one up. A razor clam, unbroken and still hinged, but when she picked it up it crumbled in her fingers, as brittle as old nail polish. Higher up the beach, where the sand was powdery, seaweed lay in lacy patterns and, entangled in it, brightly coloured bits of rubbish, cellophane wrappers, plastic bottle caps, fragments of frayed blue nylon rope. A battered pink flip-flop. She should have brought a bag. Sylvie always did. Her scavengings found their way into her sculptures, hammered or melted or woven together, reimagined as something unexpected and beautiful.


‘How could he?’ Tess’s mother had shouted when Tess came home after that first summer at the end of the earth. ‘That utter shit, how could he leave you like that with a total stranger?’ and Tess thought of the ever-changing stream of babysitters that had flowed through her childhood, the homesick au pairs and the resentful cleaners and the children of her mother’s friends who regarded her coldly and went back to their games, and she said nothing because it was the kind of question her mother always asked, the kind that didn’t need an answer, and anyway Sylvie was a secret she wanted for herself.


The waves moved in and out. Tess watched a tiny crab skitter sideways into its hole. She thought it would be easier to think about Sylvie here, this stretch of sand that had always been hers, but he kept pushing his way in. The warmth of his sun-steeped skin as she leaned back against his chest, the salty, sleepy smell of him. The certainty of it, that there would never again be anyone or anywhere else she wanted to be.


‘Happy as a clamshell,’ he murmured, his lips soft against her ear.


Yanking off her towel, Tess scrambled onto the rocks. At the end, where a flat boulder jutted like a stuck-out tongue, it was deep enough to dive. Tess looked down at the waves slapping and bursting against the rocks. The water would be cold. It always was.


‘Don’t think,’ Sylvie used to say. ‘Just dive.’


It was Sylvie who insisted they come to Finistère. She wanted to meet him. To approve him, you mean, Tess corrected her, laughing, and Sylvie laughed too.


‘You don’t think it’s a little late for that?’ she said.


The two of them drove down in Dave’s van. After all his talk of travelling the world they were finally abroad. Dave said France didn’t count but Tess didn’t care. It was June and the sun shone every day. The cliffs were a riot of flowers. Dave was more at ease than she had ever seen him, the tension all gone out of him. He danced around Sylvie’s kitchen, singing tunelessly along to Joni Mitchell as he put the coffee on to brew. Sometimes Sylvie drank it with them, the three of them sitting at the table under the grapevine. She came to the studio every day but in the evenings, when her work was done, she walked back up the hill to the house of her friend Bertrand so they could have the place to themselves.


‘We’re chasing you away,’ Tess said, but Sylvie only smiled.


‘Darling girl,’ she said. ‘You will have plenty of time to be three.’


Tess was nearly seven months pregnant. She lay with Dave on the grass under the gnarled apple tree and watched the sky turn pink and gold between its branches. They swam naked in the starlit sea, their bodies fish-pale in the dark water, then ran back to soak in Sylvie’s claw-footed tub. When he held her against him, his fingers threaded in hers, she told him about the bit in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, when Tess and Angel Clare wash their hands together in a basin of water, Angel asking Which are my fingers and which are yours?, and Tess’s reply, They are all yours.


‘Thank God for Thomas Hardy,’ she murmured as his hands slid over her belly. ‘If it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t know that fate is only ever bitter and unfair.’


She was so gorged with happiness she thought her skin would split.


On their last day they walked hand in hand along paths bright with yellow gorse to the tiny cove Sylvie called la Morsure, the bite. It was early, the sky still pale at its edges, the sea hushed and silken. At the top of the path down to the sand there was a small stone cottage with green shutters. An old couple sat close together on the front step, drinking coffee, a white dog sprawled at their feet.


‘Let’s never go back,’ he said. ‘Let’s stay here at the end of the earth and grow old together.’


Could he sense it already, the darkness that was coming? So many nights she had lain awake and wondered what would have happened if she had listened, if they had stayed. But she didn’t listen and they didn’t stay. She laughed and kissed him and afterwards, when they had swum, they went back to the house and made love one final time and then they drove back to London.


Seven weeks later – but she couldn’t think about that. Seven weeks later he was gone.


Should she have known? Sylvie had. One evening, walking up from the beach, Sylvie stopped. For once Dave was not with them, he had gone on ahead. The sun was low and their shadows were long in the golden light.


‘I like your Dave,’ she said. ‘I like how happy he makes you.’


Tess smiled dreamily. ‘Me too.’


Sylvie was silent, studying Tess’s face as though she was painting her in her head.


‘Be careful, my darling,’ she said. ‘He loves you but he is damaged, I think.’


‘So?’ Tess said angrily. ‘I am damaged too.’


The sun was suddenly fierce on Tess’s shoulders, the boulder rough beneath her feet. Beyond the bay, the ink-dark sea glittered like broken glass.


Don’t think. Just dive.


She dived.


It was Tess who suggested the ceremony at sea. She took wood ash from Sylvie’s kiln to scatter on the water and she put it in a pot Sylvie had made. The pot was a glossy brown with bluish streaks. Mia nodded when Tess showed it to her and said it was cool but actually she thought it was ugly. She didn’t think brown was a good colour for anything.


At the harbour an old man was waiting for them. His name was Bertrand. Delphine said that he and Sylvie had been friends for a long time. Bertrand’s boat was blue with a red stripe. It had been a fishing boat, he told Mia, but there were too many boats and not enough fish so the man who owned it sold it to Bertrand and learned how to fix computers instead. Bertrand had brought a shabby leather bag and a bunch of flowers wrapped in brown paper. The flowers were sparse and stringy, the tube-shaped petals curling back on themselves like they were half-dead already, but Tess put her hand to her mouth when she saw them, her forehead crumpling like she was about to cry, and gave Bertrand an awkward sideways hug.


Beyond the harbour the sea was rutted, the waves tipped with white. Huge boulders jutted out of the water. As they rounded a headland, Mia heard the sound of bells. Bertrand pointed up. A tiny church with a grey roof perched on the edge of the cliffs. The grass around it was hazed with purple.


‘The chapel of Saint-They,’ Bertrand said. ‘In the local story, the bells ring to warn ships when they are in danger.’


‘So we’re in danger?’


‘Nobody told you? The sea around here is full of monsters.’ He smiled at Mia but Mia didn’t smile back. Nothing was more annoying than grown-ups talking to you like you were a little kid. Bertrand looked at her, his head on one side. His white hair made his face look even browner than it was.


‘Either you are very brave or you know something I do not,’ he said. Cutting the engine, he turned to Delphine. ‘C’est bon, ici?’


They stood together in an awkward half-circle at the back of the boat. Delphine read something from a piece of paper. It was in French so Mia didn’t know what it meant. The wind blew her hair into her mouth. When Delphine finished reading Tess passed her the pot of ash. She had fastened a piece of newspaper over the top of it with an elastic band so that the ash could not fly away. It looked like a jar of jam.


‘Minute,’ Bertrand said. Fishing a bottle of champagne from his leather bag, he popped the cork. The glasses he had brought were all different colours. He handed Mia a purple one. Tess’s was green. The champagne fizzed as he poured. Mia wished he would hurry up. The rocking of the boat was making her feel seasick. When he had filled everyone’s glasses Bertrand looked at Delphine, who nodded. Mia looked at the horizon.


‘Il n’y a qu’un bonheur dans la vie, c’est d’aimer et d’être aimé,’ he said, holding his glass up in the air. His glass was blue. ‘There is only one happiness in this life, to love and to be loved. Sylvie, nous t’aimons. We love you.’


He clinked his glass against Mia’s. Tess clinked with Delphine.


‘À Sylvie,’ she said.


‘À Sylvie,’ Delphine echoed and sipped her champagne. Mia sipped too, screwing up her face. Champagne didn’t taste nearly as nice as she had imagined it would. Delphine took another bigger sip and, handing her glass to Tess, picked up the pot with Sylvie’s ash in it. She didn’t say anything. She just pulled the newspaper off the pot and shook the ash out over the sea but perhaps she didn’t lean down far enough or perhaps the wind was too strong because, instead of scattering on the water, the ash whirled in the air and blew back into the boat. Mia tasted grit on her tongue. I am eating a dead person, she thought, before she remembered that Sylvie’s body was not burned to ash but in a fridge somewhere, waiting to be cut up in a lesson. Mia wondered if it looked the same as it would have done when she was alive or if it was a completely different colour. She had never seen a dead body. The ash made her tongue taste burned. She took another sip of champagne, swilling it round her mouth like the pink mouthwash they gave you at the dentist. The champagne was still sour but she liked the feeling of it, the fizzy prickle on her tongue.


Delphine put down the pot. She was pretending not to cry. Tess touched her on the shoulder and gave her back her glass and Delphine drank the rest of the champagne in one swallow.


‘I wasn’t there,’ Mia had heard her saying to Tess in the kitchen. ‘I stepped out for some air and when I came back she was gone.’


Bertrand unwrapped the flowers he had brought and handed them out. Tess buried her face in hers, inhaling their perfume, so Mia did too. They smelled of honey and vanilla but fresh too, like lemon. It was hard to believe that something so ugly could smell so sweet. When Bertrand nodded they all dropped their flowers in the sea. Mia waited for someone to say something. No one did. They just stood there rocking with the boat, watching the flowers dancing on the waves.


A few minutes later Bertrand started the engine and they headed home.


When they were almost at the quay, Delphine went forward to the front of the boat and gathered up the mooring line, ready to jump ashore. Mia leaned against her mum. Tess slid an arm around her and pulled her close, kissing her on the top of her head.


‘You OK?’ she asked.


Mia nodded, biting her thumbnail. The engine was loud. No one could hear her but Tess.


‘Can I ask you something?’ she said.


‘Sure.’


‘What happened to Dad when he died?’


Dad. She liked how the word made her feel, like it was ordinary and shocking both at the same time.


Her mum stiffened. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, was there a funeral?’


Tess shrugged, shaking her head. ‘I suppose there must have been. Of a kind.’


‘But we didn’t go.’


‘We couldn’t. It was in Greece, remember?’


‘So was he buried? Does he have a grave?’ Mia’s grandma was buried in a churchyard in Norfolk. Mia had only been there once but she remembered the grave. Under her name the headstone said GREATLY LOVING AND GREATLY LOVED.


Tess shook her head. ‘No. He – he was cremated.’


‘So what happened to his ashes?’ Mia asked. ‘Did someone scatter them for him like we just did for Sylvie?’


‘I’m sure they did.’


‘But you don’t know where?’


‘Mia—’


‘Seriously, you don’t know? How could you not know that? The woman who told you, Astrid, didn’t you even ask her?’


Tess sighed. She tried to put an arm around Mia but Mia shrugged her off. The boat bumped against the rubber tyres that lined the quay.


‘Well?’ Mia demanded.


Tess hesitated. ‘I don’t think you should worry about that. Whatever happened to them, they’re not him. They’re just – remains.’


‘How can you say that? And how can you not think it’s a horrible idea, Dad having a funeral and us not there?’


‘Mee, love. You were four years old.’


‘So?’


‘So you were four. And anyway I shouldn’t think it was that kind of funeral. Apart from his brother he didn’t really have any family.’


This time it was Mia who stiffened. She glared at her mother.


‘He did have family,’ she said furiously. ‘He had me.’
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Tess was eighteen when she met Dave Taylor. It was a Sunday in May and she was supposed to be revising for her A-levels. Instead she and her friend Lorna went to Camden. Lorna’s boyfriend ran a stall in the market selling T-shirts and, not much more discreetly, weed. When they came out of the tube station, the street was in uproar. Two clapped-out old cars had crashed into each other in the middle of the five-road junction on Camden High Street. Traffic was at a standstill, gridlocked in every direction. Furious drivers shouted out of their windows and leaned on their horns but nothing moved. The drivers of the crashed cars made no effort to push them out of the way. Instead, in a frenzy of road rage, they were smashing the vehicles up with sledgehammers.


‘What the hell?’ Lorna said.


Then the music started. Immediately people started to stream from the subway and into the traffic-free space that the blockage had created. There were hundreds of them. Some of them were carrying scaffolding poles maybe twenty feet long. Like something from a circus, perfectly choreographed, the poles swung up into the air, making tripods, and suddenly people were climbing up them, balancing in the air. Around them crowds of people laughed and danced, their arms waving over their heads. At the crash site the drivers stood back, panting and grinning at one another as two men clambered onto the car roofs and unfurled a huge banner. FREE THE CITY, it read in giant black letters. KILL THE CAR. RECLAIM THE STREETS. Tess thought of Sylvie’s photographs, the ones she took as a student in Paris in 1968, and her heart surged.


‘Come on,’ she said and, grabbing Lorna’s hand, she dragged her through the clogged blare of traffic and out into the middle of the crowd. A girl with cropped blonde hair was sitting on someone’s shoulders, reaching up to hang bunting from the lamp posts. Music was blasting from speakers mounted on an armoured vehicle, Louis Armstrong’s ‘What A Wonderful World’. Throwing her head back, Tess began to dance. Close to her a man in a sleeveless T-shirt was dancing too, his narrow hips rippling from side to side. He had honey-coloured hair and a drum under one arm. He ran his fingers across its skin, making a sound like rain.


‘Fucking beautiful, isn’t it?’ he said, and his smile went all the way down her spine.


His name was Dave.


It didn’t start then. Dave was already seeing someone. Astrid Osman was a PhD student and the first person Tess met when she dragged Lorna to one of the activists’ Tuesday evening assemblies. There was no membership or requirement for entry to what they called the (dis)organisation, the meetings were open to anyone who turned up. There wasn’t meant to be any hierarchy either, though it was clear to Tess that, along with a bloke called Jimmy, Astrid and Dave were mostly in charge. Lorna didn’t get it, she said if you wanted to change the world you should go into politics, that principles were nothing without power, so the second time Tess went by herself. She had been living off and on at Lorna’s house throughout sixth form, it was easier for school and much better than living with her stepfather, but the truth was they weren’t really friends any more. Tess didn’t know what she wanted but she knew she didn’t want to live the way Lorna’s parents lived, with drinks before dinner and bars on the basement windows. It thrilled her that London might one day be a place that was defined not by profit and pollution but by generosity and freedom, a place where it was normal to share food and make art together, to dance in the streets. It thrilled her that someone like Dave might want that too.


After the meetings, most of them went on to the pub. Astrid tutored hot-housed private school kids in the evenings and at weekends so most times she couldn’t come but Dave was always there. A lot of the activists were skint, or said they were, they hung back when it was time to get a round in, but Dave was quick to put his hand in his pocket. He was a gardener, he told Tess, north London mostly but also one or two places out near the M25. He liked the rhythm of it, he said, the connection to the seasons, the earth. He liked how it coupled physical graft with skill and imagination. He volunteered in a community garden near Harlow where the vegetables they grew were given out free to local low-income families, but his passion was for flowers. There was something magical, he told her, miraculous even, in seeing a garden you had planted in full bloom.


He was twenty-eight. Tess told herself the age gap wasn’t important but sometimes beside him she felt like a child. Dave knew so many things, he had experienced so much. He had been a hunt saboteur and part of the protest group that demonstrated against the 1994 Criminal Justice Act, the assault on public space that lumped together civil protesters and ravers and travellers, and criminalised them all. He had been at Twyford Down and the battle of Claremont Road. Though he had been arrested at least three times, somehow he had always avoided being charged.


‘I was born lucky,’ he said, and Tess believed him. There was an intensity about him, a glow like the Ready Brek kid in the old adverts. She felt its warmth whenever she was near him. She wasn’t the only one. There was no fixed order to the Tuesday assemblies, anyone who wanted could pitch in with an idea, but when Dave spoke everyone listened. For all his laidback charm there was something powerful in him, a fierce streak that set him apart. He said it was his northern roots, Southport thrawn, he called it, which meant contrariness, defiance, but he made Tess think of the Pied Piper, him and his drum. People wanted to follow him.


After her A-levels were over and school had broken up, Tess was supposed to go to France. Instead she rang Sylvie and told her about the (dis)organisation. Sylvie didn’t ask where Tess planned to stay or if she had enough money. At Tess’s age Sylvie had been making performance art in Paris and sleeping with a famous and very married philosopher. Unlike Lorna’s mother, Sylvie didn’t consider someone of eighteen to be a child.


‘Bravo, darling,’ she said. ‘The barricade blocks the street but opens the way. Come and see me when you have made the world a little better.’


Tess moved into her stepfather’s flat in Chelsea. She was supposed to ask him first but Quentin was in London less and less, and on the rare occasions he did come up he always arranged for the cleaner to go in first so there was no danger of Tess being caught out unawares. She took a part-time job in a vegetarian café in Soho and threw herself into the (dis)organisation. It was like waking up in another world. She had never been political before, she had dismissed politics as bureaucracy, paper-pushing for old white men in ugly glasses and the freak of nature that was Maggie Thatcher. It had never occurred to her that it would be possible for a modern government to pass an act that, by its provisions against aggravated trespass, not only outlawed raves and squatting and the traveller lifestyle but somehow turned non-violent protest into a criminal offence. That made it actually illegal for more than ten people to gather and listen to rave music or, in the words of old white men in ugly glasses, ‘sounds wholly or predominantly characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats’. That allowed the police to take and log the DNA of anyone arrested on suspicion of a crime.


‘I don’t understand,’ she said to Dave. ‘It’s like 1984,’ and Dave shrugged.


‘Yeah, well,’ he said. ‘Nothing gets the British establishment shitting its pants faster than a crowd waking up to the magic of its own power.’
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