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If the cold made an impression on her, she did not show it. Nor the prospect of the drop. The tide was at its lowest. No water awaited her down there, only black sand. 


I have often wondered what she thought of in those last moments. I like to believe that if she thought of anything, it was of my land, of the overwhelming beauty of it from the lip. And then I hope she thought of nothing at all. Because there is peace in that.


I had no time to shout. I was halfway across the road when I realised. By my next step, she had jumped. I watched her disappear out of sight beneath the lip and, still, I did not shout. I wanted to, I wanted to scream, but something stopped me. I did not know what it was at the time, but I do now. It was already too late. She had left, her action irreversible, and the last thing she needed to hear on the drop was my scream. Then she would have known that I had seen her. Seen it. I could not give her that as a final thought. I wanted peace for her.


I did not shout but I did run. Her footprints remained in the grass at the lip and I nestled my own feet into them. I looked. 


She lay face down on the black sand.
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This is all I have. 


Few ever get to see it as I do now: bathed by the rising sun behind, immaculate in this crisp morning air. There are no silhouettes in these conditions, only long shadows. The clarity is resounding. My land, my world, can be seen and absorbed in one long swoop. 


There is no better place.


It starts from the coast path signpost: the pitted wooden needle which pierces the horizon-hanging clouds, rock steady on the western headland. And then it arcs, a jagged but perfectly curved lip, swinging back from the signpost until it reaches dead centre and then out and on again with the same slow bend, past the warning sign and towards the eastern headland, where the lip crumbles and the coast path has no barrier to separate it from the edge. That toppled into the ocean during last winter’s storms. The lip forms the boundary of my land outwards but not downwards, where it continues, including the chop of Atlantic below, the sheer cliff face which rises from it, lonely Gull Rock a few metres out, standing tall and serene. And then behind, behind the lip, behind me, this field of untamed grass which swells towards the road, ends, and then surfaces again on the far side, circling the Cafy and streaming towards the woods. 


All of this is Bones Break. 


All of this is mine.


I know every inch of it; I know it as intimately as the seagulls. I stand at dead centre, my feet teetering on the edge of the lip. Below, the thundering tattoo of waves on rock. Wind catches the tips of my hair, lifting them above my ribs: less force than it takes to knock me down; enough to make me right myself with a step to the left, and then another back again. Here on the lip, it is vital to know where my feet are. They must have the same distance from each other as they have from the edge. For this is how she stood, nothing before her but clean and open air, her shoulders back, her bare feet flattening the blades of grass. 


This is as close to her as I can get. Time and feeling separate us now, but I will not let distance do the same. I remove my sandals and picture her here. The ocean view, the sharp tang of brine at the back of the throat, the wet grass and wetter earth beneath it. 


I breathe it all in, long and deep.
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The swells are offshore and the wind rushes out towards the horizon, taking dawn’s last clouds with it. The sun rose from behind the woods less than an hour ago: low enough to cast its river of gold across the ocean surface; high enough to begin to warm the air. The weather today will be better. That in itself is a relief.


It has been a dreadful year, worse even than what Dad called the Year of Living Dangerously. I sometimes wonder what he would have called this year, and have thought about giving it a name myself, but there is no inclination. Naming something gives it form and existence, makes it memorable. This is a year I would rather forget.


So a warm and clear day, as this morning promises, would be welcome. The cormorants are already here, jostling for position above the break line. They come when there is enough sunshine bouncing from the surface of the water to dry their outstretched wings and warm their chests. Mum once told me she found that cormorant pose ‘magisterial’, ‘self-assured’, and years later, remembering her words, I tried to imitate it on a hot day, sitting out here on the lip, cross-legged, my arms held out wide. I did not last long. Bones Break crawled with emmets that day, emmets hiking in the heat, who stopped, laughed, and pointed their fingers.


The cormorants also signal the receding of the tide: they only come when it is on its way out, exposing the rocks at the foot of the cliff face. Before long, the zawn – the tiny beach which exists at the base of Bones Break for just a few hours each day when the tide is lowest – will be visible. 


This is my favourite beach in the world. The sand is black, volcanic, the same colour as the cliff face it swirls out from, and so unlike the white sand of Lantoweth further west along the coast. It astonishes me that it never washes away, is never dragged out to sea, but sits, remains, with implacable grace. I am grateful for it. It makes my zawn all the more unusual, and all the more beautiful.


That it is undisturbed is its greatest attribute. No footprints muddy the sand’s perfect swirls for there is no road or path down; no boats linger at the zawn’s fringes, blotting the seascape, for navigating the submerged rocks which stretch out from Bones Break would be an act of madness. It is my favourite beach because it is untouched, it is pure, and it is mine.


But if you have the stomach for it, there is a way down to the zawn, a way down which does not involve jumping. I have done it. Once. I intend never to do it again.
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I come out here, to the lip, to visit the zawn as often as its rare appearances allow. I wish I could visit my second favourite beach, Porthmadden, again, but I have not been there since my eighteenth birthday. It lies far down the coast, beyond the estuary, and the trips Mum and I took down there on the morning of each of my birthdays did not recur this year.


The first was my tenth, two years before the Year of Living Dangerously. Mum woke me while it was still dark with a kiss, a smile and a promise – that this would be my best birthday present ever. We crept down the stairs so as not to wake Dad, who had stayed late at the Cafy the night before, let ourselves out of the house and climbed into the car. I remember the strange mixture of excitement and apprehension which prickled my skin as we drove out of St Petroc and towards the ocean, turning east on the coast road and passing but not stopping at the Cafy.


‘Where are we going?’ I asked, but Mum did not reply. Her silence only fuelled my conflicting emotions – even by the age of ten, I knew what Mum was capable of, how enlivening or terrifying she could be depending on the circumstances – and I found myself reluctant to ask again, matching her silence with mine as we crossed the estuary and then rejoined the coast road, passing through sleeping villages and around imposing moors, the sun still not yet risen. 


Dawn had begun to bleach the dark sky by the time we pulled into the empty Porthmadden car park. 


‘Where are we?’ I asked.


‘We’re here,’ Mum said, her smile enigmatic. ‘For your birthday present.’


Before locking the car, she pulled an enormous backpack from the boot. I followed her down on to the beach. Halfway between the car park and the shoreline she stopped, opened the backpack, retrieved a blanket, and the moment she began laying it on to the sand the sun appeared behind us, as if she had choreographed it perfectly. 


‘Sit down, Melody Janie,’ she said. I did as I was told.


And then, with the flourish of a magician, she began to pull out the most magnificent breakfast I had ever seen. Croissants, butter and honey. Fresh scones, a pot of clotted cream, a jar of blackberry jam. Strawberries, apple slices, two separate bunches of grapes – one green, one red – and crescents of watermelon. A carton of pre-chilled orange juice, a flask of hot milky tea, an assortment of crisps so varied I did not know which to choose first. One packet of custard cream biscuits, two bags of jellied sweets and a large tin of chocolates. And then, the final prize, taken from a separate bag I had not even noticed her carrying and laid down in the centre of the banquet, a sponge cake topped by ten candles which spelled the letters M and J. Mum lit them with a box of matches taken from her pocket and said, ‘Happy tenth birthday, Melody Janie. Double figures.’


That was when I started to laugh, started to laugh with so much giddy joy that the wind blew the candles out before I could regain enough breath to do it myself.


It was a school day, and our time was limited there at Porthmadden, but we made the most of it. Mum was electrifying, a never-ending source of jokes and hugs and gentle encouragements to eat more, to try some of that, to just have a bit, go on, why not, it’s your birthday, you’re ten now. When I could eat and drink no more of the feast, I fell back into the sand with a satisfied grunt, the blue sky above laced with streaming cloud formations. 


‘Don’t you just love this?’ Mum murmured from beside me. 


‘My birthday?’


‘Your birthday. You. You and me and the sky and the sea and the beach. We’re so lucky here I sometimes forget it. How lucky we are. How very, very lucky.’


‘I wish we could swim,’ I said.


‘What’s stopping us?’ Mum propped herself up on one elbow.


‘I haven’t got my costume.’


‘Me neither.’ She began to grin. It was mesmerising. ‘It doesn’t matter. There’s no one else here.’


I looked around me. She was right. Aside from us and our decimated picnic breakfast, the beach was deserted. 


‘Can we?’ I said.


‘We can do whatever you want. You’re the birthday girl.’


We stripped to our underwear and sprinted, charged, into the waves. The April sea bit like nettles, but we did not care. We swam and we bodysurfed and we screamed laughter into the surging water and when Mum threw me I sailed high into the air and when I tried to throw her she jumped upwards and pretended it was me who sent her cascading into the bright morning wind. She taught me how to do a handstand by plunging my fingers into the sand and holding on to it like a rope against the currents, our toes pointed at the sky. She showed me how to float on my back, how not to fight the water but let it carry me aloft as if on an outstretched hand. She let me hold on to her waist as she swam us both outback, beyond the waves’ break line, and then she wrapped me in her arms, perched me on her stomach and let the swells take us back in.


Mum drove us home in her underwear. I sat in the passenger seat, enfolded deep within the blanket: sandy, shivering and happy. Back in St Petroc, she dressed quickly in the car and then led me towards the house. I could see her jeans and t-shirt dampening as Dad opened the door for us.


‘Happy birthday, Melody Janie!’ he called, picking me up, blanket and all, and carrying me into the house, up the stairs, to my bedroom, where he finally lowered my feet to the floor. ‘This,’ he exclaimed proudly, ‘is your real birthday present.’


My eyes followed his pointed finger. At the foot of my bed, jutting out a few inches from the wall and sloping dangerously to the left, was a brand-new bookcase, the highest of its four shelves populated with ten books.


‘Ten books for ten years,’ Dad said. ‘Next year we’ll get you eleven. The year after, twelve. And so on. Every year. I promise.’ It was a promise he would not keep. ‘This is your birthday present. Your library. Long may it grow!’


I approached my library. Three of the books I knew from school, four I had read before, three were ones I had never heard of. Though the bookcase looked like it could collapse on to my bed at any moment, it was a wonderful gift.


‘I’m sorry we tricked you, Melody Janie,’ Dad said. ‘But we had to get you out of the house so I could build this thing. We could have done it while you were at school, but we wanted you to have it now, on the morning of your birthday.’


I looked at Mum. She smiled. We both knew which birthday present meant more.


I was late to school that morning, and when I got there no one wished me a happy birthday. But it did not matter, because I had had the best morning of my life.


Mum collected me alone after school because Dad was working at the Cafy. She led me up to my bedroom. The bookcase, my library, no longer slouched to the left. It was as straight and solid as my legs had been that morning, thrust out from the ocean while I performed the perfect handstand that Mum showed me.


‘Don’t tell Dad,’ she said.


We went to Porthmadden every year after that on the morning of my birthday, right up until my eighteenth. Just me and Mum. We missed this year, my nineteenth, but it does not matter. I know Mum will make up for it next year. I know she will not miss my twentieth, our ten-year anniversary.
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I walk. Mornings like this are rare and the most must be made of them. I turn to my right, away from dead centre, heading east, following the graceful curve of the lip as it arcs up towards the headland where the barrier and the slice of cliff beneath it tumbled into the ocean last winter, leaving behind nothing but a sharp cleft. No one was up here at the time to fall with it.


The first village in this direction is Petherick. Bones Break does not qualify as a village. With only the Cafy, the land and the cliffs, it is lucky to have a name at all. Petherick, on the other hand, has substance: houses, shops, a school, a library, pub, chapel, harbour – as well as all the undesirable things that come with population. Litter. Noise. Fumes. Drunken fights. Worse, it has its B&Bs, its hotel, its holiday lets and second homes. In short, it has emmets. Moving in. Taking over. Bones Break may have its disadvantages, but it is free from all that.


To reach Petherick takes two hours by foot along the coast path. I do not have the inclination for such a hike today. Nevertheless, the coast path itself is rampant with life if you know where to look for it – the heather and gorse which creep back from the lip; the seagulls and cormorants and gannets and choughs and terns swooping above; the seals below, sunbathing on the zawns or floating upright in the turquoise shallows, their dog faces serene with glistening whiskers and closed eyes. It is not necessary to walk all the way to Petherick. There is plenty to watch here. Especially at Nare Point.


I skirt around the eastern headland and continue along the coast path, following its undulations as it mirrors the sweeps and folds of the lip. Nare Point lies half a mile away. Though there is no Cafy there, and though the views – sky-wide as they may be – are inferior to mine at Bones Break, Nare Point has one specific attraction. Between the road and the coast path, a large rectangular space has been cleared of gorse and gravelled over to make a small car park. People use this as a wild camper stop, and all throughout the summer Nare Point is filled with vans belonging to both locals and emmets. I have never known if this is allowed, but no one complains. The only house nearby is Mrs Perrow’s, but she died last year, and aside from that there is little else but Trethewas Woods behind and the ocean beyond. A blind eye is turned to the wild campers. No one cares about them. No one but me.


I quicken my pace as I round the final bend in the coast path before Nare Point, partly from excitement and partly to warm up. Even now, with the sun full and glaring on my right, there remains a distinct chill in the air, one that causes me to shiver, to wish I had worn a coat over my dress.


I reach the car park. There before me is my prize. A single VW camper van, light green, all curtains closed and no noise coming from within. That it is the only van here this morning surprises me, but not much. The lack of custom we had at the Cafy this year is testament to how poor the season has been, the season which is now, finally, limping towards its end.


Nevertheless, this VW camper van is my favourite: the kind with the huge windscreen and the spare wheel poking from the front like the snout of a piglet. Esther’s brother Nathan used to have one like this, but orange, and he would park it across the road so that I could see it from my bedroom window – until he drove it away to university one September and I never saw him, or the van, again. This one, I realise as I look closer, is a rental camper van: the company name is stencilled on to the sliding door. So there must be emmets inside. Locals do not rent camper vans, and if they do, they use them to go somewhere beyond the Tamar, out of Cornwall. I have never understood why.


I step off the path and on to the grass so that I will not be heard. Nare Point has a superb hideaway, the pocket, a sort of burrow beneath an overhang of knotted weeds. It is large enough for me to lay straight out on my side, obscured from eye level by the vegetation, the ideal vantage point for low-angle observations. Climbing in gets my dress wet, but once inside I am always surprised by how dry and warm it is. I have often wondered if a family of animals lives here, if they made it themselves, but I have never seen evidence that any life uses the pocket, any life other than myself.


I cannot see the top of the camper van from here, the weeds above me obscure it, but all else from the windows down is visible, and a few moments after I have settled into position lights come on inside the van, spilling out through the cracks in the curtains. I consider rolling out of the pocket, stalking towards the van and peeking in through the cracks to see who is inside and what they are doing. But that is not as much fun. I like the waiting: it gives me time to imagine who will face me, before they must.


One of the van’s side windows is yanked open. A cloud of steam plumes out into the morning air.


Who will it be today?


I picture an older couple, childless, or grieving a lost child perhaps, touring the Cornish coast, quiet people, respectful, deserving of this landscape, simple and pleasant, worthy, discovering the medicine for their grief here, in these views, deep in these immaculate views …


The camper van’s door slides open. I feel a pang of irritation: I could have imagined them more. But I must pause. The irritation fades as quickly as it appeared, replaced by a trill of anticipation. Now that the door is open, one or perhaps both will step out into the morning sun. I wonder who it will be. The stooped husband, worrying at his first cigarette of the day? Or the wife, her wrinkled hands rubbing at the sagging belly where once a child grew?


It is neither. Two girls climb out of the door, squinting in the sunshine. They look to be no more than a year or two older than me. They both hold mugs in their hands and one empties a steaming kettle on to the gravel. Students. Perhaps on a break from university. Best friends. I am so disgusted by them that I almost crawl out of the pocket and storm off. They are not who I wanted. But one of the girls has begun to walk towards me. She moves quickly across the car park until her feet come to a stop just a metre or two from my face. And then, right in front of me, she pulls down her pyjama bottoms, squats, and has a pee.


She does not see me. They never do.
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Did you see her? Did you see what she did? That vile, putrid girl – pissing, pissing all over my land. The couple of my imaginings never would have done that. He would have ground his cigarette butt into the gravel beneath his shoe, and then he would have stood a while, taking in the view. She would have come out to join him, and together they would have gazed out at the ocean with the sun warming their backs. From the pocket, I would have been able to watch their hands edge towards each other and then join, witness the contact, the affection. Things were going to get better for them. Until these stupid best friends ruined it all.


I try hard not to let the emmets infuriate me, but when they behave like this it is impossible. In the Cafy, I remain professional and polite. Mum says we need them to fill our seats, to fill our cash register, to fill our lives, and I know, regardless of my own feelings, that this is true. So I bite my tongue and swallow my words and put on a brave face and do all those suppressive things I need to do at work. We are supposed to be welcoming. It is our business. 


But out here, out here on my land, the rules are different.


My spying is in part an act of revenge. If they knew about Melody Janie down here, watching piss dribble down their legs, they might think twice about what they have done, and what they continue to do. They might realise that this is a place that demands respect and nurture in equal measures, not the grass-staining acid of urine, not the discarded bottles and crisp packets, not the flattening impressions of military-grade hiking boots. They might realise that the people too, the people like me, demand just as much respect and nurture as the land, that we are not here purely to serve, to give up our houses and fish and identity, to bow and beg. They might realise that they should walk, and drive, with care.


Yet it is doubtful they will ever realise these things. I make sure they never realise me. The pocket is one of many hideaways I know and frequent. At Bones Break, there is a shelf beneath the coast path signpost on the western headland. It juts out from the rock a metre down the cliff face, a flat ledge slightly longer and slightly wider than my body, so that I can lie across it on my back in perfect comfort. Because the shelf sits within an indentation of the cliff face, it is impossible to see from anywhere on the land but directly above, and nobody ever looks down. From the lip, there appears to be nothing but a sheer drop, and you would have to lean right out to look down and see me lying on the shelf, listening to you. Even the seagulls bark with surprise when they come across me there. 


The greatest advantage of the shelf is that people will stop above it. The signpost on the western headland is not just a marker for the coast path, it also signals a prime lookout – from there you can see a vast sweep of the coastline as it curves around The Warren to strike out into the ocean as Pedna Head, the surf rolling in from the horizon to crash against the miles upon miles of cliff face. Emmets always stop there. I cannot see the poses they strike for their photos, but I hear their conversations, and I absorb their words like the sun’s rays. Much is banal. Clichéd platitudes. Pathetic attempts at description. Small talk and chit-chat. When something of worth comes along it is rare, and perhaps it is this which makes it all the more delicious.


The most fascinating words tend to come from those who walk alone. From the western headland, it is possible to see for miles in every direction, and the emptiness of the surroundings lends an element of privacy which only the widest of spaces can give. Solitary walkers open up when they pause on the western headland – they mumble to themselves or they shout as loud as they can or they talk to the sea as if it were an old friend. Last summer, a man who sounded young and Scottish stopped at the signpost as I lay on the shelf. I heard zips opening and closing, the rustling of paper, the clearing of his throat, and then a ten-minute monologue which began with the words ‘Dear Philip’. He was reading from a letter written to his recently deceased brother. When he finished, I heard him screw up the letter, and then watched as the ball of paper sailed out above me, catching the wind and drifting ever further out to sea. I lost sight of it before it dropped into the water.


‘So Philip,’ the man continued, his voice softer and more hesitant, no longer reading but thinking out loud. ‘You should see this. You’d have loved it. We should have got out of the city more, come to places like this. Maybe that’d have helped. You should have got to see this. It’s not fair that you didn’t.’


I liked that man. I felt sorry for him because he had lost his brother, and I do not like to hear anybody cry, emmet or not. But I liked him more for his kind words. He understood. He recognised how exceptional my land is. He chose it as the site to read the letter to his brother – a fitting tribute to Philip, and a fitting tribute to Bones Break too.


So I suppose that not all of them are bad. Some, like that man, I think I could even make friends with. But not these girls. They have started up the camper van’s engine now and are pulling out of Nare Point, off up the coast, away, perhaps to civilisation, perhaps not. Watching them leave, I breathe a sigh of relief and crawl out from the pocket. Then I walk across to the road and stand there a while to make sure they do not come back. If they do, I’ll split their heads open with a shovel.
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I make my way back to the lip, skirt along the low wooden barrier until I find the place. I stand in position. Precise. Dead centre. It is vital to know where my feet are. The left an inch closer to the lip than the right, both angled slightly inwards, heels up. For this is where she stood, naked, at three o’clock in the morning. 


I should have been in bed, but I was unable to sleep that night. There was no particular reason: I was not subject to some insomniac prescience, there was nothing in my gut telling me that something was occurring. I simply could not sleep. It had happened many times before. It has happened many times since. I got up from my bed, dressed and stepped outside the caravan, ready for a short walk to and along the lip. I hoped the night air and the brief exercise would tire my muscles and my mind, lending me the sleep I craved when I returned to the caravan.


I stepped out of the woods, rounded the Cafy, reached the road, and saw her. Her legs were pale, her bottom bony. Vertebrae rippled down her back and gleamed in the moonlight, revealing malnourishment, emaciation. She did not dive, tern-like, into the night air. She crumpled into the drop.


Her footprints lingered in the grass. I stepped into them. The tide was out. The sand black.


I ran back to the Cafy, picked up the phone and dialled 999. When asked which service I required, I vacillated between coastguard and ambulance, before choosing the former. A man spoke to me. He was emotionless. He said someone would be with us shortly. I asked how shortly. Within the hour, he said.


It was too long. The zawn had been fully visible, which meant that the tide would begin rising soon, and I knew that she could be carried out to sea before the boat or the helicopter appeared. I could not bear the thought.


I ran back out of the Cafy to dead centre. She was still there, face down in the sand. I suddenly felt very calm. I knew what I had to do. I knew that it could be done.
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Rain comes, thick and urgent. I cannot stay here. I consider hurrying to the western headland and climbing down to the shelf, but soon it will be too slippery to be safe. I could return to the pocket at Nare Point, but I will be soaked by the time I get there. The best option, in weather like this, is the bush-den on the eastern headland. The rain builds. I run.


While the bush-den provides fine shelter, it is the least comfortable of all my hideaways. I can remain fully hidden there only if I squat with my knees beneath my chin – a position I find difficult to maintain for more than an hour. But an hour, perhaps, is enough, to keep watch over my land, to stay dry and, right now, to stay away from the lip.


I climb in and assume the familiar position. I rest my chin on my knees, feel the chill of them through the thin fabric of my dress. My hands, wrapped around my shins, are dry and chapped and will start to grow numb soon. I will not stay here for the full hour. If no one passes within twenty minutes, I will return to the caravan. I may even turn the gas on, light the boiler and take a hot shower. A rare luxury.


It is important no one knows of my vigilance. I must remain unseen, must remain hidden, for only that way can I truly protect my land. Let them visit, but don’t let them stay. Dad said that to me once, those exact words, told me he lived by them, and when I repeated them – let them visit, don’t let them stay, let them visit, don’t let them stay – his smile was so delighted and loving that I decided to live by them too. ‘Because when they stay,’ he continued, ‘they never leave – they set up camp, push us out of our homes by buying them at prices we could never match, or buy our land and build their own monstrosities. Breaks my heart.’ 


I remember that one particular man in the Cafy all those years ago. With his fake-tan wife and entitled children. I was serving their cream teas when he began to joke about buying the Cafy, about knocking it down, about building his own ‘summer palace’ in its place. My hands began to shake and the cups rattled in their saucers as I placed them on the table, but he did not notice. He did not notice me at all. He kept on with his theme – where he would put the stables for his daughters’ horses, the garage for his cars, the swimming pool for their parties. I stayed close as they ate and drank. Not so close as to be obvious, but close enough to listen. When they left, I watched them from the windows, and I kept watching until they had climbed into their car and driven away. I kept watching until I was sure they were gone. I have never stopped watching since. If any emmet ever steps on to my land with the intention of buying it or building on it, I will be the first to know. And I will do everything in my power to stop it happening. Everything.


The sound of footsteps catches my attention. Slow and heavy. Approaching from the west. Possibly holidaymakers from the Lantoweth chalets: holidaymakers in wellies, tramping through the mud on the coast path in a squashy, sludgy march. They sound close to dead centre, where they will likely stop to take in the view. Most do. Some continue, some turn and retreat, some cross the road and peer through the Cafy’s windows, wondering if it will ever open again. I wonder which option these will choose. I listen closely, and when I recognise that the footsteps have not stopped or turned but are still heading my way, I feel oddly excited. I wonder who they will be. I hope they will talk.


All of a sudden, the footsteps speed up. They have left the path and sound like they are coming directly towards the bush-den, fast. I hold my breath, squeeze my knees tighter under my chin. There is a rustling sound: the leaves and the branches around me shiver and dance. Are they poking something in? Why? Who are they? Those two girls? Perhaps they saw me watching them. Perhaps they turned the van around, came back, tracked me from Nare Point to Bones Break. I lower my hand to the ground, searching for a stone to hit them with. A twig cracks beneath my palm. The world around the bush-den begins to shake ferociously. What are they doing? Are they trying to scare me out? Me?


I close my eyes, ready myself for the attack. This is my land and I will defend it to the death. I can hear breathing, close and fast. I tense my legs, ready to spring. I’ll go for the throat first. I’ll lift them right up over the fucking lip. 


I open my eyes. There is a nose six inches away – black, dripping, its warm jets of breath reddening my cheeks. I shriek and jump backwards, out of the bush-den and on to my feet. A man rushes towards me, one arm outstretched, the other bound in a sling. His dog reappears and cautiously follows me, tail low and ears pinned back.


‘Archie!’ the man shouts. ‘Archie! Come here!’


The dog turns and slopes back towards the man, who stops running and wipes his free hand across his forehead. He looks as horrified to see me as I am to be seen.


‘I am so sorry,’ he says. ‘So very, very sorry. Archie got a scent, you see. I thought he was after a rabbit. I didn’t know …’


I brush down my dress and pull a leaf from my hair. I look at my feet and then back to the man. He is still in a state of distress. The dog is panting, great balloons of steam billowing from his mouth. I notice the saddlebags attached to his sides. The man takes a few steps closer. The dog, his tail wagging now, inches along with him, but does not leave his side. I think he might want to come to me, to offer his head for a stroke.


‘Are you all right?’ the man asks. He has begun to stare at me: a piercing, wide-eyed stare; a weirdly intense stare; a stare I find disturbing. He is old, maybe in his sixties, and his face is as pockmarked as a cliff. I hate his stare. I hate his question. And so, rather than answer, I turn and I run, away from the man, away from Archie, back to my caravan, through the rain. 
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I slow from a run to a walk only once I am behind the Cafy, secure and out of sight. My heartbeat lessens. I force tranquillity by breathing, the way Mum taught me, long and deep. Reset and restore. A calm, or something akin to it, spreads.


Before me, the wildest part of Trethewas Woods begins. I slip between the trees, following the remnants of a path which is all but invisible to anybody who does not know it is there. My steps are practised, and it takes me no time at all to reach the small clearing where my home sits. 


My caravan.


I open the door. It is warm inside, not as pretty as it can be when sunlight streams in through the windows to fill the interior with an alluring orange glow, but beautiful in the rain too, the gentle pattering on the roof rhythmic and soothing. My cosy caravan. I would like nothing more than to stay here, to crawl into my bed, nestle beneath the blankets and read a book. But I do not have the time. Esther is coming soon. I must get ready.


I take the kettle and the mug from the cupboard beneath the kitchenette sink. One of my large drinking water bottles is in there too. It is almost empty and will need replacing soon, but there is enough water left to fill the mug, which I then decant into the kettle. I place the kettle on to the left burner (the most powerful), open up the gas valve beneath the cooker, turn and hold down the dial and then ignite the burner with a lighter. While the kettle boils, I strip the bed of its blankets, duvets, sheets and pillows, neatly fold all but the pillows and then pack them away into the rearmost overhead storage unit. With a precise sequence of pushes, bends and pivots, I transform the bed into two couches separated by a table. 


The kettle sounds its whistle and I move back to the kitchenette. I turn off the burner, reach behind the cooker and open the tin wedged there, take out one of the teabags, place it into the mug and pour the boiled water over it. I remove a spoon from the cutlery drawer between the cooker and the sink, squash the teabag against the side of the cup, watching the streaks and swirls of brown as they course through the water, stir the mixture into a whirlpool and then retrieve the teabag. I drop it into the bin and the spoon into the sink where I will wash it later or perhaps use it again.


I place the cup on the table and leave the tea to cool. I open the wardrobe door. It creaks and a gust of refrigerated air drifts out into the open. I flick through my hanging clothes and choose a dress for the day, taking it off its hanger and draping it over one of the couches. Then I remove my old dress, place it on to the newly available hanger, and put on today’s. It is stiff to the touch, so cold it feels almost wet, but I know it will warm and soften soon enough. I close the wardrobe door.


I take two steps to the right of the wardrobe and slide open the door to the bathroom. It is dark inside, windowless, but I do not need to turn on the light. I know where everything is. Packets of wipes are stacked in the shower tray to the left of the door, opposite my stock of eight 5-litre water bottles. I reach forward and pluck a packet of wipes from the stack, peel back the cover, remove four wipes, then reseal the packet and place it back on to the pile. Sliding the door closed behind me, I walk to the couch and sit down. I place the four wipes on to the table next to the mug, and then I take turns between wiping my face, neck, hands, arms, feet and ankles and sipping from the tea. 


And then I go to the Cafy.
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The door opens. Its scrape across the floor makes my heart lurch. Two emmets step inside, expensive walking poles swinging from their clenched hands. They are dressed in pink waterproofs, mammoth boots, and bandanas already saturated with their sweat. The uniform of the rambler. They are women, women who look to be in their fifties. I keep quiet, stare at them as they take in the Cafy. One places her hand on the other’s arm. They make it no further than the welcome mat before turning around and leaving. The door scrapes again as it swings shut – the rain has swollen it.


I could have told them that we are closed, but I talk to emmets only when I have to. I cannot forgive them for their intrusions into Cornwall, nor what they did to Dad. And it seems that I did not need to tell them. They left anyway. A quick look at the current condition of the Cafy would reveal to most that it is, or at least should be, closed for business. I have tried hard with it – I come in to clean most days – but it is too much for one person. All the rain and cold weather this season has encouraged patches of black mould to bloom across the walls, and no matter how hard I scrub at them they always come back. Leaks I cannot fix drip from the ceiling into carefully placed buckets. Since the electricity was cut off, it is colder and darker in here than it should be, and the stench coming from the freezers in the storeroom has grown indescribable. There is decay here, it hangs in the air, and no matter how vehemently I fight it, I worry that one day it will overwhelm me.


I sometimes wonder if, in a strange way, Dad would approve. He liked the fact the building was old, that its window frames were rotting and its paint peeling, that it made unexpected noises nobody could explain. He said it was rustic. Authentic. Homely. Right from the start. I was eight when Dad bought it. He called that year Ground Zero. Mum had just come out of the Centre. Little Sister Lucy had not yet arrived. Grandma had just passed away. The inheritance she left Dad was enough for him to buy the Cafy, which back then was called The Bones Break Diner. Dad objected to the first and last words (and especially the last, which he said was far too American for an age-old backwater like this), so he dropped them both and replaced ‘Diner’ with ‘Cafy’. Whenever he was questioned about the unusual spelling, he would remark that he had chosen the Cornish rather than the French. I found that difficult to believe – people spoke Cornish as a first language so long ago that I doubt Cafys existed back then – but it did not matter because I liked the way Dad pronounced it, to rhyme with ‘daffy’, which had an upbeat sound to it, fun to say and full of joy.


The purchase came first, then the renaming, and only after that did he tell me and Mum. I remember that morning well. Silence in the car as we pulled out of the drive, through the streets of St Petroc and on to the coast road, making our slow way through Petherick and past Nare Point to come to a stop in the car park of The Bones Break Diner. Dad switched off the engine, swivelled around in his seat so that he could see both of us – Mum up front and me in the back – and then he announced what he had done. Mum said nothing, and I was seized by the notion that this was a bad idea. The Bones Break Diner was where Dad and I used to come for cream teas after visiting Mum in the Centre. For me back then, it was a place of scones and awkward silences. I did not want to own it. 


Then Mum screamed. It was so sudden and shrill that I shrunk back into my seat. Throughout the year before Ground Zero, Mum’s last in the Centre, her screams had become a source of terror for me. But this one was different – with it came outspread arms which she flung around Dad’s shoulders, pulling herself into him and burying her face in his neck. When she resurfaced, her scream was no longer a scream but laughter. 


She leapt from the car and raced towards the Cafy – its new sign proudly gleaming on the road-facing wall – and when she reached the outdoor terrace she climbed on to one of the wooden picnic benches and pogoed up and down upon it, springing so high that her hair fanned out and her skirt revealed her knees and the bench bent so deeply beneath her weight that I thought it might break. She was shouting something, but the wind obscured her words, and all I could hear was a kind of high-pitched warbling, a strange keening noise which somehow told of her delight far more than whatever words she was hollering might. 


Dad did not join her on the bench. We climbed out of the car together and stood side by side. I could tell he was happy: I could see every one of his teeth. I had not seen them all, together like that, exposed, for a long time.
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