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Chapter 1


Getting There
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The side-view’s like the island’s profile
as the boat approaches: that long beak
stretching south to the Rannies and behind it
the abrupt hill with its sycamore wood.


Chris Considine, The Skull





In the January dark, a young man walks slowly into the sea. Navigating by receding street lights, he can just make out the surface of the slope down to the shingle from the road at Hannafore, and then the rough path over the first rocks, but the water itself is unlit. He listens to the heavy sound of his boots through the waves, stumbling to an ungainly fall forwards, noisy splashing, a boot slipping from his foot. As the other fills, he kicks it away, and is swimming, his breath hurting from the cold.


He can’t see where he is going, but he knows the island is calling.


In the hour before dawn, he closes his eyes, and follows the birds. He thinks he might have been swimming for days, in his waterlogged jumper. He knows he is in the right place, that he has done the right thing, following the signals that pointed him to this journey; but perhaps it has no end, only the impersonal suck of the water, and his legs too tired to take him much further. He floats, and touches rock.


Pilgrims took the same route once, perched in perilous boats or wading across a sea floor which was higher, centuries ago, than now. How many monks reached the tiny island chapel where they were sent to worship; how many added their bones to the litter of unmourned graves under the springy grass? Did the little wind-blown cell call to them, or were their eyes fixed from the start on their return journey to the safety of the mainland at Hannafore, the ‘haven afore’? Did they feel the same certainty that Ross does that the island was the place they needed to be, or were they just doing as they were told?


The first building he comes to houses a generator, but his brain is too cold to understand it. The next is an empty cottage, with promisingly soft bin bags. He knows he has come to the right place, that he is expected, when he finds a pair of trousers and a thick, torn sheet.


In the early winter light, our yellow dog gives a cursory bark as he finishes his breakfast.


‘There’s nothing there, Skippy!’ Patrick tells him, as we tell him several times a day in the lonely winters when he hears a sinister sound outside: a wheelbarrow moving in the wind, a cat scratching the doormat. We are alone here on the island from October to January, and Skipp is hyper-alert, knowing he needs to protect us.


‘Look!’ Patrick opens the front door to demonstrate – and a large young man with dreadlocks and a matted beard, dressed in a pink sheet and grass-green trousers a foot too short, holds out his hand.


‘Hallo, I’m Ross. Could I possibly have a cup of tea?’


He shouldn’t have survived: January, high tide, full night. The island looks so close to Hannafore, the coastal road from the town which runs out to the west. A few times a year, at the irregular extreme spring tides, you can walk across, and in their time, the ladies of the island handed out daffodils to the traditional Easter walkers. In perfect conditions, if you keep to the perfect route, you barely get your feet wet; if there is a little more movement in the water, or height to the tide, you might find yourself waist deep. Coming to the island on an official boat, you come the long way round: down the river first, then out of the harbour mouth, the rocks of West Looe to starboard and the beach at East Looe to port, before you cross the open sea: an indirect mile from shore to shore. But the land directly opposite the north face of the island appears to be no distance away.


At a full high tide, which might be six metres above the base level, it’s a challenging swim even in summer daylight, undertaken perhaps by a group of swimmers for charity, or an Ironman with a point to prove. In winter, in the dark, it ought to be a death warrant.


We sit Ross in front of the gas fire, wrapped first in a blanket and then in the warmest thermals and jumpers we can find, with a hot-water bottle, a cup of tea and a delighted Labrador. We can’t stop him talking, about the hints and coincidences, the suggestions and alignments, which convinced him he must come to the island. His family live not far away, you can see the island from their house, and he has begun to feel a spiritual pull, a magical power, from this tiny, lonely place. Again and again, he tells us, over the past weeks he’s heard or seen allusions to islands, to ruined chapels, to families who once lived here. He had to come.


Ross, poised in his twenties between the pull of his childhood home and the unknown world, is seeking sanctuary, and we are oddly unsurprised to see him. I would like him to stay for long enough to explore the island, to see if he can find what he came looking for, but Patrick is more practical. Aside from questions of Ross’s safety, his need perhaps for help beyond a cup of tea, we know from past experience that there’s a good chance that someone will have seen him as the sun came up, from one of the many houses which overlook the bay, and reported the body in the water; that the lifeboat will be out in the bay looking for a suicide.


Common sense dictates that we contact Dave, the lifeboat coxswain, straight away, and although Ross doesn’t want to cause trouble, insists that an uncle could collect him, Dave tells us firmly, ‘We’ll come right out,’ and Ross’s island trip is over.


We pack him off on to the lifeboat, where he seems suddenly fragile in a life jacket, and the attendant paramedic diagnoses hypothermia and dispatches him straight to hospital.


Attie, the last owner of the house and fifteen years dead when Ross arrives on the doorstep, would have been thrilled by his pilgrimage. The Atkins sisters owned the island for forty years, coming to Cornwall from Surrey, middle-aged, unmarried. Attie, just retired, believed passionately that the island had the power to draw people to it; that she and her sister Babs, for instance, were meant to buy it. It could also, she insisted, reject you: occasionally a day visitor arrives on the island but cannot bring themselves to advance beyond the landing beach, huddling there until a boat can take them back to the world. Attie was convinced that the place could inspire, heal, give those who came to it the thing they were looking for. Terrifying, irresistible even in her eighties, she would have glowed at Ross, bewitched him; she would not have rung the coastguard. She would also have had no doubt that he would come back, be compelled to come back, but we aren’t sure whether we will ever see Patrick’s second-best jumper again.


Twenty-two acres, a mile round, the island could just be a large field, were it not for the steep hill at the west, the darkness of the woodland to the north, the distinct areas of grassland and shingle, gardens and cliffs, beaches and buildings – and the wide moat of sea. Because of that, that isolation, it is automatically romantic, fat with legend and history: the child Christ playing on the beach; the ley lines which meet at the standing stone above it; the ancient chapel now buried under the hill, and the centuries of bones beneath; ghosts, and treasure. For the monks who kept the chapel here, for the free traders hiding smuggled brandy beneath the false floors of old barns, for Ross, for the Atkins sisters and for us, it is a tiny world where the wider one barely, sometimes, seems to exist. There is no traffic, no commerce; no mains water, electricity or broadband, and often no other people. Life is dictated by the seasons: drinking water might completely run out in a dry summer; you are only warm in the winter if you bring in wood and stoke the fires continually; if the generator isn’t maintained, there is no light when the sun goes down. If you argue with your partner, there is nowhere to escape.


‘This is not a place to run away to,’ we are warned, just before we move into Island House. ‘This is not an easy place.’ Patrick’s friends stage an intervention at our leaving party from London. ‘Don’t go,’ they tell him. ‘It’s cold, it’s isolated, the internet will be rubbish.’ But the island has been my sanctuary all my life, or for as long as I can remember, unchanging, unchangeable, part of myself, and now it has started to talk to Patrick too, of practical solutions to practical problems, but also of the light on the water, the intricacies of wind and tide, the lament of the gulls.


So, by the time Ross arrives, we are entering our fifth year in Island House, set only yards back from low cliffs on either side, with its high Victorian gables and its white sides flashing in the low sun. We have made our home here, only a mile or so from the bucket-and-spade resort of Looe, with its sandy beach and pasty shops, but this is a different world, a different time.


The way to the island boat – if you have planned and booked your crossing, if you are driving respectably down to your family summer holiday – winds through Looe’s narrow streets. These were never designed for cars and have been triumphantly reclaimed by the slow feet of tourists, scarlet from the sun. You squeeze between shops selling Cornish fudge and ice cream, little changed over fifty years or more, into shrinking widths of tarmac, sweating your slow way at walking pace with a car full of children, tins of oxtail soup, bags of powdered milk. At last, fraught with the pressures of kamikaze tourists, carsick passengers and the retreating tide, you find yourself driving straight towards the river. When you stop with the car peering over the edge, you see a throng of boats and think, panicking: ‘Which one?’


The experience advertised in the Farm Holiday Guide of 1979 sounded idyllic, irresistible: ‘Privately owned island with natural rock swimming pool’. There were only three houses there, my mother learned from the guidebook, and two beaches; no roads, no shops, the most primitive sanitation, but palm trees and sea thrift, oystercatchers, sandpipers and seals. It would be worth the effort of bullying my father into going away for what she must have suspected might be our last holiday together as a family; worth the car-sickness and long, hot hours of his nervous driving, to come to this isolation, this peace. My grandparents had warned her about marrying my father, a brilliant, penniless academic with a restless Irish yearning for something he never found, something that might satisfy some insatiable hunger: religion, perhaps; scholarship; romantic love. This holiday, she wanted something for herself.


As we spilled on to the quay with our baggage, my mother began the search for the appointed boatman while my father set off back through the crowded streets to find a car park. ‘Does anyone know where I can find Tony Pengelly?’ she called to men on boats, one stern eye on her three children: John, bookish and aloof at twelve; Paul, ten and naughty; and me, a timid seven-year-old wondering why we couldn’t just have gone to Norfolk as usual, half the drive and a known end to the journey.


Everyone, we discovered, knew Tony Pengelly. A striking figure with his black beard, and a stuffed felt seagull sewn on to his red baseball cap, he was cheerful and impatient, with his boat Nicola Jayne already half full of people waiting for an afternoon trip to the island. When my mother confessed that we were incomplete, that my father was still parking the car, Tony headed out to sea without us, the boat disappearing as it turned at the mouth of the river.


We perched on the railings at the top of the steps, my mother silent, scanning the streets, not sure how long the crossing would take, how soon the boat might be back for us. Watching the sea to the left of us for boats, and the town behind for my father, none of us was ready for the plaintive shout straight ahead.


Looe is split into two towns, divided by historic rivalry and a broad river. Small boats run across the river at certain tides, but the ferry steps where passengers are collected and decanted are upriver from the flight we had settled at, and the tide was too far out for them to be working. Further up again, there is a bridge, but although my father must have driven over it, none of us had quite grasped that key element of the geography. As instructed, he had succeeded in finding a car park and parking the car, but then become quite disorientated, helpless on the west side of the river while we waited on the east.


Tony had returned from his trip, packed the other four of us and our luggage on to the boat, and run out of jokes by the time my father found his way round on foot. My mother still said nothing.


We set out to the harbour mouth, to the sea, and the air freshened. Over the low wooden side of the boat, I could trail my hand in the water, heavy as the boat cut into it. We left the shops behind, the lifeboat station, the beach; a white-painted rock marking the dangers on our right, and the pier, ending in its navigation lamp post, on our left. As you swing to the west, with a whole new shore at Hannafore opening up to one side, you don’t easily notice the first sign of the island, an innocuous line of land sputtering out to rocks, and the bulk of it is sudden, a sleight of hand, your attention misdirected elsewhere.


It is a long, slow moment of dark green, from the first realisation to the full view. It is a turtle, a whale; a dark hump with a low spit of land – a finger, a toe, a tail – pointing eastwards. You can see white houses, a pale beach; and then trees, a ‘No Landing’ sign, and tiny people, perhaps, waiting on the beach to meet you.


Only Tony, the professional raconteur, and my brother Paul, who is incorrigible, broke the silence on the crossing, as my mother waited for her blood pressure to subside. My father’s brain was brilliant, and his heart was full, but he was not a steady helpmeet. He was always, without exception, late. He stopped watches – he seemed to generate some odd kind of electricity which meant he could never wear one. He was always in love, and not always only with my mother. I adored him, then and always, but this was our last holiday with both our parents: the following year, my mother, my brothers and I came alone.


Thirty-five years later, as the boat cuts its way out over the harbour bar to open water, the island still takes us by surprise. For the first few minutes, it is invisible, hidden, no more than a possibility. We strain as always to catch the first glimpse of rock and salted grass stretching out into the sea, the white buildings, the dark hump of hill. The water is dark around us, but vivid with shadow and movement; ahead, where it meets a sandbank, it is a lucid pale green. Ernie, one-time trawlerman and Tony’s winter boss, navigates us towards a sunset which transforms sky and sea into an ecstasy of light. ‘Magical,’ he says.


He is taking us home.





Chapter 2


Houses
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They need to recover
the innocence of rockpools, springwater, spray-filtered air.


Chris Considine, Setting Out





When I first moved in with Patrick, home was a big, handsome house in an ugly part of south London, bought with the proceeds of happening to be in the right place at the right time in the world of IT. We had professional jobs – Patrick a sought-after technical guru, troubleshooting for huge companies across Europe, and me teaching at a smart school a few miles away – and solid middle-class aspirations. We wanted 2.4 children, and to move out of London before too long, but only to somewhere commutable, somewhere which would slot conveniently into our current lives. We looked sensibly round Kent and Sussex, and tried to summon up enthusiasm for the sleek villages with their excellent transport links and well-patronised gastropubs.


They were never able to spark in us any of the sense of relish, of relief, of freedom, that we felt when we crossed the Tamar for a weekend in Cornwall, and we turned our backs on common sense and bought instead a tiny house in Looe. We overbid wildly (‘What happened,’ I ask Patrick, years later, ‘to all that money you used to have?’ and he reminds me) because it was almost part of the island: this house on the mainland was the first foothold in Cornwall of the Atkins sisters, their shore base for forty years, and to me a place of glamour and mystery and desire. I’d wanted it forever, since the morning I was 12 and crossed from the island early in the morning of the third day of our fifth holiday there to pick up a delivery of many shrink-wrapped trays of dog and cat food from the store opposite the cottage. The ‘helpers’ of the already elderly sisters were inevitably drawn in to handling the heavier of the winter supplies, and I was thrilled to accompany Jack, the handsome 17-year-old I was secretly in love with, as he crossed to the mainland on this mission of brawn. Silent and joyful among the tins, I stood beside him on the quay waiting for our boat back out, with the fishing fleet returning up the river with the tide in the clean early light.


I can’t remember a time before the island, before the summers with my family on its beaches and in its sea-pools. Our favourite place to be together was a miniature island, the size of a large back garden, which forms the last gasp of the land mass disappearing into the sea at the east. A narrow stone bridge links it, across a gulf of rock and water, to the rest of the island. It was and is the domain of the gulls: herring gulls and black-backs, fulmars and terns, dotted with nests and corpses and impassable at breeding time. We found it early, in search of the much-vaunted natural rock swimming pool, and large parts of those holidays were spent in and out of the sea on what we christened Gull Island. On maps, prosaically, it is ‘Little Island’, but then the island as a whole is uncertain about its name, and is almost unique in the UK in having two official names: both St George’s Island and Looe Island (as it always has been to the locals) are correct.


We stayed in the water as long as the tide was high enough, hauling out like seals as the sea retreated to search for cowrie shells on the minute beach and eat through Mother’s store of Devon toffees. At low tide, Paul and I shored up the broken dam, built to keep water in the swimming pool, with stones and sand, while our mother swam length after length, undisturbed for once. John read The Lord of the Rings to me, unhurried over years, flat on his stomach on the beach with my head on his back and my thumb in my mouth. The quest to Mount Doom was delivered with a backdrop of seabirds’ complaints and the sound of my mother’s steady breaststroke through the rock-walled pool. I was quite content in the knowledge that I was no hero, no Aragorn or Frodo: I was Sam Gamgee, small and baffled and longing for the safety of the familiar. In the house moves and instability of our parents’ divorce and our separate struggles through growing up, the island was our Shire.


As my brothers and I grew enough to become useful, and as the sisters’ energy to maintain the cottages as holiday lets decreased, we gradually became part of the shifting army of helpers – students, conservationists, retirees – essential to the Atkinses for the backstage running of the island. As well as manning the café and attendant craft shop (Attie’s pottery, Babs’s polished stones), the helpers handled the boats, running a wooden trolley down for people to disembark, taking the ‘landing fees’, phoning Babs on the ancient field telephone from the top of the beach, and dispatching each group up the path for her to take over on the top lawn. We cut paths, made loosely saleable crafts from shells and pebbles, mowed lawns, repaired buildings, dug vegetable patches, made jam, and helped, to a greater or lesser extent, with all the day-to-day physical demands of the island, as well as the great set pieces of oil or coal deliveries, or bringing winter supplies from the distant mainland.


The sisters’ little cottage in Looe was already uninhabitable at the time of that perfect morning trip ashore for the winter pet food: closed, mysterious for decades behind net curtains, full of old furniture; unloved as the frequency of the sisters’ visits to the mainland sputtered out to nothing. At first, it had been an essential part of their island lives; baby sister Babs had lived there for 12 winters when she taught at the local school, while Attie sat out the island storms. Now, fifty years later, as Patrick and I moved in, and despite an overhaul by one of the island ‘helpers’, Jennie, in return for a few years’ tenancy, which had ended shortly before Babs’s death, it was once again empty and unloved.


When it became ours, we cosseted it. We took up the stone floor and tanked the damp walls, and persuaded the builders to spend a week stripping the ceiling downstairs back to old pine the colour of wheat. We spent joyous hours at reclamation yards, and when there was no floor downstairs in the cottage, we simply moved up, spending our time marooned on the bed, eating ham and crisp sandwiches and watching Peep Show on Patrick’s laptop. Barry the builder’s work is beautiful, doors and tiles perfectly scribed into the lumpy, sloping walls – and every time we visited Cornwall felt, for both of us, like coming home.


For a while, we tried to have the best of both worlds, and we were fortunate to have options. Selling the big London house would, we calculated, just about give us the money for a flat in London and a house in Cornwall, and we looked at a beautifully proportioned Georgian house outside Tideford and a foursquare farmhouse at St Keyne; at a terrace in Tulse Hill, where the front of the building was coming off the back, and a pretty maisonette near Brockwell Park. None of the combinations was quite right, and we were nervous, too, about splitting our time. Would we only be in Cornwall for summer holidays and the odd weekend; would that be enough? Or might I move down and Patrick work from home part of the time – the concept of ‘working from home’ was not yet commonplace. What about the 2.4 children – in London, we were surrounded by friends, close to family: how would we cope in Cornwall, with none of that support network?


And what of my father, whom I still adored, living alone in Bedford, where I could visit him often and quite quickly from our London house? He was democratically ‘Paddy’ to everyone: colleagues, students, the foster children who lived with him, and Alison, his second wife, while they were together, and by now even to me. He was self-sufficient and well-known in the town, a distinctive figure in his deerstalker and raincoat, walking everywhere for twenty years as he gratefully turned his back on cars. They knew him at the coffee lounge in the Swan Hotel; at all the bookshops, of course; at the soup kitchen, where his utter openness to humanity made him much loved, easy to approach; at the churches of various denominations which he visited regularly – when he died, he had four separate funeral services. But he was never physically robust, and less so by this time, at 70. Patrick met him for the first time at his seventieth birthday, and I wish they had met sooner, the two hefty intellects with their frivolous edges; the two kindest men I have ever met. With my brothers abroad, I worried about basing myself 250 miles away – if anything went wrong for him, I would want to be on the spot.


I first met Patrick, briefly, at 19, and we both vividly remember the day. He had come to London to see his school friend Martin, my boyfriend at the time, and the three of us lunched solemnly at the Stockpot on Old Compton Street, where you could buy an improbable three-course lunch for a fiver. I didn’t see him again until my early thirties, but we remembered each other. Reading the kind of magazine article which told me that 43 per cent of people meet their future spouse at university, I’d go through all the boys I could think of, ruling them out, until I got to Patrick and thought, yes . . . Eventually, with 13 years of water under the bridge, Martin arranged not a blind date, but perhaps a partially sighted one for us. ‘I’ll wear my shiniest armour,’ Patrick emailed me beforehand, and I was suitably swept off my feet.


‘If only,’ we say sometimes, ‘we’d got together when we first met!’ The reality is that our youthful selves would have lasted barely five minutes together, but imagination insists: what adventures we could have had! And how easy, surely, it would have been for us to move on to the next step, and have a family. I was 32 when we finally did get together, and I knew the clock was ticking: I had seen the heartbreak of a couple of childless older friends, and infertility had become a bogeyman, one of the worst things I could imagine. Before I was 30, I had started canvassing gay male friends about co-parenting, so waiting for a year from that first date before persuading Patrick that now would be a good time to think about having a baby struck me as impressively restrained.


After six months, we bought a book on fertility and took its advice to see our doctor, who prescribed medication to galvanise my ageing eggs into action, and I crashed immediately into a depressive episode of a violence I hadn’t experienced in ten years. It was the Easter term, and I had exam classes at GCSE, AS and A level with practical drama exams almost upon them, and written exams hard on their heels. I fell into sick leave, abandoning my students to overstretched colleagues: their results suffered, and I don’t think they ever forgave me. I certainly couldn’t forgive myself; I still sometimes wake in the night and am swamped by regret and guilt.


As I recovered – off the fertility drugs, and overseen by the uneasy alliance of an excellent psychiatrist and a ghastly ‘crisis care’ team on the High Road – my father had a fall. He fell hard, on to the pavement – a mini stroke, perhaps – and bruised his brain. We tucked him up for a short convalescence in our bedroom in London, but after he took himself back to his own house, we started to think perhaps his temper was worse, perhaps he was slightly more wobbly, perhaps his brain wasn’t as sharp as it had been. ‘He started from an unusually high level, intellectually,’ his GP said, uneasily, when Paddy and I visited him together some time later, ‘so it wasn’t easy to spot things deteriorating’: the realisation that, cognitively, he was no longer at full power seemed sudden.


The worry about Paddy’s health, on top of that awful sense of betrayal from leaving my pupils just before their exams, was too much, and I handed in my notice, and left my teaching job at the end of that school year.


In the autumn, I tried a different drug, with the resulting depression slightly less acute than the first round. I drove regularly to visit my father, to take him to hospital appointments for memory tests and physical assessments, which havered about exact diagnoses: ‘Some kind of dementia,’ they said; ‘perhaps Parkinson’s?’ On the way back from these trips, gridlocked on the South Circular, I was routinely consumed by terrible road rage, screaming into the unmoved box of the car.


By the New Year, our efforts had become focused on an imminent first round of IVF. We bought more books, and had several appointments with the top fertility guru of the times; I visited the clinic alone, too, again and again for acupuncture, Chinese breathing therapy, blood tests. We both had counselling; we were lucky to have a terrific consultant at a top London hospital. We saw a nutritionist, changed our diet – more seeds, less pork. I decided to try hypnotherapy in an attempt to start eating more vegetables.


I have never eaten vegetables, beyond a pasta sauce or an onion chopped small in a stew. My parents tried hard, years of counting five peas on to my plate, until they couldn’t stand the sight of me swallowing them like pills, meal after meal, and gave up. I eat fruit, which has prevented scurvy, but my diet was not entirely ideal.


My hypnotherapist was a cheerful Irishwoman, who was breezy about me achieving my goal of eating vegetables willingly and without uncontrollable retching, in ten easy steps of visualisation. The ongoing building works outside her consultation room were something of a distraction, but I believed in her and felt buoyed by her confidence and good humour. Having settled me on her couch, chatting brightly away, she paused: the work was about to begin.


‘Nooooow . . .’ she intoned, ‘you, and I, and everybody, Mary . . .’ Was the silly voice a joke? Should I laugh? But no, this was Maureen’s special hypnotherapy voice, and the process was hamstrung from that point by my inability to take it seriously. We had several sessions, and I tried to see the ‘golden baaandages, wrapped in a soothing, healing balm’ as a communicator of happy, safe feelings while I visualised broccoli, but I couldn’t help the reaction that they’d just be sticky and unpleasant. We never got beyond step three, and I focused on eating more grapes and drinking less Diet Coke instead.


The egg collections, which followed weeks of needles, for acupuncture and for injecting hormones into my tummy, were oddly unfocused, sometimes trippy. The Cornish sea lapped at drugged daydreams; waking gradually from anaesthetic, Patrick holding my hand, I tried to explain.


‘There were boats . . . going from A . . . to B . . .’


I could see the boats in the bay, between the shore and the island, but the urgency of it, the specificity, slipped away as I came to.


‘Boats? Where are the boats going, Moo?’


‘From A . . . to B . . .’


Patrick only smiled, but I knew there was something important in that dream, if only I could grasp it.


The hope is that once eggs and sperm have been harvested and introduced to each other, the eggs are fertilised and the cells divide and multiply day by day; the ideal is to get to five days after fertilisation, where the resulting ‘blastocyst’ embryo has a good chance of survival after transfer. Our single, lacklustre embryo had so little chance of survival that it was transferred to my womb on Day 3. I watched it on the scanner being delicately positioned, and felt sorry for it.


‘Would it be better if you were on the island?’ Patrick asked me once.


‘Everything is always better on the island.’ I had no doubt about this.


Often, then and now, when I can’t sleep and am trying to still my mind, I walk myself around it. I step off the boat, on to the wooden trolley bridging the water between boat and shore, and then crunch on to the grey and white stones and shingle of Landing Beach. As the beach slopes up to the path, it becomes silver sand; sometimes there is samphire growing above the tide line, which is marked by a ribbon of seaweed inches deep and feet wide in stormy weather, a mere pinstripe in quiet summers. At the top of the beach, the old field telephone was attached to a tree where the woodland straggles down to the shoreline: we used to announce to the sisters the arrival of a boat by whirling wildly at the handle to make it ring at the house, panting up to the top of the beach after we’d pushed the boat off, to alert Babs and Attie before the visitors were upon them.


To your left, at the top of the beach, is the shingle path which is the main thoroughfare of the island, just wide enough for a quad bike. The first stretch of it is steep – an effort with a barrowload of luggage, or shopping. Then it plateaus, a path to the woodland on your right and then buildings: the tractor shed with its immense doors; a courtyard, between it and Attie’s pottery, where they used to keep handcarts for hauling holidaymakers’ luggage up from the boat; the dark and noisy generator room. To your left, a flat piece of grass, a precipitous drop at the far end to Jetty Beach, an apple tree. On both sides, fuchsia hedges with unshowy red flowers, and the dark, glossy green and hot pink of the escallonia.


The last building in this cluster, through a picket gate and up a straight garden path, is Smugglers Cottage. It was built, two centuries ago, with a generous walled garden but, by the end of the sisters’ time, encroaching trees had shrunk the garden and darkened the cottage; ivy had swallowed the walls. I might picture it instead when Babs’s friends lived in it, later on: a riot of rose and clematis on the front of the house, nasturtiums cascading down a step to the lawn, the medlar tree to the left and the cherry plum blossoming in the hedge to the right. There is a fig tree, with quantities of hard green fruit in the late summer, and when we were children there were half-wild blackcurrants in the garden, which I found too fiddly and too sharp to pilfer.


In my mind’s walk, I leave Smugglers behind and carry on up the path, which becomes broader, the slope a little less steep. Periwinkles on the right, inland; sycamore on the left, covering the gash where the spring-water pump was torn out in the 1987 storms, and huge machinery brutalised the green cliff to replace and shore it up. The daffodil fields next – an irregular half of one of them is still glorious in the early spring with the white daffodil ‘Beersheba’ – then the magnificent globe artichoke, vegetable patches, a tall privet hedge, the house and Jetty Cottage coming into view as the island opens up to show the sea ahead, Little Island, the flagpole and the windblown grass. Babs used to meet the day visitors on the top lawn between the cottage and the house, sloping down to the bay window of what was then the café, and upwards to the archway through to the front door of Island House. Turn left along the near side of the lawn, as visitors do now, and the shingle patch squeezes you through the narrow gap between the door of Jetty Cottage and the cliff edge, then swings round above the jetty; the sea behind and in front of you now as you turn past the lower edge of the cottage, where the ox-eye daisies thrive, leaving the path down to Jetty Beach and the jetty behind you and to the left, and go past the helpers’ huts, the Chalet, and right again up the hill.


If you carry straight on past the huts, you see Little Island ahead. The wild grass here, and at the very top of the island, meets your feet in springy cushions, unlike any other grassland I know. You can bounce your way across it, past the flagpole on your right, and suddenly steeply down to the little concrete bridge spanning a chasm in the rock – twenty feet across, perhaps, its iron handrail long rusted away – and up the other side to Little Island. A flat, bleak expanse of grass, half an acre at most, but if you go right across it and then bear left, there is – or was – a set of steps in stone and concrete down on to shingle, then sand: a perfect, tiny private bay. You need to go out to sea just a little in order to turn back to the rock swimming pool, dammed to be full even at low tide: my brother Paul once took a shortcut, jumped in from the rocks at the side and scraped himself on the jagged slate all the way down his back.


If you have resisted the call of Little Island, though, and press on up the hill, you have a glory of sea to your left and a hedge of escallonia to your right, running along the edge of the old croquet lawn, and the lawn to Island House. An old wooden gate, picturesque with lichen, would take you through to a path lined with purple hebe to your right and pale pink roses to your left, up to the back of the house. Continuing on the main path, though, you now have a choice of a broader path to the left or a narrower one to the right, along the edge of the woodland: years ago, the right-hand path was the only way uphill, steep and still and penned in by bramble thickets on one side and sycamore on the other. Persevere, puffing, and you come out at the top of the hill, on to open grass, a couple of disputed, vaguely ecclesiastical stones at your feet, and ahead of you beyond Looe, the Hore Stone, where the mainland falls into the sea to the west: the sunsets are dazzling here.


Turning to the right again to loop back around, and treading cautiously in dry weather on the wind-flattened grass, you are looking at Hannafore, the western edge of the island wood on your right, Dunker Point jutting out below you and to your left, High Cove a short swim round from there. You follow the path into North Mead, where previous owners used to grow potatoes, a standing stone incongruous in the middle of the bracken. A modest slab of rock the height of a small person, it links, perhaps, to a ley line: the disputed idea of an imaginary line linking, in pre-history, important sites for religious, or astronomical, or trade reasons. Another now stands in the garden of Island House: Attie was once sent an old map by a mysterious Surrey clergyman, with X marking the spot, and her dowsing rods went wild at the site, but nothing was uncovered until a dig many years later probed more deeply and found just the great stone. Perhaps it once, dragon-like, guarded the treasure Attie and the clergyman assumed the map would lead to, but if so it was looted long ago.


Below the stone, almost at the edge of the cliff, is the low bench to your right where Gus and Sheila used to sit and watch the water traffic in the ‘Island Roads’ between the island and Hannafore. Once, before the plates of the planet began to shift, the island would have been part of the mainland, and this is the closest point, at which they must have been linked; there is evidence of great drowned forests linking the two. Perhaps, later, there was a causeway, and the island was still just a suburb of Looe, a grassy protuberance only, until tree-planting began in the nineteenth century, and sycamore took hold, the woods now giving an entirely different character to acres of the island.


You go into the wood through the path from North Mead, and the light dims. There are paths through the wood to the chapel site, a zigzag up from this end, a straighter path where Jack Proffitt-White built wood-edged steps to take you straight upwards: both emerge, now through tidy gates and stiles, to take you back up to the top of the island. Stay on the low path, though, and you find you are walking above the main beach, past the NO LANDING sign, and out into a clearing where a cherry tree blossoms fire-coloured in the spring, back to the tractor shed, and the main path.


By the time I have walked myself around with my mind’s eye, my heart rate has slowed.


Patrick and I were on a short holiday in Norfolk, after our first IVF pregnancy test had returned a negative result, when my father phoned. ‘I’ve been listening to a programme on Radio 4,’ he announced, ‘about vascular dementia. I think I might have it.’ This was almost the only time he appeared to have lucid awareness of the disintegration of the extraordinary intellect which had been such a key part of his identity; I suppose that was a blessing of sorts. He was more taken up with physical pains, and although I stocked his freezer with home-made one-man fish pies and portions of chicken soup, he was eating very little. He was increasingly vague, though, and the doctors were confident that he was just forgetting to eat; perhaps he was also a little depressed? The GP diligently sent him for various tests – endoscopies showed nothing; blood tests were a little out, perhaps, but nothing could be diagnosed.


The settled order of our London lives – secure jobs, steady socialising, parents minding their own business – had changed, and perhaps this was one of the factors which caused Patrick to reconsider his working life. An exceptionally able and hardworking IT ‘architect’, he travelled extensively for work before I met him, in a different country every week, moving on to a big job in a huge oil company shortly after our relationship began. On the side, at the point where I met him, he had just finished a psychology degree, bought a Persian restaurant which he and his business partner were turning round from the edge of bankruptcy, and invested in a Spanish technology company which gave me a delightful visit to Barcelona.


Perhaps it was unsurprising then that when the opportunity arose for an even bigger job at his company, he felt oddly uninspired. He was beginning to realise that a nine-to-five existence, and life in a big corporation with its stultifying hierarchies and procedures, might not be for him. Importantly, too, he no longer felt the urge to make money for its own sake – there was security in his big London house, and money in the bank.


Over curries or beers, and over some years, Patrick had found himself discussing escape routes with his friend Justin, equally out of love with his job publishing a ‘business to business’ magazine. Before I met Patrick, the two of them had already put together a business plan to sell the software which Justin developed in order to run his business, but with technology not sufficiently developed to allow for what’s now known as cloud hosting, such a business wasn’t financially viable. It wasn’t quite, though, an idea they could let go of.
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