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For Barney










 ‘A boy may lock his door, may be warm in bed, may tuck himself up, may draw the clothes over his head, may think himself comfortable and safe, but that young man will softly creep and creep his way to him and tear him open.’


Charles Dickens, Great Expectations










Prologue


Everything starts with a story.


That’s one of the slogans we came up with at work. God, we were proud of it. When you first click on the Hawick Nicholson website, the phrase flashes across a slideshow of positive world events: the launching of Apollo 11, Obama’s inauguration, Mo Farah breasting the tape. And then underneath, in a solid typeface the designer assured us denoted dependability (Verdana, I think): ‘We help you tell yours.’


How arrogant it sounds. And also, how deceptive. Google ‘world events’. Go on. See how far you have to scroll to find anything positive; to get beyond 9/11.


Own the story. Something else we were always telling them.


Nothing is so straightforward. I know that now. Experience is messy. No story is any one person’s to be owned.


And even if you were to argue that it was, that a single narrative can be unravelled from the chaos of life, like an individual thread from a skein of rope, or a line of ink from a sleeve of tattoos, there’s one thing this whole tragedy has taught me. It’s not how it starts that matters.


It’s how it ends.










FIRST










Him


It was Jeremy, a contact at the Financial Times, who had suggested the Greek island. He’d gone there several years in a row when his lot were small. I was resistant. I still liked to think of myself as the kind of person who might holiday in Ibiza: four-poster sunbeds lined up along the beach like pimped-up tanks, the throb of bar music, sangria in glasses pearled with condensation. But Tessa’s tastes were always quieter, and we had Josh, so even I had come to appreciate we needed something more subdued. Gently shelving waters: fine. The possibility of other children: OK. A villa with easy buggy access: God help me.


It was the first day of the holiday. We had slapped across the hot sand, cracking the skin of it, to a straggling cluster of olive trees at the far end, and laid down our towels. To be honest, I was knackered. We had hired a small boat to get here – the beach had been recommended on TripAdvisor – which was more of a palaver than I’d anticipated. Sweat had collected in the centre of my chest and I eased my T-shirt away from it, flapping it in and out. I think I might have made a noise, a sort of ‘pouf’. Tessa ignored me. She was busy, bustling, as she always was those days, erecting the pop-up tent and taking off Josh’s life vest, studiously applying another layer of sunblock to his legs and arms before rolling on a pair of orange armbands. She was wearing a pink sleeveless towelling dress decorated with yellow daisies: the sort of mumsy garment she had started buying online. Her own life vest had left red welts across her bare shoulders. She rubbed at them absent-mindedly.


‘I’m going to find somewhere to change,’ she said. Her springy curls lay flat against her scalp. Her pale green eyes, which I found mesmerising when we first met, protruded slightly – they tended to when she was tired. I felt a stirring of pity and affection and, as usual, guilt. We hadn’t connected for a while. It was almost definitely my fault. Most things, increasingly, were.


I moved closer to her. ‘No one’s looking,’ I said. ‘Apart from me.’


‘No . . . I . . .’


‘Can’t you just wriggle your bikini on under your dress? Or I could hold a towel?’


‘No – it might slip, and everyone would see everything.’


‘There’s hardly anyone here. And anyway, a bit of slippage . . . I wouldn’t mind seeing everything.’ I put my hands on her shoulders and tried to kiss her mouth. My body next to hers felt fumbly and awkward. She moved slightly and my lips grazed the side of her cheek. I was aware of the warm, salty Nivea scent of her neck, the smoothness of her thigh as I raised my knee to rub against it. Her skin was arousingly soft. ‘The more I see the better,’ I murmured.


She pulled away, abruptly this time. ‘It’s a swimsuit not a bikini,’ she said.


I let her go and sat down on the edge of the towel, sighing with a heaviness that I hoped expressed a more generalised disappointment. It wasn’t just the swimsuit. (Didn’t she use to have a bikini? Had she thrown it away or did it no longer fit? Either way, to ask would almost definitely cause offence.) I also felt suddenly lonely, and, childishly, left out.


‘I expect there’ll be a loo over there,’ she said. ‘I’ll only be a minute.’


‘OK.’


I unfolded my own legs into the sun. I decided not to bother with lotion: a small rebellion against the tyranny of Tessa’s paranoia. They looked pale and hairless. I should join a gym – my generation’s answer to National Service. Or get a personal trainer, like Jeff my business partner, anything to beef up my muscles. Maybe she’d be more attracted to me then. I sighed. Both options were expensive. Even if I had the inclination, the way the business was going, I didn’t have the money. Or the time.


‘Keep an eye on Josh, won’t you?’


‘OK,’ I said again. And then, when she didn’t move, ‘Of course.’


We both watched him for a second. He was crouched down at the door of the tent, rolling a small plastic tractor over the pebbles, muttering under his breath in a lilting sing-song – one of his little narratives in full flow.


We smiled at each other, united for a doting moment.


‘I’ll be back in a minute, then.’


‘Righty-ho.’


I watched her as she trod slowly across the beach towards the taverna. I was still stressed, that was the problem, nerves still on edge – the KazNeft pitch had taken it out of me – not to mention the journey the day before. Travelling with a child magnified all the usual shit: the nerve-wreckingly early start, the trolley-jamming queues at Stansted, the queue at Avis. The villa was a disappointment, too. There, I’ve said it. On arrival, I’d felt a crashing sense of dislocation and discomfort. It seemed unimaginable that we could spend a whole week in this house, so much smaller and less equipped than our own: seven whole days. But I hadn’t been able to express any of that. It had been Tessa who’d Googled, and sifted, who’d done all the research. She was the one who made it her mission to find the perfect family holiday. So she was the one who was allowed to feel disappointed, to stand in the living room, rubbing her two middle fingers across her forehead, her mouth downturned. My job was to run around, enthusing. ‘It’ll be great – he’ll sleep in without the disruption of natural light! I love the floor! The tiles are like glass. You can slide across them! Perfect, Tess. Well done. Heaven.’


In reality, it was small, characterless and hot, squashed in by an identical property next door. No view. The whole place smelt of drains. We’d have been better off going back to that hotel in Cornwall.


Fuck it.


Josh, still very visible in his turquoise sun-suit, UVA- and UVB-proof, and his blue and white gingham hat, had found his bucket and was picking up stones and putting them into it, studying them first, still keeping up a cheerful conversation with himself. I felt another burst of pleasure in his existence. He was happy. That was what mattered. The holiday, I reminded myself, was for him. If he was enjoying it, then it was all worth it. And he’d loved our little voyage around the bay, laughing at every bump, every splash. So yes, renting the boat had been a good idea, even if there had been some hairy moments – sudden dark drops below, the water beneath us black and deep, jagged rocks dangerously close. But I’d moored it up all right – I’d been worried about that. There it was, safe at the end of the little concrete jetty; it didn’t seem to be knocking into the larger, whiter vessel next to it. My ropes seemed to be holding. So. Something in our life was secure at least. That vain attempt to prove my virility hadn’t been entirely unsuccessful. I’d got us here – hadn’t I?


I looked around. The cove was pretty: a lilting crescent of pale pock-marked sand, with a single taverna at the far end and a smattering of villas in the trees behind. Only the serrated ramparts of the vulgar hotel we’d passed were visible on the far headland. It was quiet this early in June, sleepy even. Closest to me, a middle-aged woman with a heavy tan lay on a rush mat, eyes shut, one arm above her head, gold watch gleaming, her armpit white against the rounded teak of her body. At the water’s edge, a man and woman were playing bat and ball, her lunges the endearing side of self-conscious. Josh had drawn nearer to them now, attracted by the tock-tock of rubber on wood. They noticed him and bent their shoulders, twirled their fingers in his direction, and for a blissful minute I wondered if they might actually play with him. But no, they resumed their game: of course, they were too in love, too thrilled by their own youth and energy. Along from them was a large family group – a load of clobber, a child’s buggy and a beach umbrella, some folding chairs, picnic bags, an ice box, stuff, clothes, clashing colours. English voices, embarrassingly loud. I guessed they had ventured out from the big hotel. A large man with a shaved head, wraparound sunglasses, sleeves of tattoos, chucking a ball to some kids who should surely have been in school. Box fresh trainers. Shiny football shorts.


I looked away. The water glistened pearly blue towards the dark rim of a far-distant horizon. A yacht lay moored out there, sail furled. It was hot, but not unbearable. A small breeze flicked the edge of the towel. Josh was still close enough; his suit looked like dayglo pyjamas from here. Could I relax? I began to feel it might eventually be a possibility. I slipped off my Birkenstocks, and felt the warm sand sift between my toes; the catch of a small curl of dried black seaweed. I took off my glasses and leant back on my elbows, the sun flickering through the olive trees onto my eyelids.


 


A shout woke me, and then a scream. I opened my eyes, staring for a disorientated split second at the criss-cross of silver-green leaves above me, and then sat up. The middle-aged woman on the rush mat was scrunched forward, one hand clutched to her head. She was looking at me and yelling, pointing out to sea. I followed her finger and saw the yacht that had been at anchor was at a different angle, that it was motoring out around the headland, pulling a line of white froth in its wake, and I was distracted by that. But the woman was standing up now, and shouting more loudly, and the young couple further down the beach hurled their bat and ball to the ground and they were both running, and someone had knocked over an umbrella, others were running too, and at the water’s edge, flicked by the lapping waves, a brightly coloured object – a single orange armband.


And still it took a second to realise any of this was to do with me, until I saw Josh, face down, the bundle of turquoise and red, the lopsided flicker of orange in the water off the jetty, some way out, and that’s when I moved, down over the towels, half tripping, the sand, the pebbles, pushing past the young couple, stumbling down the sudden rake of the beach until I was wading into the water, up to my knees and my groin, fired by fear and adrenalin and that dread that all parents clutch to their hearts, the inevitability of this awful thing that was always waiting there to happen, happening. I could see the terrible shape of Josh’s body ahead of me. I could hear Tessa’s voice screaming my name now, see her at the edge of my vision, her frantic arms and her stricken face, her open mouth. But it was stony underfoot, and slippery, brown, brackish slime over hard objects, bricks, and what might have been a pipe, a concealed slab of concrete, and I felt myself slip and go over, a flood on my face, up my nostrils, a sharp stab of pain in my heel and my hand, and I knew even in that instant that this wasn’t right, that people claim not to feel pain at such moments because of the sheer panic and yet I did feel the pain and the difficulty of it. I was overwhelmed by the sense that this thing unfolding, this terrible heart-breaking thing, was physically beyond me.


I regained my balance and thrust myself forward, desperate to reach sufficient depth to lunge into a swim, to kick my feet free of the treachery of the bottom. And then came a shout, and a thundering of steps, a white T-shirt hurled, shoes flying, and a short distance to the right of me, I was aware of someone doing the sensible thing, the obvious thing, which was to pelt up the jetty with such force and speed that it vibrated and set rings of water in motion. He dived headlong into the water at the far end of it, beyond where I had moored the boat, which brought him much closer to Josh. And I stood there, redundant, helpless, a father without skin, as another man saved his child.


 


That was the first time I saw Dave Jepsom.


Of course I didn’t know his name then. I didn’t know his full name until later.


But that was the first time I saw him.


An act of heroism.


Our saviour. We thought.


It took the man three strong, noisy strokes, a splashy half-crawl, to arrive where Josh was floating. He reached him and pulled his body around, yanked off the remaining armband, tossing it away dismissively, and then he held his little frame high out of the water. I saw Josh’s arms flail, his hands grab the man’s head for balance. Afterwards I tried to tell myself it was to reassure, to prove to his parents he had him safe, but at the time it looked like the brandishing of a trophy.


I became aware of people on the beach behind me, of muted cheers, gasps of relief, and of Tessa’s deeper ragged sobs. I turned and saw her kneeling in the shallows, pitiful and white-limbed, nakedly exposed in her black swimsuit. I should have waded out of the water and held in her in my arms while we waited. But I let the moment pass and turned back, looking out into the bay, rendered bullish by my own mortification. All I could think of was my father, anticipating the weight of his disappointment, and what felt like the fulfilment of his prophecy. The phrase not my father’s son came into my head, and I stood there, shaking, waiting for Josh, as the man, his hand cupping Josh’s little chin, swam slowly, one-handed, almost treading water really, to the safety of the shore.


When they reached the shallows, the man suddenly reared, became upright, water streaming from his shoulders, and he hoisted Josh into his arms, cradling him across his broad chest, as one would a small baby. And of course it was the circumstances that made him look biblical in size and stature. His red and white football shorts – anyone else who knew about these things would have recognised the team – clung wetly to his powerful thighs. On his arms were sea-scenes and faces: locks of hair entwined, or a snake; perhaps a mermaid. He was only a few feet from me, and he must have known why I was standing with my arms out, waiting to prove I was worth something, but he altered course. Tessa said later that he was probably avoiding the concrete slab on which I’d slipped. Whatever the truth, he reached the beach independent of me, so I was forced to follow behind, literally in his wake. Across his shoulders stretched a pair of angel’s wings – intricately ink-drawn, da Vinci-like in their detail – a patchwork of webs that looked like tracings of his own muscles.


Tessa ran to meet him.


‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ she said. Her face was red and she was crying now. She tried to take Josh from his arms, but Josh was already struggling and kicking – the man winced as Josh’s feet impacted with his armpit and he put him down awkwardly half on the sand, half in the water. Josh had started crying too, coughing and retching, punching Tessa’s ankles. Other people had assembled: the scraggly kids in the new trainers; a thin, lined woman with long hair in a stringy polka-dot bikini, surely too old to be their mother; a slight teenage girl with a baby wearing a nappy and frilly pink bonnet balanced on her hip. I realised then who the rescuer was – the large man from the big family group, the one who’d been playing football with the two boys.


‘I can’t thank you enough,’ I stammered when I got there. ‘I don’t know what happened. It was so quick.’ I wanted to fall to the ground and hold Josh and Tessa, to say I was sorry again and again, but I felt frozen with awkwardness. Such intimacy was beyond me. It didn’t seem my role to comfort. It was all too much my fault. So instead, I raised my hand and rested it on the man’s wet shoulder, above the tip of one wing. His skin was cold and goose-bumped, firm to the touch. ‘You were just brilliant.’


‘Right place, right time,’ he said, nodding. Close up, I saw he was somewhere in his late forties, with deep-set eyes and a prominent forehead, a swathe of stubble.


‘I had just gone to change,’ Tessa said. ‘I was as quick as I could. Should I have been quicker? I could have been quicker. I thought Marcus . . .’


‘Little tyke. Can’t take your eyes off them for a minute.’


‘It was my fault,’ I said, longing for Tessa to look at me.


‘He could have drowned,’ Tessa said, face buried in Josh’s hair.


The woman in the polka-dot bikini handed her a towel out of a big laundry bag – red and black velour, depicting Spider-Man – and Tessa started trying to dry Josh’s head, to wrap him, to pull him onto her lap. He had stopped crying, but he was still coughing, bringing up little globules of phlegmy sea-water. Her head was still lowered, so her own face was hidden in the towel. I saw her quickly dab her eyes with it.


‘Yeah. Problem is,’ the man said, ‘those blow-up things – false sense of security.’


‘Yes. Exactly,’ I said.


He gave me a measured look. ‘Teach them to swim; that’s the best thing you can do.’


‘Yup,’ I said. ‘He’s only three, but yes.’


‘Can’t start too soon,’ the man said.


I had been cold when I first came out of the water, but I was aware now of feeling clammy and hot. The backs of my calves were stinging. My face was tight, my legs shaking. I felt as if relief was still at arm’s length. I wanted all these people to disappear, all of them, to melt away, so I could concentrate on looking after Josh, and Tessa, to get over the shock, to prove it hadn’t happened. She was right: he could have drowned, but he hadn’t. That was all that mattered. Anything else – my weakness and incompetence – was secondary. I wanted us three to go back to our spot in the shade. If we could only be alone, I could make it up to them both, to explain. If Tessa knew how tired I was she would understand. We would lie down in our patch over there and I would put my arms around them both and we could be still.


‘Oh bless,’ the older woman said, studying Josh. ‘He needs something to drink. Mikey, get him a Coke.’


She rummaged in the laundry bag and at the bottom found a ten-euro note, which she pressed into one of the boy’s hands, and both boys sped off, scattering sand from under their feet.


Tessa finally looked at me.


‘Honestly,’ I said. ‘You don’t have . . . Please.’ But the woman shook her head, raising her hand to halt my resistance.


The man had taken another towel out of the bag and was rubbing it, small and folded, over his shaved head, and along his illustrated arms and thighs – as you might run a chamois over a car bonnet. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘What’s done’s done, eh? No point raking over it. He’s all right, that’s all that matters.’


Tessa cleared her throat. ‘I just can’t thank you enough.’


‘Thank you,’ I managed to say. ‘Honestly. It was just . . . I don’t know how to express our gratitude. We are eternally in your debt.’


‘As I say, anyone would have done the same.’ He ran his hand over his head, the tips of his fingers feeling for the bristle.


The teenage girl with the baby on her hip had walked over towards the jetty and bent down. She was heading back now, dangling a shoe from its laces. It was an adidas Superstar; spotless white leather with a strip of Burberry pattern at the back.


‘Oi, Dave,’ she called. ‘How big are your feet!’


‘Hey!’ He laughed. ‘Enough of your cheek. They’re only 11s. Where’s the other one?’


‘Dunno. It was on its own.’


He looked around. ‘I kicked it off. Can’t you see it? It’s floating out to sea probably.’


‘Dave,’ the girl said. ‘You’ve lost it, you silly bugger.’


There was reproof in her voice. Was she his wife? No, she was far too young. She had a rash of acne around her mouth, dip-dyed hair, braces. Too young certainly to be the mother of the baby. His daughter, maybe. Were they all his kids? It was a big spread of ages but that wasn’t so unusual.


‘Oh God, I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘They look expensive. You’ll have to let me replace them. Let me make it up to you.’


It was the first time I mentioned money, or any form of financial recompense, to him, unless you count the earlier use of the word ‘debt’. Even then, I didn’t use actual words. I made a foolish gesture, tapping with both hands at my pocket-less hips, as if feeling for my wallet. ‘Let me . . .’ I said, pointing up the incline of the beach to our pile of possessions.


‘Nah.’ He shook his head. He took the shoe from her and did a little hopping dance, putting it half on and pretending to walk in a comic lopsided manner. ‘Couldn’t ask you to do that. My fault – should have been more careful.’ He laughed, and the girl giggled too. The baby caught a handful of her hair and she bent to extricate it. I was smiling in an encouraging manner, though I felt acutely embarrassed. I wasn’t sure whether to insist or not. I looked at Tessa for guidance, but she was curled up a few feet away on the sand, with Josh on her lap, whispering in his ear. He looked pale and exhausted. I realised, with an ache in my heart, that she was still weeping. Dave stopped laughing. He took the shoe off and tried to dust the wet sand from its matt-white sides before letting his hand, and the shoe, hang down.


‘Maybe it’s still there. Maybe I could swim out for it,’ I said.


‘Oh, you can swim?’


‘Yes,’ I said, mortified. ‘But not very well, as you’ve just seen.’


‘Useless.’


He looked at the horizon and then at the shoe in his hand, and then he hurled it, with a powerful over-arm so that the shoe swooped in the air for 100 metres or so before dropping, disappearing finally with a small distant splash.


‘Useless,’ he said again. ‘A single shoe, I mean. Shoes are like people – better in a couple.’


‘You plonker.’ The teenage girl shook her head. ‘You complete and utter plonker.’


I stared at him, shifting one of my feet so it found wet sand. I felt a tiny amount of sea swirl around it; my toes sink. Useless. I’d thought he meant me.


Dave slapped me on the back. ‘Better my shoe sinks to the bottom than your little fella, eh?’


The small boys were racing back from the bar now, one of them clutching three bottles of Diet Coke to his chin, the other trying to get them off him.


‘Here they are,’ their grandma said when they reached her. ‘You took your time.’


She took a Coke from the boy, wiped the rim with the palm of her hand. ‘There you go, sonny.’


She held it out to Josh, who didn’t seem to realise what was happening. ‘There you go,’ she said again. ‘It won’t bite.’


Tessa took it for him. She glanced in my direction and I smiled brightly at her, nodding my head. I was willing her to let him drink it, to glug back all that aspartame and caffeine. I imagined us laughing at it later, incorporating it into a post-holiday anecdote: Of course the most traumatic thing was not the near-drowning, but the acceptance of a first Diet Coke.


‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘It’s really kind of you, but I don’t think he’s thirsty.’


‘If he doesn’t want it, I’ll have it,’ said one of the boys.


‘Oi.’ His grandmother slapped him lightly around the head. ‘You’ve already got one. Leave the poor little mite. He’ll drink it when he wants it.’


‘Thank you,’ Tessa said. I hoped the danger might have passed but Josh made a sudden grab for the bottle and she jerked it out of his reach so quickly and violently a carbonated stream shot onto the sand. Josh wailed, struggled, fought to get the bottle back.


‘No,’ Tessa said to him firmly, and then looked up, realising. ‘Sorry. I just don’t want him to get a taste for it.’


The grandmother – if she was the grandmother – laughed and one of the boys let out a yelp, a sort of reprimanding groan. The teenage girl said, ‘God, give her a break. Not everyone gives their kids Coke, you know. I don’t blame her. It’s full of sugar. It rots their teeth. Plus it makes them hyper. If you made those two have water instead of fizzy drinks they might be less manic.’


‘One Coke’s not going to kill him,’ the man said to the girl – as if she were the one who’d been difficult, as if she were the one who was precious.


‘It’s Diet, Tracey,’ the grandmother said to the girl. She turned to Tessa. ‘Sugar-free. I was only trying to help.’


‘Of course.’ Tessa screwed the base of the half-empty bottle into the wet sand, tipped Josh off her lap, and stood up. ‘You’ve been so kind, both of you. All of you. I don’t know how we can ever repay you.’ I could tell she was finding it hard to get her words out. ‘Maybe we ought to get this little man out of the sun now, and let you guys get on with your day.’ She gave the older woman a hug, and then took a step towards Dave, raised her arms to the side, and kept them there. ‘Thank you,’ she said before moving forward and clasping him around his back. She drew away and stood there, her head slightly hanging.


I felt weak with relief then, at the realisation that we were seconds away from leaving them, that we would be on our own.


When I turned to Dave to say goodbye, I realised he was just staring at me. For the first time I noticed the blueness of his eyes. People often describe blue eyes as ‘piercing’, but there was nothing sharp or penetrating about Dave’s eyes. They were like a rinse of colour, something faded and soft, like washed denim, or a hazy sky. His face was angular with heavy brows and a jutting chin, the kind of prominent cheekbones that seem to need the skin to stretch to fit, but his eyes were pure blue, like a baby boy’s first jumper. He gave a small smile, with a slight inclination of his head. I tried to read the expression on his face: disappointed, maybe; rueful.


The beach receded. The events of the last few minutes spooled backwards in my head.


Your little fella.


One Coke’s not going to kill him.


Oh, you can swim?


I took a deep breath, not daring to look at Tess. ‘Listen,’ I said. ‘It’s nearly midday. Almost lunchtime. The least we can do is buy you all a drink. Or lunch. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Josh and I have been up since six.’


I tipped my wrist to look at a watch that wasn’t there. How ineffectual my gestures were. Dave’s actions were concrete and dramatic. They had consequences. I dealt in air and mime.


The woman glanced across sideways at Dave. He seemed to ponder for a moment, while doing this odd thing with his hands: holding them several inches apart and twirling them, as if typing in the air.


I looked down at Josh, then. He was standing by his mother, his face very still, his mouth drooping. He winched his shoulders up and forward, in an exaggerated shiver. I reached out and laid my hand on the top of his head. It was the first time I’d been able to touch him since I thought he was dead. His hair felt salty and stiff. I wanted to bend down and breathe him in.


There was a tightening in the back of my throat, a gradually sharpening pain. My vision blurred.


‘Well, if you’re sure,’ Dave said, cracking his knuckles and then finally bringing his hands together, like two fists in prayer. ‘It would give us a chance to get to know one another.’










Her


I didn’t want to have lunch with them. It’s not that I wasn’t grateful. I couldn’t even have begun to put my gratitude into words. I just didn’t feel capable. Horrors were still flickering at the corners of my eyelids: the moment I emerged, my eyes adjusting to the brightness, and I saw his blue gingham hat turning over in the waves, and then Josh himself, 50 yards out, his arm flailing in silent, urgent movement. My own scream in my ears, my heart cut open. And the horrific gut-propelling realisation that I’d taken too long in the taverna. I shouldn’t have been so long. Now all I wanted was to be on my own with Josh, to look over every inch of his body, to hold him close, to hear him breathe. And then I wanted to lie face first in the sand and wail with the horror and the relief of it.


But Marcus was different. Marcus’s response to anything was ‘Let’s have lunch’. He was pretending everything was fine, that he was relaxed. He wasn’t one of those parents who fussed and over-reacted. We weren’t those people. Nearly losing your child: just one of those things.


And to prove that, lunch apparently was what we would have.


I just wish we hadn’t, that’s all.


It was an extraordinary thing Dave Jepsom did for us. But he was in our life now. And we would soon have cause to wish that he wasn’t.


 


We were sitting at the last table on the terrace looking out over the bay. The water in the cracks beneath our feet was so clear you could see the fish dart. Plastic tables, a white paper cloth flapping like a seagull in the off-shore breeze. Oil and vinegar in matching bottles. A tang of seaweed and salt; the heat of the grill shimmering in the air.


It was the kind of lunch I’d imagined us having. If the circumstances had been different, it could have been idyllic.


I realised my legs were joggling the table, that a weird fixed smile had taken over my face. I remembered a show on Sky Atlantic in which a child had died from the effects of drowning, a few hours after being submerged. He’d been rescued from the waves, but had drowned, the sea-water still swilling in his lungs, in his bed. Should Josh see a doctor? Should I keep him up all night? Probably, I decided, it was better if he didn’t eat too much. Just a light meal. Fluids; he should have a lot of those.


I tried to engage, to focus, to work out who they were, these people who had done so much for us. The man who had saved Josh’s life was Dave and the older woman seemed to be called Maureen. The two boys were Mikey and Carl and the teenage girl was Tracey. At least one person was missing – a Sherry they referred to a couple of times, who had eaten a dodgy calamari the night before and ‘was basically spending the day on the toilet’. I didn’t know who the baby belonged to. She’d been put down in the buggy, with the seat reclined, but the sun was blazing through the awning onto her face. I reached behind me to move it. No one noticed.


At the end of the table, Marcus was doing his best to keep the conversation going, falsely cheerful, firing off questions as if he were holding a focus group or entertaining tricky clients. They’d been here a couple of days already, Maureen said, and were taking ‘the full fortnight’. ‘You too?’ she said. Marcus told her we were doing a split holiday this year – one week abroad, another week a little later in the summer, in the UK. ‘A staycation,’ he added, ‘cottage in Suffolk. Thought it would be easier with a toddler to do two short hols than one big one.’


‘Well, that’ll be nice,’ Maureen added as if she felt a bit sorry for us.


I should speak to Dave; I knew I should. He was across the table from me and occasionally I felt his eyes on me as if he wanted my attention. I should reach over and take his hand and make a connection. But I couldn’t find the right moment or the right words. It wasn’t just that I found him physically intimidating – the rigid wall of muscle, the number of tattoos. If I hadn’t already been in a state, I might have navigated this better. I might have asked about the tattoos, normalised them – where did you get that one? Was it painful? But I didn’t. The truth is, I couldn’t bear to look at him. Despite the heroism and the kindness of his act, he horrified me. He was a reminder of what might have happened, of our failings as parents.


Marcus was still asking questions. They’d flown from Gatwick and they weren’t staying in the big hotel. ‘No, an apartment,’ Dave answered. He breathed in loudly through his nose and pulled back his shoulders, pushing his neck forward. It was a statement that didn’t beg further questioning – none of the usual holiday to-ing and fro-ing, comparing notes, storing stuff away, making judgements. He squared his jaw, clamping his mouth shut, guarding his privacy.


‘Yes. Us too,’ Marcus agreed. ‘Or, anyway, a house. Small one.’


Had they hired a car? No. ‘Very sensible,’ Marcus said quickly. He should have left it there, but he gave them a little tirade on the system. I’d heard it already. It was what had brought his long simmering irritation to a boil yesterday. ‘You do everything online and still when you arrive at the desk, knackered after the flight, desperate to get the hell out of there, you have to wait for hours in a queue while everyone ahead who has done the same as you and booked online still has to fill out endless forms.’


He was talking too much, trying to prove he wasn’t embarrassed, filling the gaps.


The food arrived. Maureen and Tracey ate omelettes; the small boys, chicken on skewers – leaving the squares of green pepper in pools of orangey ketchup. If they’d been mine, would I have made them eat the peppers? I didn’t know. Was it OK to let them eat so many chips? There was so much about parenthood that remained uncharted. Marcus had ordered the same as Dave: pork chops which came with rice and chips, tzatziki on the side. He was copying Dave, as if he thought Dave would think more of him for eating the same food. Dave had pulled on a white and navy polo shirt with an outsized logo on the breast – Ralph Lauren, or a knock-off – and he tucked a paper napkin into the neck and paused to smooth it down a couple of times before eating. I watched Marcus do the same. I’m a man about to eat man’s food, that’s what he was saying.


Josh and I shared a plate of whitebait.


‘Look at you,’ Maureen said to Josh as he opened his mouth for the tiny flick of silvery herring in my fingers. ‘Aren’t you grown up?’


‘I’m trying to introduce him to as many different flavours as possible,’ I said.


Maureen, it turned out, was an assistant in a year 3 class; she knew all about introducing kids to different flavours. The ‘Eatwell wheel’ was part of Key Stage 2.


‘Where’s your school?’ I asked.


‘Ashburnam Primary in Orpington,’ she told me. ‘Nice enough – except for the head.’


We talked for a bit about that, and I expressed sympathy until she mentioned the head’s ethnicity, at which point I changed the subject.


‘Sweet baby,’ I said, looking behind me.


‘You going to have any more?’ she said.


I felt a lurch inside, as I always did when people asked. I tried to keep the smile on my face. ‘Always wanted a big family,’ I said. ‘But it wasn’t to be.’


I put my hand out – a reflex – and touched Josh’s head. I kept it there for a moment, smoothing the back of his hair, then tucking in the label of his UV suit.


‘You’re not too old, are you?’ She made a face like she was doubting me. ‘These days, with all those scientific advances. A woman in her sixties had a baby in Italy the other day. I mean that’s disgusting, but you’re not on that level.’


I kept the smile on my face. ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I had a tricky birth with this one. Ended up having an emergency hysterectomy. Just one of those things.’


‘Ah.’


‘It’s why I gave up work. If I’m only going to have one, I want to make the most of it.’


‘That’s nice.’ She patted my hand. ‘Why don’t you take Poppy?’ She called to the other end of the table. ‘Tracey! I’ve just told Tessa she can take Poppy home with her!’


Dave was laughing. He leant his arm along the back of a chair and tousled Mikey’s hair.


‘As long as she looks after her,’ he said.


‘I’ll do my best,’ I said.


Our eyes met, and I felt something pass between us. He knows, I thought. He knows: my best isn’t good enough.


I turned my head quickly away and reached for Josh, lifting him off his chair and putting him on my knee. He settled his face on my shoulder and brought his thumb to his mouth. He was exhausted. We needed to get him back.


I looked across at Marcus and failed to catch his eye.


‘What do you do?’ he was asking Dave.


‘I’m in construction,’ he answered, squaring his jaw.


Marcus didn’t ask for details. He probably assumed bricklayer or roofer. He was respecting Dave’s attempt to endow his job with a certain dignity.


‘You?’ Dave said.


Marcus told him he was ‘in crisis management’.


‘What’s that when it’s at home?’


‘He’s in PR,’ I said before Marcus answered. He had a tendency to big up his job, to make it sound more complicated than it was – a defence mechanism but not one that would be appreciated here. ‘We both are. It’s actually how we met.’


‘I help clients with their image,’ Marcus continued as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘With their stories.’


Dave had reached across the table for a chip from Tracey’s plate.


He dipped it in the tzatziki. ‘It’s not what you do; it’s who you work for. In my experience,’ he said.


Marcus nodded sagely.


‘You got a good line manager? Easy boss?’


I stared at my husband, praying he wouldn’t say he was the line manager; he was the boss.


‘I guess I work for a lot of different people,’ he said, glancing up at me, and tapping his fingers on the edge of the table. ‘I consult across the board, for a wide range of companies in a variety of sectors. Some of them are good. Some of them are total wankers.’


‘Lot of wankers about,’ Dave said. ‘Who’s your biggest?’


Marcus picked up a pork bone and gnawed it to play for time.


I cleared my throat, trying to signal a warning. He should deflect the question. It’s what his job entailed half the time, after all.


I don’t know why he didn’t. I don’t think it was arrogance or a desire to show off to this man who had just saved his child. I think maybe he just didn’t want to seem standoffish. He wanted to be open. Information about himself: it was all he could give.


He put the bone down, and in a fake gossipy, chummy tone, he told Dave about the racetrack owner with the drink problem, the make-up queen who only drank Voss mineral water served at 42 degrees F, and the Russian petro-chemists who wanted media training, but who needed training in basic human decency. He also outlined his dealings with ‘an Irish manufacturer of excavation products’ who had recently scored a big contract in the Middle East, and ‘let’s just say they tread a little too close to the legal boundaries’.


‘Paddies?’ Dave rolled his eyes.


‘Bottom line is, every major company has its secrets. My job is to prevent them coming to light.’


At least, I thought, he hadn’t mentioned any names.


 


Marcus ordered ice cream and coffee and the owner brought out glasses of Metaxa ‘on the house’. When we finally left the table Dave proposed a game of football.


‘Go on then,’ Marcus said. ‘Long time since I’ve had a kickabout.’


He was in goal – or at least standing guard of the sand between two buckets. When he let in the first ball, as Carl collapsed to his knees in whooping victory, he let out a loud theatrical groan. He resumed his position, crouching slightly, elbows braced, his lower lip caught between his teeth and, unwatched by anyone but me, he joggled from side to side, self-consciously at the ready. I looked away in embarrassment. It’s not being bad at sport that’s mortifying, it’s showing that you care.


On a towel between Maureen and Tracey, with Josh asleep in my lap, I closed my eyes for a minute, anger at him and pity mingling with my own shame.










Him


I’d hoped everything would be all right when we were finally alone, that whatever was wrong between Tessa and me would be blown away by the trauma, that we would come together in our shared relief. I’d hoped we might be able to laugh about the lunch, as we had once laughed after a dinner party or a client meeting; to compare notes – was Sherry his wife? – and to re-live the more cringeworthy moments. I ran a conversation in my head. ‘So Maureen doesn’t like Muslims! And did you notice the reference to “Paddies”?’ ‘What a tosser!’ she’d say. ‘Yes,’ I’d answer, ‘total arsehole, but he did save our son!’ We’d both laugh.


But we were silent on the boat ride home. She had clambered in ahead of me and watched as Dave and I shared a manly hug.


‘See you later!’ I said.


‘I’ll look out for you,’ he said.


Tessa breathed in sharply.


The wind had changed direction – Stavros, the boat-man, had warned us – and once we rounded the headland, we turned into oncoming rolls of choppy waves. The boat broke across them, sea-water spraying across the bows and into our faces. Tessa sat, puffed out in her life vest, white-knuckled, clutching Josh to her shoulder, her expression grim. She protected his head with her spare hand, as if the slightest drop might kill him. It was an over-reaction, but after my terrible lapse of judgement earlier there was nothing I could say.


Stavros was there at the harbour to help us moor up, and then firmly held my arm as I scrambled ashore, as if I wasn’t to be trusted not to fall in. Tessa waited with Josh in the car while I shopped for supper in the small supermarket: a bag of pasta, feta, some tomatoes, and a basil plant with small pointed leaves, then we trudged back up the hill to the modern complex on the outskirts of town that contained our villa. In the late afternoon, it seemed even hotter and more claustrophobic. I played with Josh for a while in the pool, while Tessa perched in the small square of shade provided by the single umbrella. Only a fence separated our house from the house next door. There was a couple staying there, younger than us maybe, no kids. You could hear the scrape of their loungers on their matching concrete terrace, cheerful requests from one or other of them to pass sunglasses, or another beer; the clatter of the cutlery in their kitchen.


I cooked us pasta and Tessa put Josh to bed, and later she and I sat outside with our iPads, catching up on our emails. I would say it was companionable but it wasn’t. The air between us was heavy with tension. Our next-door neighbours had gone out. I thought about them down at the harbour, sharing food, laughing, getting drunk on a bottle of retsina. I was tense for the sound of their return. I wondered if we would hear them having sex. I had heard the woman giggle earlier – a rising sound like a car’s engine before it fires. I’d convinced myself she would sound like that when she came.


With a hopeless anguish, I imagined the week that lay ahead – six more days of politeness and distance. We would talk when we needed to, united only in our service of Josh. We would find a routine and stick to it: a daily walk to the local beach, same spot every day; lunch in a taverna at the harbour – perhaps we would find one we liked best and decide to keep to that. Maintain a routine. Play it safe. We’d spend the afternoon at the pool. We would read. I’d cook supper. We’d go to bed.


In the suffocating heat of our room, Tessa undressed with her back to me, shoulders hunched as she shrugged off her bra and replaced it with a T-shirt. She lay down on top of the sheet and reached for her book. She used to walk around the house without any clothes on, sexily at ease with her body. (There was a bikini. Pea-green with a white stripe along the top of the bra. Where did it go?) Everything changed when she had Josh. When I told her I loved the softening of her belly, the lower swoop of her breasts, the pattern of her scars, when I told her she was perfect, she shook her head as if I was lying. Our sex life suffered, improved a little over time, but had recently had another setback. My fault? Work? I wasn’t sure.


I lay down next to her and crept my arm over the slope of her shoulder. Her T-shirt smelt of the suitcase – stale and slightly synthetic. I had showered, but I was hot again already; I could feel my skin stick to the fabric. I wanted to pull the T-shirt off, to feel her skin.


It had been a while. Months. The emotions of the day, the turmoil, appeared to have reduced me to a state of needy arousal.


‘Don’t,’ she said.


‘Please,’ I said. ‘I know I let you down. And I’m really, really sorry.’?


‘Forget it.’


‘Speak to me, Tessa. Shout at me. Say something. I am sorry. I know it was my fault and look at me: I’m abject.’


She lowered her book. ‘Couldn’t we have had this conversation much earlier? Left earlier? Did we have to have lunch?’


‘It was the least we could do. I mean, we couldn’t just walk away.’


‘But all day. Did we have to stay all day?’


‘He was nice. He was friendly. He saved our son.’


‘I know. He was friendly. Very friendly. It’s just . . .’ She closed the book, her finger keeping her place.


‘Tessa. I feel terrible about what happened.’


‘I was hardly gone any time. A few minutes. I had to a find a loo, and maybe I was a bit longer than I said. But not that much longer. It wasn’t so much to ask, to keep an eye on your own son.’ Her voice was breaking.


‘I am just so exhausted. But that’s no excuse. It was awful of me.’


Even as I was apologising, I felt a flicker of relief. At least we were focusing on the lapse in my attention, not the long cringing minutes that immediately followed, in which I failed to save Josh.


‘Tessa.’ I leant over her and took the book from her hand. I kissed the side of her mouth, laid the weight of my body upon her, felt her tense, begin to resist, and then the loosening of her limbs as she succumbed. She turned her head to one side, her eyes tightly closed. I buried my face in her neck, and shuddered almost immediately to a finish.


She patted my back and said it was all right, but something had already changed. I felt her contempt – not at this minor sexual failure but at my incompetence when our son’s life had been in danger, at the fact I had fallen so wildly short in that vital moment when the big question was asked.










SECOND










Her


‘So, how was the holiday?’


‘It was lovely.’


He lifted his coffee cup to his mouth, keeping his eyes on mine. ‘Weather nice?’


I smiled. ‘The weather was also lovely, thank you.’
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