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	In memory of my parents and their friends Ram Nahum,
 my godfather Arnold Kettle and his wife Margot
 (from whom I learned to ‘yield on unessentials’).


And for my Party siblings, Heather and Andrew Gollan and
 Martin and Nick Kettle, whose lifelong friendship has been
 among the best of legacies, with my love.




	

  Heart of the heartless world,  

  Dear heart, the thought of you  

  Is the pain at my side,  

  The shadow that chills my view.  

  The wind rises in the evening,  

  Reminds that autumn is near.  

  I am afraid to lose you,  

  I am afraid of my fear.  

  ***  

  And if bad luck should lay my strength  

  Into the shallow grave,  

  Remember all the good you can;  

  Don’t forget my love.  

	John Cornford



          
            [image: Penguin Walking Logo]
          

          Part One
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	When a persistent ringing startled me from a sleep of unusual contentment I swear I knew it was Will. My grandmother claims that the women in our family are blessed with second sight. Certainly my intuition has always been sharp. But maybe it was simply that Will was the person in our family most likely to be the source of a late-night phone call.

	The phone had stopped ringing and had started again by the time my father got to it. I could hear him in the hall below sounding apprehensive and annoyed. And then I heard his voice change and become urgent.

	He was calling my mother, who joined him in the hall, and hearing the note in their combined tone I got up and went halfway downstairs and sat on the landing, which is where I used to sit when eavesdropping.

	Through the banisters I could partly see my parents in their pyjamas. My father was holding my mother, who was crying. She rarely cried so I knew this was serious.

	I waited a little on the landing but the worry of not knowing what had happened was too great so I ran down the remaining stairs.

	‘Hetta!’

	‘Dad, what is it?’

	I was right, it was Will. At first I thought he must be dead but it turned out to be worse than that.

	At the time I was immersed in the Brontës and saw myself as Emily, wild and poetical and in love with her brother. So it’s hard to say how far I felt the gravity of what had happened as a real event, rather than a drama in my Brontë persona. All I understood then was that Will was in hospital and that both my parents were to go at once and that I was to drive with them to Cambridge.

	We left Dowlands, our house in Northumberland, there and then and I have always believed that we were still all in our pyjamas but reviewing everything now I can see that was unlikely. Maybe only I was. I certainly slept in the back of the car because I awoke to hear my parents talking in the voices people use when they don’t want to be overheard.

	My father was saying, ‘It’s Nat all over again’.

	I know I heard this and that it isn’t the construction of hindsight because my Uncle Nathaniel was hardly ever mentioned and his name had a special allure for me. He was my father’s elder brother and was killed in a climbing accident, the kind of event which my tragic imagination relished.

	I had written some poems in my Emily Brontë mode for my dead uncle, one of which began:

  
	Oh you who are lost to us, still you are with us,

	Lost in the flesh but here in the heart,

	Still we shall mourn for you, though we are silent,

	Dumb though we be we are never apart.

  

	As far as I remember it went on in a similar vein and I doubt it improved.

	I don’t recall my mother’s reply but maybe for the first time I had some sense of what the death of my uncle might have meant to his family and it was fear that made me exclaim, ‘Will’s not dead, is he?’

	My mother was more level-headed than my father and would certainly have tried to soothe my fears. But anxiety had been awoken, a real and not a dramatic anxiety, and I was no longer consumptive Emily Brontë with a poetical tempest raging in my breast but robustly hale, sixteen-year-old Henrietta Tye, whose brother Will, it seemed, had suffered some appalling injury.

	My father said now, ‘How long for Christ’s fucking sake before we get there?’

	I know I am remembering that accurately as he never said ‘fuck’.

	My mother was driving. Like Granny, she was a better driver than her husband, just as she was more competent at all forms of handiwork. She taught me, as, more successfully, she had taught my elder sister Syd, to use a drill and to plumb; while at the time I found this freakish, subsequently I’ve been grateful to her since it has saved me hundreds of pounds in plumbing bills.

	I should explain that my sister’s real name is Sydella but inevitably she has always been referred to as Syd. And because I felt that this had shaped my sister’s rather hearty personality I insisted on ‘Hetta’ early in my life to avoid any possibility of ‘Henry’.

	Syd by this time was married and living in Jordan and Will had essentially been away since he left for university. So I was the only child still at home, which was sometimes a bonus but sometimes horribly lonely.

	It felt lonely now with no one beside me to share this catastrophe.

	‘Is Cele coming?’ I asked.

	‘I’m sure she’ll have been called,’ my mother said.

	Cele was our cousin Cecilia, the only child of our father’s sister Bell, and when she was younger she stayed with us almost every holiday. She and Will were always very close. They were only five months apart in age so it seemed quite natural that they should do things together.

	I could tell our mother didn’t quite approve of Aunt Bell. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that she disapproved but taking Cele in as often as she did was probably her way of indicating that Bell wasn’t much of a mother. But maybe there was another reason why Cele was so readily made part of our family.

	Will was originally one of twins but his sister died soon after they were born. I took, as we all do, the world I grew up in for granted. But looking back on events now I seem to see that for as long as I can remember there was a kind of blur, a tinge of melancholy at the outlines of Will’s personality.

	Of course none of this occurred to my sixteen-year-old self that night when we drove to Cambridge. We arrived just before five in the morning and as we drove into the hospital car park I heard the ducks laugh. It is still very dreadful to me to hear that sound, that harsh sardonic noise which seems to say ‘You think you know everything, you human fools, but you know fuck-all’.

	The laughter of the ducks met us as the sky was turning from green to a cruel orange. There was some heat between my parents over parking at the hospital. My father wanted to leave the car just anywhere and when my mother said, ‘We don’t need the car being towed away on top of everything else,’ he snapped, ‘For Christ’s sake, Susan, he might be dying and you’re worrying about parking restrictions’.

	His words and the tone he used – my parents rarely rowed – frightened me to the tips of my fingers. From where I supposed my heart to be all down my arm like an electric shock ran the terrifying thought: Will is going to die.
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	Will didn’t die. When I eventually saw him, which was not till the following morning, he was unrecognizable. He lay unconscious, his face puffed and hideously discoloured, with a huge white collar supporting his neck and a kind of helmet over his head, like a boxer or a biker. A tube had been slotted into his throat and a terrifying mechanism was helping him to breathe. The sheet and hospital blanket were draped over a frame, forming a sinister-looking tent over the bed, his shoulders were bare and a liquid was being dripped into his left arm. He looked neither as if he were asleep nor as I imagined a dead person might look but like a non-person, belonging to no-man’s-land.

	There had been a move by my parents to prevent my witnessing all this but Granny said with unusual firmness, ‘Of course Hetta must see her brother’. She must have feared that I might never see him again.

	Holding her hand tight, I went in to see Will.

	Cele was sitting by the bed. She barely looked round as we entered. Her hand on Will’s reminded me of the Rodin hands she had taken me to see when I stayed with her in Paris. Except that Will’s hand was covered with sterile dressings.

	There were only two chairs in the room so I stood awkwardly by Granny, not knowing how to react.

	‘Can he hear us?’ Granny asked.

	Cele shrugged; her eyes, which she always dismissed as ‘gooseberry-coloured’, were glassy with tears she was trying not to shed.

	‘Let’s suppose he can,’ Granny said. ‘Will, darling. It’s Granny here. Granny and Hetta. We’re all here with you, beside Cele.’

	‘He knows I’m here,’ Cele said, with what I sensed was irritation.

	‘Of course he does,’ Granny said. ‘I was just placing us for Will.’ She sat down, deliberately calm although I knew how she was feeling.

	Standing in the narrow room, with Will all white on the stark metal hospital bed and Cele and Granny so obviously holding back tears, I began to weep. I was always a crybaby; as the youngest, I was the conduit through which the collective family tears were let. I stood there, weeping them out and trembling.

	Granny and I left Mum and Dad and Cele at the hospital and Granny took me back to their house in Ely. She drove very steadily until quite suddenly she pulled off the road with, ‘Sorry, pet. I need to stop for a moment’.

	We had pulled up by a field of cows and she opened the window on the passenger side, my side, and said, ‘How now, brown cow’.

	It was a brilliantly sunny day and we sat there in Granny’s little white Fiat by the ruminating cows and the ditches full of cow parsley and hovering flies. I remember that for the first time I wondered why cow parsley was called cow parsley and what, if anything, it had to do with cows. It was the kind of question that in other circumstances I might have addressed to Granny.

	When we set off again she drove in silence and when we got to their house, near the cathedral, Grandpa was in the living room waiting for us. His arthritis made him slow and he was struggling out of his chair as we came in, his face crumpled with concern, but before he could frame a question Granny said, ‘Will’s still unconscious but he’s alive.’ Then she said, ‘Fred, darling,’ and took his face in her two hands and, very tenderly, kissed his forehead. I’ll always remember her doing that.

	Despite the sun, I was shivering and she said, in the brisk voice she employed when attempting to keep our spirits up, ‘Fred, I need tea and Hetta probably needs a bath. Is the immersion on?’ They never did put in central heating.

	She ran me a bath, dissolved an aspirin in water and poured me a glass of milk to wash it down. I drank it in the bath. My brief sleep in the car, on the journey down to Cambridge, seemed weeks away now but when she tucked me into bed I felt I was never likely to sleep again.

	‘What will happen to him?’ I asked.

	‘I don’t know, lamb,’ Granny said, ‘but he’s alive and these days they can work miracles.’

	She sat by me till I fell asleep, as she always did when we were small.

	The next few days are a blur. My recollection is that Cele found a room in the hospital and Mum and Dad stayed in a hotel. Syd, who flew over from Jordan, must have stayed there too. Mum would have wanted her nearby. I stayed on in Ely with Granny and Grandpa, which I was glad of.

	I was no use to anyone. Nor did they want us at the hospital where Will’s condition was ‘critical’. I think now we must have been allowed to see him that first morning because they were afraid he might not survive.

	During those anxiety-ridden days Granny liked to take herself off to the cathedral. ‘You don’t need to be of a religious disposition to enjoy the quiet of a great cathedral,’ she said to me once. She could be defensive over anything like that in front of Grandpa.

	I would have gone to sit in the cathedral too but I stayed with Grandpa, because I knew Granny would like me to, and let him read to me from the translation of the Aeneid he’d been occupied with since he retired.

	The school I attended was the local comprehensive, the kind that didn’t teach Latin, and while I knew of this project of Grandpa’s I’d never had anything to do with it. But Will had been involved in the Virgil undertaking since he was very young and perhaps I obscurely felt that this was a way of being in touch with him. Of us all, he most shared Grandpa’s enthusiasms and, although Grandpa would have fiercely denied it, Will was his favourite. I knew that this accident would hit Grandpa especially hard. It was from the roof of King’s Chapel that Will had fallen and it was because of Grandpa that Will had gone to King’s.

	There was some bother about Will’s college rooms, which meant that at some point I went with Granny to help to clear them.

	The only time I’d visited Will at King’s his rooms had been a mess – littered with socks and underpants and old newspapers, with unwashed plates, congealed brown sauce on them, lying about and dead matches and cigarette ends all over the floor. At home, Will’s room had always been an inviting jumble of books, collections of flints and stones, shells, feathers, animal skulls, birds’ nests, a glass tank where he had once kept newts, a cage which had been home to Hermione the hamster, motorbike parts and ancient implements, rescued from neighbouring farms, hanging from the rafters. Now, by comparison, these college rooms looked very stark; the books were stacked in neat piles on the clean floor, there was a single armchair and no pictures or anarchist posters on the walls. The bedroom gave an impression of a monk’s cell: very few clothes in the chest of drawers and nothing in the wardrobe but a leather jacket which looked brand-new and which I’d never seen Will wear.

	I requisitioned some boxes from the porters for the books while Granny went to move her car. But as I was carrying the second box, which I’d over-filled, a book toppled out and a passing student picked it up off the cobbles.

	‘Are you Will Tye’s sister?’

	Reluctantly I admitted I was. I didn’t want to have to talk about Will.

	‘I remember you visiting him once. Is he OK? Only we heard …’

	‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He’s still in hospital.’

	‘Oh God, how awful. Can you …’

	‘I’m sorry, parking wardens,’ I said, hurrying away to avoid hearing whatever it was he wanted me to do.

	I had the book I’d dropped still in my grasp. The Night Climbers of Cambridge. It was not the first time I’d heard of these madcap climbers and when I’d loaded the box on to the back seat of Granny’s car I took another look at the cover. A black-and-white photo of a young man climbing a building.

	Covertly I opened the book and recognized, from another picture, the spires of King’s Chapel which stood so majestically before me.

	‘Is that all, darling?’ Granny asked. She looked dreadful. Instinctively I tucked the book down the side of the box so that the title was not on view and got in beside her.

	That was May 1994, when everything changed for my family.
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	It has been suggested that I set down what I recorded in my diary and what I can remember and what I have subsequently been told of all that led up to this event which affected all our lives. And while nowadays I have some slight reputation as a writer, I cannot say if I shall ever make our story known to a wider public, or to anyone beyond those who played a part in it. Maybe not even to them, at least for a while. Enough harm has been done, God knows. But for myself it will be a comfort to try to lay out my complicated thoughts about what happened in our family, to unpick some threads where they have become tangled in my mind and follow others to see if they form some pattern.

	And if at times I have had to imagine what occurred to those who have chosen not to tell their own stories or are not here to tell them, I hope I may be forgiven. I have tried not to take liberties and only to fill out as best I can, from what I know of them and from what has been vouchsafed to me, what their thoughts and reactions and responses might have been.

	Though Will was always ‘Will’ to us, his given name was Wilfred. He was named after Grandpa, who, coming from an ancient Northumbrian family, had been saddled with a very grand set of names: Wilfred Acton Lancelot. But in fact, as long as I knew him, Grandpa was only ever known as Fred. He was a committed socialist and Granny used to joke that he called himself Fred after Engels. Anyway, Fred suited him.

	Granny was a Tye too. She and Grandpa were first cousins and Granny had a line she liked to spin which was that she only married Grandpa so she could keep her own surname. She was christened Bertha, which she hated, but was always known as Betsy, except to Grandpa, who occasionally referred to her as ‘Guns’, after the Big Bertha gun. To understand this you’d need to know that as well as being an ardent socialist Grandpa was a pacifist and had been a conscientious objector in the war.

	Our father was named after Bertrand Russell, who was Grandpa’s favourite philosopher because he was against religion and for pacifism. His sister, my Aunt Bell, was Christabel, after Mrs Pankhurst’s daughter, ‘which’, I once heard my mother say acidly, ‘tells you all you need to know about the Tyes’.

	If Dad couldn’t have been less philosophically minded, Aunt Bell could hardly have been more unlike the famous suffragette. She took not a scritch of notice of human rights, only of her own rights, which she interpreted liberally. Bell showed early promise with the violin and a great career was predicted for her when she won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music, where Cele’s father was a tutor. He taught Bell harmony, engendered Cele and then disappeared from their lives.

	After Cele was born my aunt gave up the violin, which was a pity but they needed money and fiddlers are poor earners. She took a job as housemother at a boys’ prep school in Durham, which took overseas pupils as boarders. She got the job because when she was only fifteen the headmaster had fallen, with adolescent passion, in love with her and had nursed a soft spot for her ever since. That was the kind of thing that happened with Bell.

	House-mothering was not the most suitable employment for her. She had had Cele too young to be readily maternal and, as Mum liked to say, Bell didn’t see the point of boys until they grew into long trousers. Her job also caused a minor friction with Grandpa, who disapproved of private education in spite of – or because of – having himself gone to a famous public school. But as he had given away all the family funds with which he might have helped out there was nothing he could do about his daughter’s means of earning, and money was badly needed since Cele’s father provided nothing.

	I suspect that the headmaster would have bent the rules and allowed Cele to be educated free alongside the boys, but Bell sent her to the local primary. It was a grim one but it was Bell’s gesture towards Grandpa, who was much more shocked by her association with a private school than by her having an illegitimate child.

	Our grandfather, as I explained, was ideological, unlike Granny, who mistrusted ‘principles’. But she was mostly tolerant of Grandpa’s quirks, though she was not afraid to laugh at him about them. At some point she inherited from her godmother Staresnest, a remote cottage on Exmoor. Granny was truly bothered that Bell had had to abandon her musical career and she minded that because of Grandpa’s socialist principles they were in no position to help financially. So, following her philosophy of damage limitation, she gave Bell the cottage.

	Aunt Bell’s hospitality in the cottage depended on her relationship with her current lovers, who it amused my father to refer to as ‘the applicants’. For some reason there were no lovers there the Whitsun when our mother was laid low with a slipped disc. Cele must have pleaded for Will to stay at the cottage and I expect Aunt Bell was happy enough to agree because Will absorbed Cele’s attention so completely that this relieved Bell of any responsibility for her daughter’s entertainment. At the last minute, I suppose because of our mother’s back, I was packed off to go to stay with them too.

	It was a long train ride from Northumberland and Will ignored me for most of the way. I finished reading my comics and then amused myself staring out of the window and making up stories about Moonblossom, the fairy with silver skin and silver hair I had invented as my companion and who at that time went everywhere with me. I expect Will was reading Sherlock Holmes. He was always one for crazes and he had a big Conan Doyle phase around that time. I was not quite seven and used to being ignored by him. I never minded much because Will was also protective of me and would have fought anyone who tried to harm me. It’s hard to convey quite how special he was but as a small child I would have done anything for him. He was someone who always minded things tremendously. I’ve never met anyone who cared quite as passionately as Will did about the things he cared for. Except Grandpa maybe.

	Besides being fearless – or so it seemed to me – Will had an explorer’s initiative. We had been at Bell’s for less than a day when Will found a place to swim near Cow Castle, the Iron Age fort that stood about five miles down the river that flowed past Staresnest. While the river was good enough near the cottage for fishing for minnows, it was too shallow for swimming. But downriver, by the ancient mound, the water ran deeper.

	We were country children and had grown up with the countryside our domain. And while Cele officially lived with her mother in the cramped school flat in Durham, she spent so much time with us at Dowlands that she counted as country-bred. For all her delicate looks she was physically strong. She had to be to keep up with Will.

	She carried me piggyback part of the way to the Iron Age hill fort where, on an oxbow bend of the river, under Will’s direction, we built a dam constructed of rocks and flotsam and some useful rubbish from the abandoned gypsy encampment on the opposite bank. The summer before a man had been spotted there cooking what rumour claimed was a squirrel over a fire. The gypsies had gone, leaving several car tyres, a clapped-out pushchair and some broken sheets of asbestos, and Will and Cele pirated these to fortify our dam.

	The others had swum and I had paddled in the shallows, and we were on the bank, letting our bodies dry in the unusual warmth of the late-May sun, when we heard a horrible row downstream. Will jumped up, pointing at the small round head of a creature swimming for its life.

	It was the first time I’d seen an otter, though I recognized what it was. We watched as, confused by the baying of hounds and no doubt crazed by the sense of peril, the otter began scrabbling desperately over our dam, its paws slipping on the corrugations of the asbestos. Will grabbed my towel and waded downstream. I saw him wrap the towel round his hands, making a kind of sling, and lean down and lift something out of the water. He hurried back cradling a towelled bundle in his arms.

	The otter must have been exhausted as it lay quite docile, shuddering from time to time and rolling back its lips to expose freckled pink gums. A rank smell of fear was exuding from its damp pelt.

	‘Here,’ Will said, ‘you stay and see those bastards off.’ He walked to the gate that opened on to the water meadow, nursing the otter in my towel.

	Following orders, we stood on the bank, and when the pack of hounds and hunters came by we waved and squealed and generally acted like the kind of girls Will had ensured neither of us wanted to be, and told them their quarry had gone ‘that way’, pointing upstream.

	‘Little beast,’ said a massively built man with a florid face, stopping to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief. He looked like a caricature from the old bound copies of Punch someone had long ago left in the cottage. ‘We nearly had the little devil but he slipped away from us.’

	We waited till the hunt had rounded the bend in the river and then flew over to Will, who was kneeling under a tree nursing the otter. When he saw us he said, ‘His paw looks as if it’s gone. Bloody, bloody bastards’.

	I began to cry because one of the otter’s back legs was horribly mangled where the dogs must have got him and the paw looked as if it was barely attached. ‘Shut up, Hetta, we don’t need crybabies,’ Will said. I expect I did shut up because he had a temper and I was scared of rousing it.

	Cele said, ‘What should we do?’

	‘Take him back with us, of course. We can’t leave him here. Those bastards’ll get him and if they don’t a fox will.’

	The otter seemed as willing to be resigned to Will’s command as we were. Swaddled in the towel, the poor creature made faint mews and occasionally a high chittering sound, and the damp little body made frantic twitches and jerks. But the chase and the pain must have depleted its instinct to escape and Will had that touch with animals so that they seemed to know they were in safe hands.

	‘We’ll have to find a vet,’ he said.

	We carried the otter back, or Will did, to the cottage and applied pink Germolene to the wound and offered him mashed sardines from a tin, which he spurned. It was a dog otter.

	One of Bell’s lovers must have appeared around this time, because I remember some man drove Will and Cele with the otter to a vet they tracked down in Minehead. I know I stayed behind and Aunt Bell played Snap with me, which was kind of her as games bored her. In fact the game bored me too – all I wanted was to know what had happened at the vet’s – but our mother had raised us with a strict regard to manners and I knew to pretend I was enjoying it.

	After a bit Bell put down her cards and said, ‘God, Hetta, isn’t life just utterly bloody sometimes, don’t you find?’ I’ve always remembered this because I was grateful to her for talking to me that way. She never made any concessions for children being children.

	When the others came back their report was gloomy. The vet had said he would do his best, he felt the paw might have to be amputated, but he’d give it a go at healing first. Will had held the poor fazed creature in the towel while the vet injected him with an antibiotic and cleaned the wound and placed a splint and bound bandages round the hind paw.

	The next morning I was permitted to go with them to see how the otter was doing. His eyes were open but glazed and when the vet opened the cage he made no effort to escape.

	‘He’s not going to recover. He’s better dead than lame,’ Will said. Because I still believed that emotion had the power to alter circumstance, I protested; but the vet agreed with Will’s verdict.

	He must have trusted Will, the vet, as he allowed him to hold the otter while he administered the fatal injection. The slight little body went limp at once and we took him back with us and buried him at the bottom of the garden, with a gravestone made from a slab of rock with ‘RIP Otter’ scratched on it with the point of a diamond brooch that Will had instructed Cele to ‘liberate’ from Bell’s jewellery case. Only diamonds, he explained, were sufficiently sharp to cut stone. Afterwards he was unusually angry, even for him, and swore at Aunt Bell when, quite mildly, she objected.
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	Among Bell’s ‘applicants’ were three principals, who came and went according to a system that was mysterious to us and, now that I think about it, was probably no system at all. More like pot luck, I imagine.

	There was Kenny, an eye surgeon, tall with a head of fading yellow hair and matching teeth. I disliked him because he made a fetish of not washing his hands. ‘I’m a surgeon,’ he used to proclaim, ‘there’s no point in washing. It does nothing to the significantly dangerous germs.’ Then there was Alastair, a Scottish civil engineer, a thin, reticent man with a prominent Adam’s apple and going prematurely bald. We liked him better than Kenny, who didn’t like children at all. But Alastair was awkward and his conversations with anyone under the age of twenty were for the most part strained.

	Our favourite by far of Aunt Bell’s admirers was Robert, whose occupation I never knew until lately. Robert was slightly overweight and wheezed asthmatically when he walked and he wore what we called ‘fancy’ socks, though now I see they were highly fashionable and certainly expensive. Among the applicants, Aunt Bell liked Robert the most too. I could tell this because, while she never made any open effort with her appearance, she always looked her best when Robert was around.

	Robert liked books and the theatre but above all he liked music. Part of his appeal for Aunt Bell must have been that he took her to the concerts and operas where orchestras were playing with which she must once have aspired to perform. To her credit, she never gave any sign of resenting this; but that she regretted the loss of that potential life you could see in her enthusiasm for her outings with Robert.

	It might have been Robert who drove Will to the vet’s that Whitsun when we found the otter. I can’t be sure. I do know that the summer of that same year, a time when Robert regularly took his wife on an opera tour, Aunt Bell was off somewhere in Europe with Kenny and was to follow this, presumably in one of her efforts at even-handedness, with a trip to the West Highlands with Alastair. Will and Cele were to spend part of the summer with our grandparents in Cornwall.

	It wasn’t until Grandpa’s heart began to fail that my grandparents moved to the house in Ely. When they first retired, they went to live in a place called St Levan in Cornwall. Quite recently, Granny told me that she’d felt it was best that they not live too near Dowlands and I suppose Cornwall was about as far removed from Northumberland as you could get. But the reason she always gave when we were children was that she hankered after a milder sea to bathe in.

	Both Granny and Grandpa loved sea swimming but the seas of the North-East are perishing and only children and the foolhardy submit their flesh to that icy water. In Cornwall there were no strictures about catching cold. We were issued with bald towels, which rather than absorbing the damp simply ensured that the salt abraded our skin, and if we were caught shivering we were told to run up and down the beach to get warm.

	It wasn’t hard to see where this spartan attitude came from. Grandpa had a theory he would never explain (probably because, as Bell said, it was inexplicable) that burning coal was unfair to miners. When he was a conscientious objector he’d become friendly with other COs who had been drafted down the Durham mines – in the days when there were still working mines – and this had led to a stubborn refusal on Grandpa’s part to allow fires except in the most exceptional circumstances. Although coal fires had long been left behind, this attitude had become a habit so that our grandparents’ house was needlessly cold. Only Bell, with her beautiful woman’s knack of getting her own way, could really shift Grandpa from this position and get him to put on the heating. Bell had made an early decision to rebel against any form of asceticism.

	But although our grandparents’ houses were cold their home was always warm because the welcome was warm, and we children were always happy there. Grandpa wasn’t bothered about the kinds of rules and regulations that plague children, and was generally occupied with his books in an absent-minded, easygoing kind of way, and Granny enjoyed indulging us, so there was a comfortable tranquillity in the atmosphere which Dowlands lacked. For one thing, we were allowed more autonomy than we were at home. Granny used to send us off on explorations, providing us with maps and compasses and local bus timetables, and packets of sandwiches in greaseproof paper, Marmite or peanut butter, and usually either a wormy apple from their garden or a blackening banana – for some reason all their bananas were speckled and over-ripe. We were sent off out with no safeguards beyond Grandpa’s maxim of ‘Use your common sense’. Will and Cele’s favourite activity was to swim when they could at Port Chapel with Cele’s namesakes the seals.

	When she was small Cele couldn’t quite manage ‘Cecilia’, and pronounced her name ‘Seal’, so seals came to have a special significance for her. And for years, among the family, this was how her name was spelled. A relative of Granny’s had had a sealskin jacket, from the days when killing animals for their pelts was acceptable, and from this had been made an amazingly lifelike toy by a woman who worked at Dowlands when Granny’s grandparents lived there and who, according to Granny, was really the person who had brought her and Grandpa up. When Cele was around four or five she discovered this toy seal, which became her special companion. Given that Bell was not exactly affectionate, I imagine Seal was a comforter and Cele was inseparable from him and slept with him until she was quite old. It was only when she had to leave home for school, and had also to leave her namesake behind, that to avoid schoolgirl sniggers from her peers she hit on the spelling of her name which has stuck.

	There was a feature of the visits to our grandparents which had a lasting significance for Will and Cele.

	I’ve explained about Grandpa translating the Aeneid. I think it was really to ensure he had something to get his teeth into when he gave up his job in adult education that Granny suggested this exercise. He’d worked all his life with ideas, and with nothing to feed his intellectual appetite he would have been at a loss and probably driven Granny to distraction. But, much as she loved literature, the Aeneid wasn’t to Granny’s taste and Grandpa wanted company to discuss his translation with. He always needed an audience. So at some point, I can’t say exactly when, in order that they could be involved he began to teach Will and Cele Latin. And there was this too: for all Grandpa’s radical views, he was still basically in favour of an old-fashioned education.

	Apart from Greek and Latin, Grandpa was fluent in French, German and Russian, which he learnt during the war at the height of his obsession with the USSR – and Will inherited Grandpa’s gift for languages. It sounds eccentric, and I suppose it was, but my grandparents were eccentric and my impression is that Will, at least, enjoyed these sessions. He probably liked the idea of being eccentric too. And maybe that is why neither of the cousins for years ever mentioned to the rest of us what it was that they did with Grandpa when down at St Levan.

	It isn’t only matters like sexual abuse that children keep to themselves. Children need secrets. For years I kept perfectly harmless possessions that no one could have minded my having – a Dinky car with only three wheels that I found on the beach, the exquisite bleached skull of a tiny bird and a glittery ring I’d blown my holiday money on – under a floorboard I’d prised up with the Swiss Army penknife that Grandpa had given me, and for which he’d got into trouble with Mum. (The knife was a secret too. She confiscated it, but having ferreted out her hiding place I discovered and retrieved it.) Bell wouldn’t have been interested in Cele’s accomplishments anyway and our mother might not have quite liked Grandpa teaching Will – she was odd about Granny and Grandpa, though she was always careful to speak well of them in front of us. But you couldn’t help picking up a reserve.

	The result was that no one who had a part in Will and Cele’s formal education had any notion of their prowess in Latin. At some point, Grandpa must have decided to teach Will Greek too. Or perhaps Will asked to learn; he might have done, because even at primary school he was always more taken by any subject that was not on the curriculum – I remember that at one stage he had an ambition to go to sea and taught himself the Morse code. In any case, he kept it from our parents. I don’t think it ever occurred to Grandpa to mention it to anyone. And Granny – well, Granny never disclosed anything that she felt wasn’t hers to give away.

	So it happened that most mornings at St Levan, after breakfast and before they were let loose on the world, Will and Cele sat in the cold kitchen at the red Formica table taking it in turns to read aloud from the Aeneid and then translate. Thanks to Will’s native ability and Cele’s desire to please, they were by this time accomplished enough to have become Grandpa’s sounding boards.

	The summer after we found the otter Cele turned thirteen. Her birthday was 2 August, an inconvenient date for Bell, who, released from the duties of house-mothering, was desperate to be off on one of her jaunts with whichever of the applicants was available. So if Cele was not with us at Dowlands during the summer holidays, she and Will would often be down at St Levan with Granny and Grandpa.

	I know from Cele’s diary that she spent her birthday of ’84 there because she describes choosing her birthday supper – fish and chips, followed by summer pudding – and her presents: a watch from Granny, and from Grandpa The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists. She doesn’t say what Will gave her. Maybe nothing. He wasn’t one for presents. It goes without saying that neither card nor gift arrived for her from Bell. There’s a pathetic postcard from Ravenna stuck in the diary, postmarked late in August, with ‘Darling, have the happiest birthday ever. Present when I get home’ written in Bell’s extrovert hand.

	The day after the birthday it was business as usual and Cele and Will sat down with Grandpa to the Aeneid. By this time, Grandpa had reached Book Seven and Cele had the lines saevit amor ferri et scelerata insania belli,/ira super to read aloud.

	‘This happens to be a rather important moment,’ Grandpa apparently said, his voice, I can imagine, a little over-emphatic.

	Cele said she didn’t understand it. She hadn’t the same natural aptitude as Will and went along with this exercise, as with so many things, to fit in.

	‘Virgil is giving his opinion on war,’ Grandpa explained. One of the reasons he was so keen on the Aeneid is that he considered it a great anti-war poem.

	Will suggested, ‘War is insane?’

	It strikes me now that, without really understanding what he was doing, Grandpa was unconsciously recruiting Will, not so much to a cause as to be of his mind, one of his inner party. Cele records Grandpa saying with unusual fervour, ‘Virgil is describing how easily the desire for destruction is kindled – the “accursed madness of war” he calls it.’

	Later when they had set off down the coast path to swim, the cousins discussed this moment. It was Cele who uncharacteristically wondered, ‘Do you think Grandpa really regrets what he did in the war?’ As a rule, she took any such observations from Will. Or maybe she was different when it was just the two of them.

	‘You mean what he didn’t do in the war?’ Will asked.

	He was at the age, they both were, when, if you are going to be political at all, you begin to become politically aware. Although Grandpa’s pacifism was a well-established fact, it was one of the several no-go areas with our parents and I doubt that Cele and Will had talked much before about the First World War and Grandpa’s father dying and how it might have affected him. But now they did, all the way to the beach. Apparently Will said, ‘You can see what all that has done to Dad.’ Cele’s diary doesn’t enlarge on what he meant by this and I wish I could have been there to ask him. Cele knew all too well what it was like to grow up without a father but she makes no mention of this either.
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	The long train rides from St Levan often resulted in Will arriving back at Dowlands with some new scheme. Travelling back from Granny and Grandpa’s that summer, he decided it was time he and Cele executed a long-conceived plan to build a tree house. Although Dowlands itself was not large, it had once commanded considerable acres but by the time my parents came to live there the land had shrunk to a grassy area surrounded by a ha-ha, now more a ditch full of nettles and thistles, which encircled a run-down walled garden. Long ago this garden had been laid out, not by Capability Brown but by a lesser-known contemporary, but its elegance had been lost through years of inattention, though our occasional odd-job man, Steve, did his best to keep the beds in some sort of order.

	Our mother’s family had farmed sheep for generations and Mum had rented back one of Dowlands’ lost fields where she grazed her Swaledales. It was in this field, in one of the tall sycamores, that Will had planned the tree house. Granny, who’s a gardener, detests sycamores because of the way their seedlings spring up uninvited, but they make excellent trees for climbing.

	Naturally, it was Will who masterminded the construction: the selection of discarded planks, lifted from the outhouse, or tranches of rotten fencing. Tools were filched from the cellar, from whose steps our father would occasionally shout, ‘What fiend in human form has pinched my hammer?’

	One of the reasons I was so attached to Cele was because she was kind to me. Syd had been kind enough but in a managing sort of way, and Will, who could be incredibly kind, could also be quite cruel. But Cele, perhaps because she understood the misery of feeling excluded, was always sensitive to my – or any – distress.

	There was a period, a short period mercifully, when I suffered from nightmares, probably due to a sadistic teacher at my school. I remember once I was in the grip of a nightmare – some current Doctor Who monster was pursuing me – when I was woken to Cele’s voice saying, ‘It’s OK, Hetta, it’s only a dream.’ It was at her insistence that I was permitted to observe the construction of the tree house. But I was under strict orders from Will not to be a pest.

	A plank they were hauling up swivelled round on its axis and crashed down again. I was standing below and the plank just missed my head and I must have screeched.

	Cele shouted up, ‘Will, be careful, that nearly brained her!’

	‘Hetta, what did I tell you? Get out of the way. Where’s the saw?’

	Cele had been charged, as less likely to be intercepted and questioned, with the task of lifting the saw from our father’s toolbox. She passed it up to Will.

	‘Shall I come up?’

	‘Hand me up the plank again first.’

	She heaved it up and Will swung it over and began to saw, while I did as ordered and cleared off to collect honeysuckle. There isn’t a scent in the world to match that of damp honeysuckle. I heard a yelp and a thud but I thought it was just Will chucking the ends of the planks down.

	But when I looked it wasn’t a plank; it was Will himself. He was lying on the ground and it was apparent from the blood spurting from his arm that the saw had severed something vital.

	Cele had ripped off her T-shirt and was wrapping it round his arm. To my horror it hardly staunched the blood. In the blink of an eye the faded cotton was becoming a threatening scarlet. She started to pull at the belt of her jeans, which stuck fast in the loops, so she kicked off her shoes, dragged down the jeans to yank out the belt and bound it round the improvised bandage. Then in nothing but her knickers she tore through the nettles and thistles in the ha-ha.

	Steve was weeding the bed by the house as she charged through the front door. To this day, she told me, the sweet scent of phlox makes her feel slightly sick. The next part I can’t really remember. There were raised voices and people making frantic telephone calls and I seem to see, though this may be one of those later reconstructions, a dead pale, somehow shockingly shrunken Will being carried off on a stretcher. I don’t know if Cele went with him in the ambulance to the hospital. I know she’d have begged to go.

	The Blue Room, where Cele slept with Will when she visited, was at the top of the house under the roof, which was a constant source of stress to Dad as it was always needing repairs. At night you could hear skittering sounds behind the chimney wall. I was scared of rats and thought Cele might be too, sleeping alone, and I stole up after lights out and got into bed with her. She was curled up with her seal, holding Will’s pyjamas to her face and crying.

	Aunt Bell was out of reach and out of contact but Cele would have stayed on at Dowlands anyway. I doubt they could’ve got her to go. Each day she disappeared and I would wonder where she had gone. But I know now that she had climbed to Saint Cuthbert’s chapel.

	Granny found this ruined chapel when she lived at Dowlands during the war. And when, for a term, I had a crush on a teacher who ran the local archaeological society, which led to my joining it, I was able to tell Granny that there was evidence of some sort of structure there as far back as the eighth century, when all those old Celtic saints were supposedly roaming abroad. She was thrilled. Granny knew a lot about the Celtic saints and she was particularly fond of Cuthbert.

	I can see why, as even by saintly standards Cuthbert sounds special. There are many stories about him. ‘Apocryphal they may be,’ Granny used to say, ‘but even apocryphal stories can have truth in them. The deepest truths, sometimes.’

	We children were all animal lovers and we liked it that Cuthbert was too. There was one story we liked in particular. Cuthbert’s monastery was on Holy Island, which on a clear day you can almost see from the beach near Dowlands. The saint, it seems, had a strong feeling for the sea and made a practice of wading into the water at night to pray. Two of the nosier monks followed him, no doubt hoping to find their bishop up to no good. They must have had a long cold night of it as Cuthbert only waded back to shore as dawn was breaking. But while their hope of a juicy scandal may have been disappointed, what these spies did witness were two sea otters which had followed Cuthbert out of the water and were apparently trying to dry his feet by rubbing them with their pelts. It was this that led Cele to Cuthbert’s chapel when Will was injured. A saint so honoured by otters might, she hoped, be called on to help a boy who had tried to save an otter.

	The chapel stood by one of Northumberland’s many holy springs where miracles of healing were supposedly performed and Cele used to go secretly to collect water to take to Will in hospital. And while the damage was severe – Will had severed an artery and damaged a vertebra in his neck and had to wear a collar for months – he did recover, so maybe the saint did help. Will’s arm thereafter bore the track of a long scar, which brought on a wave of guilt in Cele whenever she saw it. Evidently she had taken the wrong saw from Dad’s toolbox, the big jag-toothed one which was unwieldy. It had caught in the plank of wet wood and stuck and it was in yanking it out that Will had plunged the ragged blade into his arm.
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