

Author’s Note

Names, places and moments have changed as I’ve tried to bring Tom into the present of my life by recreating the past. Writing about our time together has perhaps taken me further from facts. Memories of him are poems I tell myself, to bring him closer to me. And closer to meaning. Meaning that has contextualised everything I do, everyone I love and everywhere I swim.





Chapter Eight

Devil’s Point: 50.36124° N, 4.16124° W

 

Miri and I visited Devil’s Point shortly after it had its first spring clean in two years. Over lockdown the pool had filled with seaweed, grit and stones and the locals were beginning to complain about the scummy layer of green and accompanying smell. By the weekend of our visit in early May, it had been restored to a shining rectangle of water nestled on the pebbled beach. I’d hoped the tidal pool would be a metaphor of sorts and I’d leave feeling renewed.

The tidal pool was a forty-minute walk from the station, which led us through an unassuming part of Plymouth. We passed a Kwik-Fit, a takeaway called Union Jack and World Cuisine and a large discount furniture warehouse selling settees with the sunken imprint of the families who’d sat on them for over a decade. The smell of salt on the breeze let us know we were getting closer. We approached a row of painted houses and thought of names for each colour: tangerine, lavender, sky. I said I’d live in the purple one and buy a matching raincoat. Miri chose the charcoal grey. Then finally the terraced houses fell away, and the sea was laid out before us.

Resting on the southern tip of the Stonehouse Peninsula, the concrete tidal pool has been there for nearly a hundred years. It’s a simple structure made of four concrete walls. The treacherous tides converging on the shore made it clear how this part of the coast got its name. Miri gave me a look that hinted that it was smaller than she’d expected. Despite being only a few metres wide, Firestone Bay was busy. A family with flasks of something hot were sitting against the limestone sea defence while a dog-walker threw a stick into the waves and watched his springer spaniel retrieve it again and again. By the pool, a collection of friends chatted with their hands buried deep in their pockets, and in the distance stand-up paddleboarders skated past, jeering when the first of their group fell in and shrieked at the cold. It was good to see everyone having their own spring clean. It would’ve been easy to stay inside and yet there we all were, outside and hoping for something new with spring’s arrival.

Two young girls were in the water. They politely stopped jumping long enough for us to climb in. Both were wearing shortie wetsuits that came just below their knees and elbows with nifty-looking waterproof boots. So we don’t step on the stones at the bottom, one of them told us. You look like my cousin, the other added. Is she nice? I asked, to which she shrugged. They dipped and dived, submerging their heads and kicking their legs up. Miri and I neatly lapped the pool in measured breaststroke, circling the girls while they played. A sudden chill swept over the water. The youngest turned to the other, is wind made when the birds flap their wings? Spitting a stream of water into her face, the other replied. No, silly. It’s God blowing his nose.

When we were done admiring the view from our infinity pool, we waved goodbye. They paused from jumping in long enough to shout, see ya, then clasped hands and leapt back into the water. We returned to our piles of clothes, shivering, and found them soaked. I pulled on my soggy socks while my chest hummed from the cold. As we left, the youngest turned onto her back and looked up at the sky with her arms and legs splayed out like a starfish. Floating is like flying, she said, and I thought that it was.
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My sister wanted to come and visit me in London, which was a sure sign that she’d been talking about me with Mum. I spent a lot of my adult life avoiding Emma because she knew me better than anyone else. She had this way of looking at me where her eyes turned to mirrored pools and I never liked what they reflected.

I played the role of fun older sister and took her out for pizza, then the Prince of Wales rooftop because on Fridays they have a live saxophonist who plays over dodgy R&B music. Somehow, in this alternate nightlife reality a sweaty man in a Burton shirt and brown shoes was a god. I was happy for him that he’d found a place to exist like that.

I pushed the laminated menu across the bar towards Emma. Cottontails? I asked. When Emma was little, she’d mispronounced cocktails and it’s been our joke ever since. There was so much about our grief that was unsaid, but between siblings there’s also lots that doesn’t need saying. You understand each other in a way that’s instinctive and historical. Rohanna once told me that when a sibling dies you lose a part of your past, present and future. I wasn’t sure what the future looked like for Emma and me. I hoped there’d be a bench for us, but that wish felt difficult to share. Keeping our conversations in the past was somehow more comfortable.

Emma raised her eyebrow at the drinks list. Jeez Louise, London is pricey. I paid for two of whatever she wanted, which I instantly regretted as the double vodka slimline tonics tasted like firewater. We danced to music I remembered having on our shared battery-powered MP3 player and Emma talked for too long to a group of people wearing matching fluorescent golf visors until I pulled her away by her bag.

When Fergie’s ‘London Bridge’ started playing, Emma leaned in close and tried to tell me something. Her breath, rancid with alcohol, was hot on my neck. I couldn’t tell if she was shouting because of the loud music or because she was angry about something. No one ever said Tom was going to die. My breathing became ragged. I put my hand to my ear and pretended not to have heard. The saxophonist was strolling towards us with his instrument hanging from him by a stupid nylon neck brace. I was suddenly exceptionally irritated by him. Why didn’t you tell me he was going to die? Emma pushed. I felt lightheaded and wanted to sit down. I thought about what to say: I didn’t know, I’m sorry, I still can’t believe it, no one told me either. My hand moved towards her and hovered in the space between us. Let me get us some more drinks, I said and escaped to the bar.

I just need a minute, I thought, then allowed everyone else to be served first to buy myself some extra time. I thought about the promise I had made Tom the last time I saw him. I tipped back a stranded glass of wine. Swallowing stopped me crying. I leaned on the bar – which was a mistake as it made my forearms sticky – and texted Marlowe: I’m an awful sister. I don’t know what I expected him to say, and apparently neither did he as three dots appeared then vanished. Eventually, I returned to Emma with Apple Sourz. She liked those. They were sweet. Emma took both and shot them, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand without looking at me. We didn’t speak about Tom again.
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As quickly as the dates we’d had sped by, Marlowe ghosted me. I grieved his disappearance like it was some kind of death. Somehow it was easier for me to lose myself in feeling lovesick than anything Tom-related. Heartache was a predictable emotion that those around me could understand. I mourned the loss of our imagined coupledom, then called Miri daily with updates, although there were none.
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Tunnels Beach





Chapter Eleven

Westward Ho! Tidal Pool: 51.04082° N, 4.24309° W

 

Westward Ho!’s exclamation mark really jumped off the signage when the village carefully pootled into view from the A39. The name comes from Charles Kingsley’s 1855 novel Westward Ho!, which was set in nearby Bideford. When it became a bestseller, local entrepreneurs renamed the village to attract tourists. I’d intended to read the book before our trip, but when I found it in the library and skimmed past lines like ‘in the glorious fight of 1588, what had we been by now but a popish appanage of a world-tyranny’ I decided I’d rather not. The town still felt rather dusty. There was a caravan park, Tesco Express and a carousel amusement and adventure golf. Perhaps ‘dusty’ was an unkind retelling, as we visited on a quiet evening when the sky was paper white and I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy much. I was always searching for ways to satiate my appetite for future promise. It kept me from being present because the present was a place that’d been too painful for too long. I loved being about to go to the tidal pools and I loved being nearly there, but visiting our second in North Devon, knowing they’d be behind me soon, made me melancholy. I wondered if I’d destabilised myself so much from life’s bad stuff that I couldn’t feel the good stuff either. I was just stuck in the middle.

Although it was Saturday, the beach was quiet that evening. England were playing Ukraine in the Euros and everyone was inside watching the game. Houses had their windows ajar and every now and then we’d hear a cheer or groan. Miri and I sat cross-legged on the tidal pool wall and waited for the water to boil on our Trangia so we could make pesto pasta. Steam furled out of the stove and I took a moment to appreciate how the nature had organised itself. Westward Ho! tidal pool is a square painted with neat white lines stamped with 1.2M DEEP END in black. It’s surrounded by boulders, rocky shelves and the nearby Pebble Ridge. Spring tides wash the pebbles back. Each year locals meet for ‘potwalloping’ and throw them back to restore the bank, followed by food and festivities.

A cheer came from the houses beyond the coastal path. I thought about World Cups past with my family crowded around the TV. Once the cheering had subsided, the beach was quiet again. It was just us. The waves were so far away, protected by the rocks, that I couldn’t hear them lapping against the shore. I wanted to speak the memory into existence, but suddenly my tongue felt swollen like a sea mollusc, white-grey and lolling.

Tom liked football, I said and Miri looked surprised, like she hadn’t expected me to say that. Did he? I didn’t answer, because it didn’t feel like she meant it as a question, more buying time. What else did he like? I thought about it. Sailing boats, Robinsons Barley Water, dancing to McFly, his red car, bright orange life jackets, Ice Road Truckers, Calippo lollies. Instead, I said, dunno. Boys seem to just like football don’t they, though that wasn’t really true. Tom had been more into boats than football. It was just too painful to think of things he liked that were no longer touched by his existence.
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I’m not a football person. Believe me when I say I’ve tried. For a while I thought it was the great life-hack. Pretend to be into football and all the men in your life will adore you. It was a way to get uninterrupted quality time with my dad or brothers, but I wasn’t really a fan and they knew it too.

Football games from our childhood feel hazy to me too, which is a shame, because there are finite matches I ever experienced with Tom. I can’t get more, and I wish I could remember the ones I had, but back then I’d been wishing for half-time once Lawrence had corrected me enough times when I called it the interval.

I remembered one match for everything but the game. It must’ve been World Cup 2010 because I remember there being a general unease from Tom because the identity of The Stig had been revealed and he wasn’t enjoying Top Gear the same. Everyone came to our house so we could feel the full extent of our seven-person brood, plus friends and family. There were so many of us that we’d moved the television and wooden stand outside where everyone went to great lengths to remind people to: watch the cable. Tom was wearing one of Howard’s old football shirts that had BECKHAM on the back, though these were the Gerrard and Rooney days. It was a bit small for him and he kept having to pull it down. Everyone shouted at the TV so loud that the three littlest of us didn’t know what was going on, but we didn’t need to because the swell of family directed us to joy or misery, and we mimicked their expressions in turn by jumping up or sitting solemnly with our hands besides our cheeks. When the ball slipped through Rob Green’s hands, Tom tried to copy Lawrence and swear at the television, but Mum quickly put an end to that.

Whenever the twins played football in the garden, they used their jumpers as makeshift goal posts and would shout Green! when they missed. That’s what’s so special about siblings; you have a shared language, a shared history that you can rely on to speak to one another. Emma and Tom had a language as twins long before ours as siblings. I remember them babytalking to one another from their cots. I’d peer over and see them both babbling, having full conversations before they even knew words.

It could be lonely, being a sibling to twins. There were moments when I felt excluded or outright forgotten, like I’d entered a party and everyone was in on a joke I didn’t understand. I learned early that rather than feeling jealous, it was better to watch this special thing I had a close relationship to. This special, strange, awesome thing that is twins.
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More often than Emma called Tom her twin, she called him her Soul Twin.
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That Sunday, I called Emma and asked her if she remembered watching the 2010 World Cup together. She said she didn’t, so I asked if she remembered shouting Green! when we missed a goal. She didn’t. Emma’d stopped playing quite young, though she’d been good at it. I had a suspicion it was because she knew Tom hated his twin sister being the footie star. Instead, she took up rugby and was selected for the county team, then later played for the firsts at university. This is the kind of person Emma is. Always putting others first. Always trying to make everyone else happy. Even on the phone that day, I could hear a tug in her voice as she tried to join me on a recollection which I didn’t often invite her on. Maybe I do remember, she said once we’d moved on, I’m probably not remembering hard enough.





Chapter Fifteen

St Gabriel’s Manor: 51.47478° N, 0.10552° W

 

It’s not common to be neighbourly in London, but St Gabriel’s Manor did it well. There was a long shelf above the postboxes where people swapped books, the WhatsApp group was often abuzz with invites to play tennis, and there was a corkboard with flyers about how to become a volunteer gardener in the park. In the hallway, there was a seating area where people left furniture they no longer wanted. I didn’t need new chairs, but when I passed four mid-century dining chairs in a gorgeous brushed walnut I saw an opportunity to make some money. Selling them online was a relatively successful attempt to spend time on my laptop while avoiding working on my book. That afternoon, a man called Felipe messaged: are these still available? The generic, one-tap response followed by, hello. Could I collect tomorrow evening?

When Marketplace Man arrived, I was taken aback by how handsome he was and instantly regretted that I was wearing my glasses. He was tall with dark skin and wearing casual but expensive-looking trousers paired with socks and Yeezy sliders. He looked like the kind of man to be cast in a De’Longhi coffee machine advert. Misinterpreting my surprise, he said, sorry, I thought we said eight o’clock, then took a step back from the door. No, no we did! Sorry the time ran away from me today, I lied. Please come in, I added to stop us apologising at each other. He said I could call him Flip then dragged his feet on the doormat when I told him not to worry about taking off his shoes, though I wasn’t sure that sliders really counted as shoes anyway. I shut the door behind him and then it was just us in the flat. He said I had a nice place and I recited the facts I knew about the building’s history as a seminary. Flip nodded while his eyes drifted from the windows to my bookcase, giving me an opportunity to notice how when he put his hands in his pockets the fabric became taut against his buttocks. I tried and failed at not looking.

He looked around as if any movement might damage my furniture. Ted Hughes, he read the spine of The Hawk in the Rain then recited from memory, I imagine this midnight moment’s forest . . . I didn’t know much poetry by heart but hearing the line aloud I recognised it from ‘The Thought Fox’. It gave me a jolt to hear it aloud, like we shared a memory from a time we hadn’t known each other. I expected him to check I looked impressed, but he was still studying the books. Then it goes something something something and ends . . . the page is printed. That’s how I remember that one. Is that right? I admitted I wasn’t sure and said, I thought for too long that that poem was actually about a real fox. I knew a lot about Hughes, but for some reason decided to play myself down. It’s about whatever you want it to be about, Flip, as I now knew him, said with a shrug.

Do you mind if I . . . he gestured towards the chairs. Please, go ahead, I said and he sat down. It felt odd to be standing above him, so I sat too and we stared at one another across the table. I thought it was strange of him to sit, but I supposed it would be stranger to buy chairs you hadn’t sat in. To break the silence, I mimed eating and moved an imaginary knife in my right hand. What’s for dinner? he asked. Trifle, I replied and he precariously picked up an imaginary spoon as though it were loaded with wobbling jelly and custard. Very realistic, I laughed. It was the first time I’d laughed with someone at this table. Maybe I shouldn’t let the chairs go. Thanks. I’m an actor. I raised an eyebrow and regretted it as he looked embarrassed, shy maybe. Do you do words? Or just mime eating pudding? He looked coolly amused, I do all of the words.

I said: I’m words too. Writing, not acting though. Although it was true, it felt like a lie. I always thought someone would expose me as a fraud if I called myself a writer. I usually said something nondescript like ‘copy’ or I work ‘in music’. Words, he confirmed. I could’ve guessed that. You have poet energy about you. I hoped what he saw in me was something everyone did. Then I remembered he was an actor and was probably good at delivering lines.

£230, wasn’t it? I nodded and passed him my bank details on my phone. We remained seated while he typed them into his banking app. Nationwide, I noted to myself in case it might be a detail I could read into later. Let me help you carry these out, I stood up. No need. I’ve got it. He stacked two then bent his arm into a right angle. Something inside me jolted. I was sad he was leaving. Then it would just be me in the flat again, with no laughter at the table. I thought about asking Flip to stay, but couldn’t think of a way it wouldn’t sound desperate. It was too late for coffee. Could I offer him wine if I only had a third of a bottle left? You could, he hesitated, give me your number though?

You already have my number, I said. I have your number for the chairs. This time I want it for . . . talking to you. The subtle upward quirk of his mouth punctuated the end of his sentence. I picked up my phone and dialled the unsaved number above his last message. He brought the phone to his ear, still clutching two of the chairs. Here’s my number, for talking purposes, I said into the receiver, then hung up, and we smiled at each other in what was quickly becoming a habit.





Chapter Eighteen

Silk Road: 51.47385° N, 0.08919° W

 

I’d been getting to know Jem at a pace that alarmed me. We saw each other often, but it never felt soon enough. Sometimes I wrote things I wanted to tell or ask him on Notes, but then when we met a million other things occurred to me first. The train journeys east were exhausting. I set off excited then rattled across London as a ball of nervous energy. His texture was familiar to me now. He was quiet yet energetic, playful yet reflective, gentle yet passionate, self-assured yet questioning. There with me in London, but wild in spirit.

We spent most of our time outdoors. I took him to Brockwell Park, Myatt’s Fields and Camberwell Old Cemetery, then he showed me Hackney Marshes, Victoria Park and the deer at Clissold. We pressed our palms against tree bark and rubbed petals between our fingers while we talked. Jem stuffed my pockets with pinecones and taught me how to blow blades of grass between my thumbs like a kazoo, then put the grass up my nose to tickle me until I started sneezing. The first time he tried to show me how to identify birdsong with the BirdNet app I said, we live in London. Just Google pigeon, then we heard a blue tit, a sedge warbler and even a ring-necked parakeet so I had to admit it was quite cool. When I slowed down to notice, nature surprised me. It felt like the first summer I’d truly lived in London.

That weekend, I’d deliberated on the perfect itinerary then suggested it as though it were spontaneous. A walk with ice cream through Herne Hill followed by a swim at Brockwell Lido then dinner at Silk Road for charcoal red snapper, fried dumplings and black fungus with cabbage. We talked about work and ambitions because those were the kind of questions I enjoyed answering. He continued slurping hand-pulled noodles before leaning back into a swig of Tiger beer, my ambition is to have more time. I do everything around that. That wasn’t an answer I understood straight away, and we talked around it for a while. He continued, I’m not sure I want to be a film editor. I’m a director, but right now I’m editing a lot to make money. I make money to have more time to work on my own projects or to have time when I don’t have to work, he pushed the plate with the last dumpling towards me, so I can spend more time away with friends, go surfing, have more days like this. He rubbed my shoulder, it’s all about time.

What were my ambitions? To get a promotion, write and publish a book, own a house. In many ways, they were about time too: how to fill it, how to rush it, how to prove that I deserved it instead of Tom. My ambitions were all products of being preoccupied, ways to keep me going and avoid thinking about how hurt I was inside. Busyness was my preferred anaesthetic. I wondered when it would stop. If my ambition would run out of steam or if I would first.

Jem seemed to sense I was somewhere else as he moved his thumb over the patch of vitiligo by my mouth. You have chilli on your face, you beautiful goose. I felt lightheaded, an inhalation of helium. Looking down at the white lake of my plate to pick up my chopsticks, I was surprised to see I was still sitting at the table and not bouncing about the ceiling.

Our conversation was soundtracked by a bell that tinkled whenever someone came in. A Deliveroo driver shuffled in to collect a takeaway order and was followed by a calico cat with a corner missing from its ear. Jem cooed at it and put some fish on his palm. The man sharing the table with us looked up from reading the news on his iPhone to hiss and say, get away, in a low voice. Jem shot him a look then tickled the cat behind its ears while it mewled.

The cat wound itself around Jem’s calves when we paid and even followed us as far as Myatt’s Fields park, where it looked bored and slinked off. Jem’s parents have two cats called Jelly and Bob, which is funny because of course there’s Jem and Rob, his brother. Once, he’d asked his mother if she’d intentionally tried to replace them when they’d left home and she’d said it was a coincidence. Sounds like they miss you, I offered. Jem didn’t reply. Sometimes I miss you when you’re not around. Is that crazy? I asked. No. That’s nice, he said and held my hand. I waited for him to say he missed me too, but it never came. I followed his eye to see what he was watching and tried to guess what Jem was thinking, but neither was clear to me. There was a space there that I desired to inhibit, a withdrawn reserve, a whole universe within him. Much of the time, I felt that I had no idea what he was thinking or feeling, and I was never sure if that was because he didn’t either, or I wasn’t invited to know.

It was then, on our walk through the park in the night, that he told me he’d be going away for a while. Where? I asked. Sweden, he said. How long for? I asked. I’m not sure, he replied. Probably not long. Jem shrugged, and I wished I was the shrugging type. The cat reappeared, as if to remind me that things could go away and come back.

[image: clip0002]

The following week, Jem and I had what would be our last night together for I didn’t know how long. He lived in a terraced house near The Crooked Billet pub with two flatmates. The kitchen was full of bags of rice, pasta, lentils, orzo and jars in all shapes and sizes including a tall hexagonal container of Jem’s homemade kimchi. There was a sunset-orange Le Creuset kettle that whistled on the hob and on the kitchen table – which was folded against the wall like an origami future-teller – there was mimosa in an old green bottle with the label scratched off. Everything was sticky because they didn’t have an extractor fan. When I arrived, Jem presented me with a broccoli like it was a bouquet of flowers: I’m going to nourish you with homegrown vegetables. He served it up with a salad of his own lettuce and yellow courgettes topped with olive oil, toasted pine nuts and parmesan. It was delicious.

Jem’s bedroom was right at the top of the house beneath the gable roof. When I walked around the bed, I had to stoop my head a little where the ceiling yawned. I took a hungry inventory of his possessions. Guitar, stack of old film reels, free-standing mirror and a book on growing tomatoes. He’d carefully placed a collection of rocks on the windowsill. I picked one up and pressed it into my palm.

There was a skylight that reflected us at night. I’d watch him on top of me in the semi-darkness and it was as though we were making love in the stars, there among the constellations with Cassiopeia, Virgo and Andromeda. In bed, he was passionate and generous and talkative. Our limbs tangled like weeds as we practised every way our two bodies could fit together. We fell asleep without closing the blind and in the morning the sun shone on our naked bodies like a blessing.
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Pockets full of pinecones





Autumn





Chapter Fifty-Four

Lordship Lane: 51.45631° N, 0.07599° W

 

It’s odd that happiness seems so hard to find, then happens all at once. The confidence of getting an agent laid roots in my life that spread far and fast, burrowing into a commitment to the page and people around me. There was an irony that the confidence Flip had instilled in me was energy I converted into my relationship with Jem. It was recycled love. Was everything not recycled love for Tom? At the start of my journey to swim in every tidal pool, I’d thought that Tom’s death had left a hole in my heart and I had to look for something to fill that empty space. I was beginning to realise that the love I had for him was still there. It was love I could give to others too.

I tried to put the work into being in love and to feeling that I deserved how good it all was. I gave myself homework. Exercises, if you will. And it helped. It truly did. My brain needed training to believe it all. What helped most was writing down the kind things Jem did for me and reading them when an unhelpful thought tore through my mind. It started with actions but, as time moved on, I just wrote down words that reminded me of times I’d felt particularly in love. Because love happens like that. Not a slow, gradual process but in moments struck like matches









Chapter Fifty-Five

Am-Nawr: 51.85996° N, 3.13642° W

 

Things felt like they wrapped themselves up for me ahead of Christmas. On my last day in the office Annie and I used our lunch break to buy fancy wrapping paper from Liberty of London. Before returning to our desks to put our Out of Offices on, we sat in the kitchen with two black coffees. She asked me if I was excited for the holidays. She was excited. Most specifically to dress up her dogs in the Christmas-pudding outfits she’d bought them. I tried to explain why Christmas in my house feels sad and kept accidentally kicking the bag of paper, tags and ribbons beneath the table; it jingled awkwardly.

Of course. It must take a long time, she started and I clenched my teeth, mentally preparing for her to say ‘to move on’ before she continued, for everyone to adjust to the change in you. My eyebrows raised in surprise. Annie assumed it was everyone else’s responsibility to accept me as I am now. The burden was not on me. I felt guilty that I’d never acknowledged how much she’d done to adjust to me since grief, and how little I’d been willing to do the same for her. I smiled. Our hands around our coffee cups felt very close. I thought about reaching out to hold her hand. Then she got out her phone and showed me a picture of the dogs under one blanket. Have I shown you this one before?
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December used to be the noise of five children, moulting tinsel, the smell of pine needles and Dad placing presents on the branches of the tree for after dinner. Now it was not talking while watching Gavin & Stacey reruns, drinking too much and boil-in-a-bag salmon because no one could stomach any attempts to recreate our old traditions with Tom missing. There was a weary desperation for joy in our house.

Sitting on the sofa, the four of us opened our presents. I watched Dad’s foot tapping among the discarded tags to Wizzard’s ‘I Wish It Could Be Christmas Everyday’. Mum hates this song. I observed a tightness in her jaw, but I knew she wouldn’t complain as Dad’s tapping was the brightest he’d been that day. Mum once told me she’d paid extra to get the sofa made shallower because Dad is so short. I thought about the lengths she goes to to make our lives comfortable.

Mum’s gift for Dad was a training course from the Dry Stone Walling Association. My gifts were awful compared to Emma’s thoughtful and beautifully wrapped presents, so I panicked and spent five minutes making a DIY voucher on Microsoft Word for us to all spend a weekend in Cambridge together.

Mum worked hard to invite Tom into the days. She said things like I wonder what Tom would’ve got you or oh wouldn’t he find that funny at every passable joke on Big Fat Quiz of the Year. Then we all ignored her because it was too painful to acknowledge so she’d drink a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and cry while saying none of us cared and she felt so lonely in our family. I felt guilty about my refusal to participate in her fantasies, but not enough that I joined in. I’d already paid a major emotional dowry by being there for Christmas.

It was important to Mum that we keep Tom alive by imagining his future. To me, that was excruciating. The injustice of it was intolerable. To imagine a job he’d have with a company email address. To imagine a wife and small children that he’d pack into a Volkswagen Golf on weekends. If I thought about the ‘Merry Christmas from your Uncle’ cards my sister’s children would never receive, I couldn’t cope. If I imagined that future, and knew I couldn’t have it, why would I want any future at all? To imagine it was to create new mini losses that I’d have to grieve. Imaginary people and moments and places. All gone. Things that were destined for Tom that cancer had stolen from him. Life’s cruel little thieves. Instead, I imagined the book of Tom’s life. Perfectly complete.

When I’d been Christmas shopping I’d bought an extra card, Merry Christmas to my Brother, and decided I would write to him. Christmas came and went and I hadn’t removed the cellophane wrapper from the card.
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I’d intended to stay in Wales between Christmas and New Year, but couldn’t quite face it and escaped by visiting Jem at his parents’ house. I waited for Dad to return from playing golf so he could drive me to the station.

Mum asked me to stay longer and I was angry she’d made things difficult when they were already hard. At least one last cup of tea, she opened the fridge to get the milk and the light illuminated her face. She is gorgeous. In noticing, I realised how often I forget this. I also realised how beautiful I am, in her making. Her hair, her eyes, the ease of her smile and how quickly it thunders. I wondered what it’s like for her to look at me, and see herself, but with a life ahead of me full of second chances she didn’t get. I stared a moment too long and she noticed. In that second, I felt incredibly distant from her and wondered how mothers and daughters get this far apart. I felt that I’d taken something from her by being this far away when once I was entirely hers and called for only her. Now I call for other things.

I wanted to say you’re beautiful and offer her the love that I hope a daughter will give me one day. I thought about how much I want a daughter and how much Mum wanted me. Did she ever think it would be like this? The closest stranger she’d ever know. I could tell her all my hopes and dreams, but I worried she’d consider it an insult to have dreams after Tom’s death. When will my dreams run out? Will it happen when I have a daughter and have to hand my dreams over to her? Maybe I could ask Mum this.

I thought of Christmas, then the next Christmas and our birthdays in between. How many days do we spend together a year? There were probably only weeks left in my life with my parents. That scared me. I thought of asking her to go on holiday with me, and knew I wouldn’t. I could offer her a chance to get to know me better. I could ask questions and get to know her, but I feared we might be more similar than I already knew and I didn’t want to look too closely at how things might turn out for me. I wanted to offer that she’s doing her best, and so am I. That was something to celebrate. Maybe we should drink gin instead of tea. Ah, there it was. My mother talking inside me again.

She poured the milk and I didn’t say anything. I felt all her pain against all of mine. I understood that it’s very hard. I understood that I inherited some of this, and some of it we lived together. Some of it will be inherited by my children one day, and I’ll be as much of a mystery to that daughter as my mother is to me, and I am to her.

I said I had to leave again and this time she said ok. You know, she tapped her nails on the counter, you’re only ever as happy as your unhappiest child. And you’re always so unhappy. I readjusted my bag on my shoulder. That’s a good way to blame me, I said and just as quickly she replied, that’s a good way to misunderstand me. Her phone lit up with a Facebook notification. She stared at it for a moment, then put it back down and looked towards me as if she’d forgotten what we were talking about. It’s not blame. It’s responsibility. I’ll always be responsible for you. That’s what being a mother is.

[image: clip0002]

Dad turned off the radio as he drove me to the station, that’s enough Christmas songs for one year. I felt him giving up on the holidays and thought I wasn’t far behind him. I boarded the train and carried the card for Tom with me like it was a talisman. I hoped eventually I would have the strength to wish Tom a Merry Christmas.

[image: clip0002]

Jem’s mum had a soft openness about her. She brought out photo albums and showed me baby pictures of Jem, or Jeremy, as she called him occasionally. I was most drawn to the photographs of them as an attractive young couple with two boys and their whole life ahead of them. I loved the shoulder pads and chintzy rose-printed sofas. There was a photo of Jem’s brother tenderly holding him as a baby. I had a similar one of me and Tom. I thought it was a very precious thing.

We talked about how funny it is that children show us so quickly who they are, as if we could doubt how fast they become full people. I asked her what she knew about him when he was little. Quite an angry little boy, she said, he used to have these rages. I winked at Jem. He seemed quite far from being an angry little boy now. I wondered where his rage had gone, or where it was hiding. She continued, I remember once we were having lunch outside and locked him in the house because he’d been naughty. He stuck his head through the cat flap and screamed so loud. She laughed, which made me laugh. She has a gorgeous, wicked laugh that I thought I’d like to hear more. Jem nodded, that’s true.

I thought about my mum calling me frigid and Jem’s mum calling him angry. Did our mothers know us better than anyone else? Our truest selves. The stories that they’d told us about ourselves for as long as we’d been old enough to listen. I used to think that I was a story and that to love and understand me, someone would have to read every page of my past, learn my plot-points and study the footnotes. Now, I wasn’t so concerned with what had been written before. I wanted to write new chapters and knew that Jem was there to help.

I wanted to believe that we could change, but maybe we all come back to the qualities we try to outgrow. The things that we try to bury are the things that need soothing. I hoped that I could be Jem’s hiding place. The place where things are safe. Where he is safe. I wanted to hold him until his rage resurfaced, to kiss it and stroke it and say, it’s ok. I didn’t know what he’d find if he held me long enough. I trusted that we’d find out together.

[image: clip0002]

It was comfortable being curled up in Jem’s childhood room. In bed, I played with his hair and saw a faint scar that I’d never noticed before. Was this the cat flap? He smirked. Postbox, actually. I stroked it and it was smooth, barely noticeable by touch alone. What were you trying to deliver? He touched it too. My head, I suppose.

I looked through the shelves stuffed with books, board games, a marble run and old football and Beano annuals. We flicked through a dusty encyclopaedia. I yawned and wanted to fall asleep dreaming of gods, sirens and centaurs. Look up Helen of Troy, I said. It’s funny you should say that. He put down the encyclopaedia and passed me a gift wrapped in gold paper. It was rectangular and weighted, exceptionally book-shaped. I sat up in the bed and shook it, is it a tennis racket? I unwrapped the hardback copy of The Women of Troy by Pat Barker. Open it, Jem tapped the cover. I flicked the pages and ran my fingers over the creamy paper. There, on the title page, he’d written:

 

To my Helen, but somehow more beautiful. Merry Christmas,

Jem x

 

I nestled into him, my face on his neck where his pulse quivered beneath his skin, as he read me the story of the captured queen Briseis. Perhaps there could be new Christmas traditions.





Chapter Fifty-Eight

Durgan: 50.10367° N, 5.11567° W

 

It took Miri and me eight hours and twenty-seven minutes to get to Durgan. Another way to look at it was one bus, three trains and one taxi. Or only two cups of coffee. Durgan is a hamlet in Mawnan, South Cornwall with a small beach wide enough for just a handful of cottages. The shingle beach is a small horseshoe sheltered from Atlantic gales. Mildest corner of the country, the taxi driver proudly told us. We’d passed the hamlet on a hike last year and fallen in love with how picturebook-perfect it was. The National Trust cottages were drastically cheaper for the month of January so we booked a week to visit Polperro tidal pool. The cottage was as pretty as I remembered it. An eighteenth-century stone and slate cottage with small dormer windows from which the beach was visible.

Back in London, everything was grey and didn’t match my mood, which was all yellow that January. Library card, buttered toast, freshly sharpened pencils, Jem’s kettle, early flowering daffodils in Myatt’s Fields. I had endless energy and enthusiasm, but not the time for all of it. The winter days were sharp and short and trying to write a book, keep my job, be a girlfriend to Jem, stay a friend to Miri, start being a sister to Emma and stay sane was a lot. Being in Durgan was a way to invent more time. I never wasted a moment. I got out of bed as soon as my eyes opened and rushed to the window to inspect the sky. Beautiful, again. Light broke through the clouds. Spring didn’t feel too far away.

It didn’t take us long to create a routine in Quay Cottage. In the mornings, I put the kettle on to make hot water bottles while Miri laid out our beach shoes by the door, still wet from yesterday. She spooned three heaps of coffee into the press and left it brewing for our return, then we pulled on our hats and left the door slightly ajar. We walked barefoot down Durgan beach. Rocks dug into our footsoles and we howled like dogs into the morning air. I waded in until the water was up to my calves. I clutched my elbows, arms folded across my front, and noticed the hair on my thighs prickle and my nipples harden. When I was finally waist height, I propelled myself into the water.

The water there is brackish – saltier than fresh water, but not as salty as the sea. It’s a secluded part of the Helford Passage and the surrounding hillside is covered in bracken, moss and foliage, all the deepest of greens. From the beach, the water appears as an inkwell; the shade of poison ivy. What green would you call this? I asked Miri and we tried on colours: ivy, emerald, crocodile, pine. None were quite right. We settled on a new shade: Durgan Green. Apparently, I started and Miri looked towards me patiently because she knew I was about to recite a fact I half remembered, in countries where there are more words for the colour blue, they see more shades of it. Doesn’t it make you feel funny knowing you might see the world differently, just because you have more words?

Miri swirled her hands in a figure of eight. It’s a little like love, don’t you think? Not enough words to describe the kinds. Especially friendship. I thought of The Fisher King and The Handless Maiden. That’s a very good point. I wonder if that’s why British people are emotionally constipated. Because we don’t have enough words to express ourselves. I looked at the horizon and decided it was time to head in. Miri was still drifting when she said, or maybe we don’t need other words. You know what I feel, when I say I love you.
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We didn’t rent a car because the nearest pub, The Ferryman, was only a twenty-minute walk away and from there we could catch a small passenger ferry across the river to Helford village and the Lizard peninsula. At least that had been the plan. When we arrived, we realised the pub was closed for maintenance and the ferry had stopped running for winter. There was nothing to do, and nowhere to go. It was perfect.

In the evenings, we got drunk and went skinny-dipping in the moondark then danced naked to Robyn in front of the fire. When we ran out of wood for the log burner, we walked to Mawnan, filled our backpacks with as much as we could carry and lugged it back. The next beach along from Durgan was Grebe, where we skimmed stones or, more accurately, Miri skimmed stones while I threw them into the water. A yellow-signed buoy bobbed in the distance and we decided we could swim out to it, but only realised when we were close that it read: ‘Danger Eel Beds’.

I wrote in my bedroom with Miri’s voice, delicate as silver bells, still audible from downstairs. When I got writer’s block, I strolled along the beach and collected rubbish like I might pick up some good ideas. The first day I felt so proud of my bag filled with bits of plastic. Then I returned the next day and the beach was littered again. Moving up and down the shore, I leaned into the meditative practice and accepted starting over. I placed my treasure on the bedroom windowsill – sea glass, milk bottle cap, disposable lighter and barnacled plastic toothbrush – and said goodnight to them before sleep as though they were good luck charms.

All these things were very special, but the most special thing about that week in Durgan was the trees. Often the prettiest parts of Cornwall look like the Mediterranean, with the same azure water and sandy beaches. The mossed woodland surrounding Helford, however, could only be British. It feels ancient and powerful, mysterious and timeless. High above the coppiced oaks along the coast there are taller trees that knife the horizon. These are Monterey pines, natives of the California coast. I wondered how they’d arrived here. When I walked barefoot on the beach, I often noticed their dark green needles pressing into the fleshy part of my sole. Their pinecones are serotinous and stay closed until opened by the heat of a forest fire when their seeds regenerate on burned forest floors. There are rarely forest fires here, but the cones burst open in hot weather.

For five years, there had been a fire inside me. It raged and it burned. Being in Durgan was the first time it occurred to me that fire can be good. It can also mean rebirth.
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