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Dedication

For Dad and Richard, 
who taught me to love birds.




Epigraph

The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.

W. B. Yeats
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PUFFIN, THE LITTLE HILLYARD

Suzannah V. Evans 
After Francis Ponge, ‘La Barque’

Puffin pulls at her tether, shifts from foot to foot, foal-stubborn.

She’s just a simple receptacle, a wooden spoon without a handle: but concave and contoured for a captain, she seems to have her own ideas, like a tilting hand signalling maybe–perhaps–possibly.

Mounted, she’s docile, glides gently, is easily steered. If she rears up, it’s for the greater good.

Left alone, she follows the current and drifts, like everything in the world, towards ruin. A blown wisp of straw.




2017
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You can believe in the providence of God.

Free will.

Coincidence.

The mood-swings of nature.

Chance.

Circumstances.

Destiny.

Some of these, or none.

But you can’t argue with what happens.

~

Meet Addie and Sol, before they meet each other.
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Saturday 22nd April

Addie stares out of her bedroom window, watching the passenger boat shrinking into a grey blur of rain and sea, as her father and brother leave the island. She wonders what it would be like to come and go so freely. She’s been here seven years, since she was fifteen, and she badly wants to leave, though this would mean betraying her mother. 

‘Life on the mainland would be overwhelming for you,’ her mother tells her. 

Addie wonders if she’s ready to be overwhelmed.

Away they go, her father and brother, over the waves, under the leaden sky, rocking and rolling in the huge sea, which grows huger, grows darker, and over and under they go. I’m over it, thinks Addie, and I’m also under it, under her, under the thumb, undervalued, undermined, overworked. Oversexed? She laughs to herself, then feels like crying.

All she can see through the murk is a dark shape, which is the prayer island of Ora, joined to Rokesby by a strand of rocks. Beyond the crags of Ora lie the Farne Islands, and beyond them, the village of Seafields on the mainland, where her father and brother will get off the boat and disappear into their lives. 

Addie sees herself unspooled, like thread, across the ocean, with Rokesby behind her and the future in front of her. Beside her sits her sewing machine on a scratched oak table, accompanied by a chaos of bobbins and a large pair of fabric scissors, blades open like jaws. 

This morning, out swimming, Addie saw a shark. She thinks it was a Porbeagle, about two metres long. Her first thought was for Eureka. She dived to her den three times, heart racing with fear, and on the third attempt, she found her curled and safe, the tip of every tentacle safely tucked away.

Nobody knows about Eureka.

Nobody knows about Mac either.

Addie imagines herself like the set of antique Russian dolls she keeps on her bedside table. The good doll on the outside is painted with flowers: she saves un-nested fledglings and fish that flap too far up the beach; makes silk dresses and patchwork pinafores; cooks pretty suppers; arranges paintings on walls; lines pebbles along window sills; attends to the guests who’ve come here for the peace, smiling like it’s a gift to serve them.

Underneath is her bad doll, her siren self, wild, dark-winged and unruly. Only Mac knows this one. Underneath the good doll and the bad doll, there’s the sea doll, garlanded with strands of kelp, who loves the dolphins and the waves. Finally, there’s the little doll who once loved too much, who shrank to the size of a kidney bean when her grandmother died and lies curled with her hands over her head, still weeping. 

Addie’s mother said, ‘I’ve never heard of sharks round here,’ before going back to her book, lying on the Indian daybed which Addie bid for in an online auction.

Addie’s grandmother would have clutched her to her chest and begged her to stay out of the water and away from the shark, and, although Addie wouldn’t have been able to comply, she would have felt the ferocity of her love. 

The loss of her grandmother, when she was thirteen, has been the calamity of her life. Because when she was born, it was her grandmother who smiled into her eyes, who lifted her up and showed her the sea and the sand and the gulls on the air currents. Her mother left early in the mornings and came back late at night, bringing in the money because, as she said, someone had to. Her father, strangely, was never around at weekends.

Mirror neurons develop within seventy-two hours of a child being born, so Addie heard on the radio, and the face she mirrored was Grandma Flora’s.

I love you; I love you back.

I know you; I know you back.

That’s how it works.

Smile; smile.

Chatter; chatter.

Love; love.

That’s how it didn’t work with her mother, who only got into the swing of maternity six years later when her brother was born, blond and idyllic and male – a miniature version of their father, Peter Mimms. Addie watched her father singing into his tiny baby face, and her mother smoothing his cowlick curl, but when she nervously edged over to his crib and put out a hand to squeeze his warm shoulder, he started to whimper, and her mother said, ‘Be gentler. He doesn’t like that.’

‘We’ll call him Sydney!’ said her mother. ‘Where Uncle Ray’s living.’

‘I thought he lived in Adelaide,’ said Addie.

Everything had moved: the furniture from her bedroom was now in the nursery, along with her mother’s Winnie the Pooh bear and her father’s flying aeroplane which used to hang from her ceiling lamp. And now Uncle Ray had moved too, from Adelaide, from where he used to send Addie postcards. 

Addie pulls down the iron handle, and the window shoots inwards, designed this way on account of the wind. Her long auburn ringlets lash her face and fly up around her head.

Addie inherited her Lemming curls from her mother, Martha Lemming, who inherited them from her father, Frederick Lemming, who was an out-and-out sod. His wife, Flora Finch Lemming, was, on the other hand, a perfect angel. It’s Grandpa Fred’s fault that Grandma Flora is dead. Grandpa Fred is also dead, and that’s his fault too. But – terrible to say this about another human being – nobody really minds about him.

The huge sky is framed by a pair of bedroom windows, and opposite them are four tall cupboards, with one door open, revealing rolls of material: netting and linens and velvets and silks. On the floor are Grandma Flora’s baskets of fabric offcuts, arranged by colour – blues, reds, greens, darks and pales. Addie’s been making patchwork dolphins for the guests, half-heartedly, boredom slowing her to a sludgy, resentful lethargy. She’d rather work on the wedding dress because making dresses is her gift, handed down to her by her grandmother.

If Addie could get off the island, she wouldn’t go back to where she grew up. The Lemming house was in the tiny hamlet of Beal, overlooking the water and the causeway to Holy Island, but the nearest village was Braxham, half an hour away from Seafields where her father and Sydney are headed in the passenger boat. 

The only thing Addie liked about Braxham was Clara’s Costumiers, an old chapel jam-packed with satin evening dresses; and military jackets; and top hats and bowlers; and silk scarves and silk stockings arranged in slide-out wooden drawers; and fur stoles and mufflers; and curious objects with debatable uses – a whole world of miscellany and mystery in which she and her grandmother could lose themselves for hours.

‘The world is full of mystery,’ her grandmother used to say to her. ‘As long as you know where to look.’

But her mother said, on the contrary, that all mysteries could be explained by the advance of science and the human intellect.

‘Well then,’ said her grandmother to her mother. ‘Tell me what science and the human intellect have to say about love.’

‘What good has love been to you?’ said her mother.

Addie hated love when her grandmother died. Hated it! She pushed it deep inside her, far away from her heart, and it squeezed itself around the small bean doll in the dark, like amniotic fluid, now solidified to ice. 

‘Let me help you get a divorce,’ Addie’s mother used to say repeatedly to Grandma Flora.

‘I made a promise,’ Grandma Flora would reply.

To which her mother would say, ‘It’s OK to break a bad promise.’

Her mother said that.

Addie has made a bad promise, and she wants to – she has to – break it.

•  •  •

Sol sits in the driving seat, stationary, staring ahead. It’s dark outside – and he too has been dark for three whole years, stuck in a hole, with nothing to hold onto, no one to help him out.

Peggy, he thinks, I’ll call you Peggy – as long as it’s not bad manners to name a vehicle after a dead person. He remembers childhood summers climbing down the cliff from Aunty Peggy’s Cornish garden to go rock-pooling with a net, the thrill of what lay ahead filling his body with dopamine. He feels something similar now.

It’s five o’clock in the morning: he’s getting on the road early for what will be a long drive to his new life. He has a horrible feeling that his new life won’t last, that some disaster will befall him. None of us knows the future, he tells himself, and perhaps this keeps us on the ball.

He looks in the rear-view mirror, puts his hand through his wavy dark hair and ingests the beauty of his new campervan, reconditioned, light blue and cream, with a split-screen bay window and a pop-top roof, a pull-out bed, teak locker-cupboards, a tiny fridge, a hob, a fold-away sink and brand-new curtains in a neutral seagull print.

His mother’s curtains, still up at the vicarage, are not so tasteful: a riot of colour, toucans on stripes, kingfishers on branches and Frida Kahlo with parrots on her shoulders. Would his mother love or hate his campervan? Would she say it was showy? It is probably showy in a faux-modest kind of way, meaning it’s not a Range Rover, but cost a fortune all the same. His father taught him, for biblical reasons, to be suspicious of shiny things.

Is the campervan an acceptable use of Aunty Peggy’s money, money which had to be secreted into his bank account without his father or sisters knowing?

Sol takes a swig of water, and puts Lincoln into Maps, because why not? He plans to meander up the coast, diverting to the North Yorkshire Moors, on his way to Seafields, from where he’ll take the boat to Ora and get away from his father and from Bee and from the horror of it all. In fact, from his sisters too, from his best friend, Tim, from the other teachers at the school where he’s been covering a maternity leave, from old friends on his WhatsApp groups, who ping their newsy happinesses into his pocket. His sadnesses are not so newsy. He does not ping them into other people’s pockets.

But today his happiness has doors and windows and an engine and a brown leather bench seat with cream piping where three people could sit companionably alongside each other, if there were two people he’d like to be taking with him. There aren’t. This is always on his mind, whatever else he’s thinking: the fact that he could have come this far without anyone to take with him. 

Sol lives so deeply inside his mind that he’s started to wonder what else he is other than his knowledge, his thoughts, his perceptions and ideas. This makes him feel strange and insubstantial. Half a man.

He takes his cereal bar and eats it, holding out his hand to catch the crumbs, before putting the key in the ignition.

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, he thinks, involuntarily, guiltily, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal. 

But, and this is the point, store up for yourselves treasures in heaven. 

Sol knows the Bible pretty much off by heart.

His father quizzed and tested him relentlessly through his childhood, and, like many children of unreasonable parents, he wanted to impress him, also relentlessly. Earthly treasure is one among hundreds of white lines that his father imposed on his life, each marking a precipice over which he might fall at any moment – into the abyss.

When Sol’s father used to hold forth lengthily, his mother would stare out of the window, smirking slightly and fixing her eyes on the birds that came to the garden to feed on the seeds and nuts she provided in wire containers, or the suet balls attached to trees. When he’d finished, she’d take up her journal and silently add new bird entries beneath the day’s date.

Goldfinch.

Nuthatch.

Green woodpecker.

This was a technique Sol learned from her, and as his father sermonised over the kitchen table, although he didn’t dare smirk like his mother did, he too gazed at the birds in the garden, feeling himself flying away from his words, like a kite. But the thing was, however high and far he flew, his father was always there holding the end of the string. Until January of this year, when his father sent him a letter.

The letter.

When he finished reading it, he took a deep breath and cut the string.

He puts the windscreen wipers on full, as the spray shoots from his tyres.

‘Mum,’ he says, aloud. ‘I’m going to the prayer house on Ora where you went before you got married.’
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Tuesday 25th April

Here’s Addie, three days later, down at Bird Beach, staring at the grey waves, whipped up by the wind, battered by the rain. This is the tail end of a storm which began just after her father and Sydney left. Before he got on the boat, her father told her mother that he loved her. Her mother looked as if she’d received a blow to her head.

Addie’s been examining love closely for some time, and it’s not to be trusted. Her mother and father love each other, but can’t find a way to live in the same house. Her grandfather was supposed to love her grandmother, but he went about making bruises on her face and on her arms, and in the end he inadvertently killed her. Her brother doesn’t love her, and as a result, she can’t bring herself to love him. Is it that the age gap is too big? Did her mother want him too much? Were they always too different? Sydney went to school and had friends and played football. So was he too normal for her, or she too abnormal for him?

Her mother loves Sydney with all her heart, but Sydney doesn’t love her enough to live with her or keep her surname. No, he recently changed his surname to Mimms, after his father, which made Addie consider changing hers to Finch, after her grandmother. Her mother took revenge on Sydney this Easter by calling him Mimsy, which means feeble. She also made him fudgy chocolate brownies which are his favourite. Pushing him away, reeling him in – this is the way of her love. She never bakes brownies for Addie. So does she love her? Addie doesn’t think so. Or not enough. Or not as much as she loves Sydney. 

Her mother likes to goad her father when he visits. She goads everyone she loves, which shows that love can be mean and unpredictable, which you wouldn’t expect of it.

When her father arrived at Easter, her mother said to him, in the goading tone of voice, ‘So what’s going on with your upcycling?’

Her father said, ‘I sold a couple of the chairlift chairs.’

Her mother said, laughing in a not very nice way, ‘Not the cable cars?’

Then she stood up and kissed his cheek.

Her father is always looking for ways to make money, but he finds it hard to stick at things. Her mother likes to point this out.

Sydney is sixteen now, tall, fair and blue-eyed like their father, but he’s dyed his blond hair black which makes him look ill. His face looked blank when he arrived, and all he wanted to do was play dark computer games, rather than spend time with his mother, who misses him so badly she sometimes weeps just thinking of his face.

The more you examine love, the less you understand it. You can say you don’t want to get wrapped up in it at all, at the same time as knowing that it will always be after you. And if it isn’t, that’s worse.

Love doesn’t seem to be after Addie.

And that, she tells herself, is exactly how she wants it.

On Easter Sunday, Addie’s mother scattered some chocolate eggs around the garden in honour of Grandma Flora and/or the resurrection of Jesus and/or the arrival of spring. Then she went inside. Addie and Sydney half-heartedly picked them up and put them in Grandma Flora’s basket. Then Addie asked her father if she could perhaps come and stay with him and Sydney in Durham for a holiday, but her father said that her mother needed her too much here. 

‘Besides,’ said her father. ‘You’ve always loved Rokesby.’

(Is it easier perhaps to love a place than a person? It probably is.)

‘I had to love Rokesby,’ she replied. ‘Someone had to stay.’

‘It wasn’t right for Sydney.’

‘What if Rokesby isn’t right for me?’ 

‘I think it is right for you.’

‘Surely I should be the judge of that.’

‘Your mother came here for you,’ said her father. ‘To give you a new start. After all the bullying.’

‘The bullying?’ said Addie. ‘I was at primary school!’

‘Well, whatever,’ said her father, which is how he likes to end conversations.

The water roars up Bird Beach, scattering shells in their thousands, stranding starfish, leaving tangles of jellyfish translucent and hopeless on the black rock. Addie wonders if Robert and Mac will be able to get the guests across in the passenger boat on Saturday. Mac is Robert the boatman’s son, the same age as Addie, twenty-two now. When they bumped into each other unexpectedly in the harbour the week she arrived on the island, both of them teenagers, she felt curiosity like pain in her body, but wrapped up inside the pain was hope, longing, desire and other things that don’t necessarily have names. 

On the radio, this morning, Addie heard a woman saying that her body was an ally through which she experienced and expressed herself. She pricked up her ears. The woman said her body parts whispered to her. Addie’s do too. Sometimes they shout and scream. The woman said embodiment was a conduit to wholeness. Addie stares out at the sea, enjoys the wind on her face, and she feels embodied, but not whole.

When she bumped into Mac for the second time, she had the strange pain again, and he said ‘Hi’ in a way that meant something else, and she said ‘Hi’ in the same way, and he said ‘Shall we walk?’ They walked, and wrapped up in the walking, as Mac took her hand, and she took his, was the hoping and the longing and the desiring and the other nameless things.

Addie stands on the beach, looking over at the harbour, where the guests will arrive on Saturday, as long as the weather calms. She must get back and sew, while she still has free time. There’ve been no guests for a couple of weeks to facilitate a family Easter. Her father fished; Sydney played computer games; her mother slept; Addie cooked and went on making the wedding dress. They were all escaping, she sees that now, in the fishing and the computer games and the sleeping and the sewing. Because love spends half the time trying to run away from itself.

Addie goes into The Retreat and heads upstairs to her bedroom, and as she sews, she thinks of Star’s sister, who’s paying the sort of money for this wedding dress that suggests she has very high hopes for love. 

‘We’d pay you to do it,’ said Star when she was a guest at The Retreat.

‘Pay me?’ said Addie before saying no, nervously, and then yes, nervously.

She knows that she comes across as nervous.

It is one of the ways the people who knew her in Braxham would describe her, alongside shy, self-contained, eccentric, stand-offish, weird. Addie thinks these traits might be inevitable for people who are disappointed by other people. Perhaps the people who knew her in Braxham might add that she was precociously gifted at swimming and art and sewing, if they were feeling kind.

Addie’s grandmother made haute couture dresses in Paris and London before she married Frederick Lemming and ended up doing sewing jobs for Clara at Clara’s Costumiers in Braxham, not charging nearly enough to refashion wedding dresses, make christening robes from antique lace and ball gowns out of vintage silk and velvet. 

Grandma Flora and Addie dreamed up mad designs for their own clothes on the kitchen table, matching outfits, accessorised from the bargain bin at Clara’s Costumiers.

‘Peas in a pod,’ said Addie’s father.

‘Nutters,’ said Addie’s mother.

Addie began by helping her grandmother, and then off she went alone, from skirts to pinafores, from pinafores to dungarees, from dungarees to tricky dresses, and from tricky dresses to wedding gowns, this one for Star’s sister with a fitted bodice and a skirt which bursts from a thick waistband like the layered petals of an upside-down tulip. Now she must make the silk bolero.

She gets up to stretch, and stares at the moody sky: so dark and turbulent, clouds hanging low over the harbour, just as it was when she arrived here for the first time. The whole way over, Addie’s father and Sydney had sour expressions on their faces, which only soured further when they opened the door to their new home, a mouldering hotel (once a monastery) where mice had gnawed cables and made nests inside the foam innards of sofas. 

Addie looks out beyond the harbour where the bridge would be if it wasn’t so wild. The bridge is a raised stone road which passes over the rocks joining Rokesby to Ora, two islands which are in fact one land mass. The bridge is submerged under the wild grey waves today, but when the sea calms, it will reappear, and it will be like seeing the face of an old friend. 

Not that she has an old friend, though she may have two newish ones, alongside Eureka, that is. Eureka, though not a human, is definitely a friend. Mac isn’t.

If you pass the bridge to Ora on your left and keep following the contours of Rokesby, you come to the meadows with daisies and dandelions and buttercups and bits of old ruins in the long grass which are lethal for stubbing toes. Beyond is Penny Cove.

At the top of the island live three generations of Rokesby families, the Hulls and the Dempsters, bohemian and resilient, with free-ranging children and free-ranging animals – hens and pigs, and a llama which pops up in unexpected places. Like Grandpa Dempster, who’s lost all his inhibitions. Addie’s mother calls him Grandpa Dementia, which Addie hates. Everyone’s a bit frightened of him, but she tries not to be, because the real him is still inside him trying to get out. Both families grow a range of vegetables in polytunnels which the islanders can buy from the trestle table shop. Addie falls between the generations of Hulls and Dempsters, and has found no friend among the Rokesby residents.

All along the top beaches are the lumbering seals, and beyond, at the top right of the island, is an estuary where the wading birds feed in their thousands. If you keep walking, you turn the corner to see the sea rushing up between the rocky breeding columns and thrusting itself in huge spraying fountains over one hundred feet in the air. 

Addie likes to sit here on an orange blanket of amsinckia intermedia flowers, which people say were brought by mistake in poultry feed by an old lighthouse keeper. She watches the birds flying in on the wind for the breeding season – fulmars, razorbills, shags and puffins – and she feels the comfort of their return, as if they were family. Family like Grandma Flora.

If only she’d fly in too.

She won’t.

She’s irrevocably gone.

Opposite the crumbling lighthouse is Brother Andrew’s white cubed chapel out on the promontory, and from there you’re back where you started at The Retreat, Addie’s home, or at least the place she lives. Home was Stone House in Beal, where she lived until she was fifteen, where the sea came up the lawn, where daffodils grew in circles around the apple trees, where Holy Island stood guard across the causeway.

The dark clouds burst and rain lashes, on the diagonal, whipping at the red stone walls of the hotel and battering its glass window panes.

•  •  •

Sol has left Lincoln and is now en route to Bridlington. He stops at a petrol station for a pee. After peeing, he takes out some cash from the cashpoint because the monk in Durham said that there was a tiny shop on Rokesby with basic supplies but no card facilities. If the weather is calm, Rokesby is joined to Ora, and you can get across.

Sol made all the arrangements with the monk in Durham because Brother Andrew, who lives in the hermitage on Ora, has no mobile phone or computer, only a landline for outgoing calls, which he was persuaded to accept for emergencies. He is called to seclusion, the monk explained, and will never leave the island – following in the footsteps of St Cuthbert of Lindisfarne, the Anglo-Saxon monk – although his calling includes a pastoral duty towards Rokesby inhabitants and the prayer retreat guests on Ora.

As Sol folds the slightly rubbery new notes into his wallet, he tells himself that this is a new start, a new start on the back of his father’s letter, which brought on a kind of existential calamity. Perhaps we need an existential calamity, he thinks, to change our lives. He doesn’t want to think about the letter.

In the car park, Sol sees a jay on a lamp post, its electric blue wing-patch lifting his spirits because every living creature is an epiphany. You can’t grow up on the Norfolk Broads, as he did, and not think that the world is beautiful. It’s really only the people in the world who are problematic, although they’re supposed to be very good, so says the Book of Genesis. And plants and animals are merely good.

Plants and animals, good, and people very good?

Is that right?

These are the kinds of conversations Sol enjoyed with his mother, but which are not permitted with his father, who becomes stressed by the suggestion that the Bible is in any way puzzling or inconsistent or available for discussion.

Sol forces his father away, but his sister, Leah, bursts into his mind, Rachel not far behind – they’re twins, and Rachel is always trying to catch up. He wonders when his sisters will notice that he’s disappeared.

Leah, though only twenty-four, is already martyring herself for her twin babies and her older husband, Alan, who is shorter than she is, and balding, and rich. Rachel sees possible husbands around every corner, but the possible husbands don’t see her. This, as she sees it, is the tragedy of her life. 

When his mother got pregnant, Sol couldn’t understand why he wasn’t enough for her. He soon found out there were two girl babies coming to take his place. His mother said, ‘You’ll be able to play with them,’ and, ‘They’ll probably love Lego.’ But the two babies, when they mysteriously arrived, showed not the slightest aptitude for Lego, spending their entire time screaming and being sick. As they grew older, Leah and Rachel wrapped their arms around each other and put on fairy dresses and made up dance shows that enchanted their father.

They went on enchanting their father as they grew older and turned into the sort of women he would have liked his wife to be – domesticated and biddable.

‘Your mother’s spiritual gift is hospitality,’ his father used to tell anyone who would listen, very happy for her to have been allocated this boring little gift, which didn’t appeal to him at all. 

Hospitality wasn’t her gift, and in the end, she was freed from it because she found it hard to move about. The women from her prayer group came and cleaned the garden room (where for years they’d kept the badminton nets and the inflatable paddling pool), turning it into a downstairs bedroom. They’d each made her a cushion in a bird fabric – starlings and storks and swans – and these they scattered about, staring at each one intently, moving it to the left, to the right, until they were entirely satisfied with its position.

Sol’s mother lay with her feet in his lap as he marked his students’ books, and it was as if all that was peripheral had been sloughed off by her illness, and he felt a profound joy that has eluded him ever since.

Once she was ill, his father was always yelling upstairs to Leah and Rachel to see if they could rustle up a light lunch or a cup of tea or some cakes for his staff meeting. When one day Sol decided to bake some cupcakes with his mother’s recipes to cheer her up, his father looked pained by such a failure in his masculinity.

Sol took his mother a cupcake in the garden room, but he found it later behind a vase with one bite-shaped hole in it because she’d lost her appetite and didn’t have the heart to tell him. Looking at the indentations of her teeth in the icing made him think of her skull underneath her skin. He still doesn’t want to think of her skull or her rib cage or her pelvic bones because bones don’t make a person, and this is why he never visits her grave in his father’s churchyard. He prefers to bake from her recipe books as a way of still smelling her.

Leah told him they should all pray daily that their father would fall in love again and find another wife, because it would be very lonely being a vicar on his own. 

So that’s what Sol did. 

He’s always tried to do what he’s told.

It’s nearly broken him.
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Saturday 29th April

As Addie threads her needle with cream cotton, she wonders if love ever works for adults the way it worked for her and Grandma Flora. She hopes it might for Star’s sister and whoever she’s marrying, and she sews that hope fervently into her sleeve.

‘Why didn’t you marry Daddy?’ Addie asked her mother soon after Sydney’s birth.

‘He never asked me,’ she said.

‘Where does Daddy go?’ she asked every Saturday morning, week after week after week, until her mother, exasperated, said, ‘We’ll tell you when you’re an adult.’

Addie wrote this on a piece of paper and asked her mother and father to sign it, and at her eighteenth birthday dinner in Rokesby, with her parents, when Sydney had opted to watch television instead, she took the note out over pudding.

Her father took a deep breath.

‘I was married,’ he said.

‘You are married,’ said her mother, her spoon paralysed in the air, dripping cream.

‘My wife …’ her father began.

His wife?

Did her father have a wife who was not her mother?

‘My wife Pattie was involved in a terrible car accident,’ said her father. ‘She’s in a persistent vegetative state – basically a coma.’

Addie couldn’t get any words out of her mouth.

‘I’m technically still married to her,’ said her father. ‘But as you will understand …’

He tapered off.

‘Though Pattie probably doesn’t know I’m there, I feel it’s right to be with her at least part of the week,’ said her father. ‘I was always honest about this with Mum.’

‘So no white wedding for me,’ said her mother. ‘I still dream about a wedding dress, with layers and layers of tulle, like a ballerina.’

Like a ballerina? How unlikely. Her father had a wife? How even more unlikely. How strange and cruel love could be. Addie started to clear the table, stiff with shock, and soon after that, everyone went to bed, the champagne for her eighteenth birthday toast remaining unopened on the sideboard.

So now she knew: it was impossible for her mother to marry her father in Brother Andrew’s sugar-cube chapel at the end of the promontory, which had always seemed something that might benefit them as a family.

Her mother’s life hasn’t exactly gone to plan, Addie tells herself as she sews the wedding dress for Star’s sister, and that’s probably why she’s so difficult. You’d imagine that having such a difficult parent would make you try everything not to be one, but maybe this is harder than it looks.

•  •  •

Sol drives along the rainy A1, finding himself hypnotised by the long straight grey road. He stops at a service station to refill his water, and his phone rings. It’s his sister, Leah. Again.

‘Will you please ring me back?’ she says crossly on voicemail. 

Sol will not ring her back.

Leah phoned him in January, the day after his father’s letter arrived.

‘God doesn’t make mistakes, Solomon,’ she said. ‘You know that.’

‘It wasn’t God who made the mistake,’ said Sol. 

‘We must honour our father,’ said Leah.

He and Leah haven’t spoken since, which is fine with Sol.

He’s going to leave his phone in the campervan when he goes to Ora (a welcome requirement of the retreat) and if his sisters manage to get hold of Tim, he’ll say that Sol’s gone to the Greek Islands to meet women and drink ouzo (which is what he’s told him, trying to act worldlier than he is), and they will be so horrified that they won’t bother to try to find him anyhow.

He laughs aloud, and feels guilt rising up through his chest, as he holds his ham sandwich in his right hand, feeling for his mother’s green feather in his pocket with his left. The barbs are clumped together from so much touching. 

He will cover you with his feathers and under his wings you will find refuge.

His mother’s favourite verse. When his mother was ill, Sol read Psalm 91 aloud, over and over, reminding God to rescue his mother and protect her and satisfy her with a long life, as was stipulated in the verses. 

At the service station, Sol buys three small plastic water bottles, guiltily, because there’s nowhere to fill his bottle and he has an irrational fear of being thirsty. He also buys a large red tin of assorted biscuits because it’s on offer, and his mother used to buy those exact ones. Looking at the tin gives him an odd buzzing feeling inside. 

As the girl at the till holds out the card machine, he holds out his debit card and notices a light coating of dark hair on her upper lip. He thinks of his gangly legs and his concave stomach. He always feels he should be bigger and more muscular, but he’s never had sufficient interest in, or confidence for, the gym.

Twenty-six is too late to start going to the gym. Too late for other things he hasn’t done – two things in particular – but he doesn’t want to think about either of those right now.

The girl at the till has beautiful green eyes.

He’d like to tell her that.

But, for all sorts of reasons, he doesn’t.

•  •  •

Addie’s mother knocks on her bedroom door at the same time as poking her head around it – a habit which Addie finds infuriating. 

‘Are the dolphins done?’ she says, without smiling.

‘Nearly,’ says Addie, putting down her sewing.

‘So why are you working on that?’ says her mother. ‘If you haven’t finished the dolphins?’

‘Because,’ says Addie, looking up, her shoulders aching, ‘I’m getting paid for this.’

‘The tyranny of money.’

Her mother likes to remind her that she’s removed her from the trap of the capitalist system, whereby children are moulded into money-making adults, flogging back and forward to offices on commuter trains, saving for mortgages in substandard flats, sacrificing themselves to bring up children they will never see.

‘I freed you,’ she likes to say.

Addie’s always been grateful that she was never forced to pass an exam or an interview in order to make her way in the world, but now she wonders how grateful she should be because she’s not making her way in the world at all. She remains out of the world entirely, and is that really freedom or captivity? She wonders if she’ll ever be brave enough to say this to her mother. She also wonders if there are other mothers who trap their children, perhaps in other ways.

Her mother again glares at the dress, as if she fears it might get up from Addie’s lap and come towards her.

‘That Star!’ she says, with some disdain. ‘I can’t believe she’s got you making her sister’s dress.’

Addie, potentially, has a friend and a purpose on the mainland, and this, she sees, is a threat to her mother, who wants her here, in some illusion of togetherness, who wants The Retreat to function without the burden of her doing too much in the way of work, too much that she doesn’t fancy doing.

There was another guest who liked Addie more than her mother, a birdwatcher from Alnwick called (amusingly) Robyn. Robyn the birdwatcher was quiet and knowledgeable and pessimistic about the future (her own and the world’s). She had dyed green hair and her favourite birds tattooed up each arm. 

‘It wasn’t worth the two thousand pounds,’ she said before she left the island.

Addie tried to look apologetic at the same time as self-assured (a tricky combination), but she was horrified by the price: two thousand pounds for a week. Her mother told Addie, when she questioned her, that The Retreat was reassuringly expensive.

Robyn gave Addie her address and phone number when she left and said, gloomily, ‘You know where I am.’ She sends a Christmas card. Addie sends one back.

Her mother thinks Robyn is a drip, and not a threat to her in any way. But Star, with her startling blue eyes and her long silver plait, Star who travels the world, flying to and from her holiday cottage in Norfolk, which has its own private broad – she’s quite a different matter. Star, the swimmer, who is, gloriously, a professional mermaid, though Addie had no idea such a job existed, who’s won competitions and featured in aquarium shows and celebrity parties in Hollywood and blockbuster films such as Underwater. 

When Star came to Rokesby, the first thing she said to Addie was, ‘Are you OK?’ 

Addie said she was, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the force of the question.

Star introduced Addie to monofin swimming, which seemed to irritate her mother. She told Addie that she was prodigiously talented, that she could use her considerable gifts by taking part in competitions. She could introduce her to the mermaiding world if only she’d leave the island. 

Leave the island?

Addie memorised Star’s phone number on the spot. 

‘Do you hear me?’ said Star. ‘Your life doesn’t need to be contingent upon your mother.’

Bang!

Did her mother sense the betrayal?

And what a word!

A new word.

Contingent.

Addie took to it immediately, though it was probably too flashy for her to use. She’s always been nervous around words, and she keeps conversations short. 

Addie went only briefly to school. She arrived wearing socks embroidered with bees and a patchwork pinafore her grandmother had made from offcuts of old curtains, and once in the classroom, she started to lick the backs of her hands in order to console herself with the taste of salt. She’d taught herself to swim in the sea which lapped to the end of her childhood garden, deepening in the hours before and after high tide, and the water was her passion and consolation.

At breaktime, Dylan and Lorna cornered her in the playground and told her to lick her own face. The rest of the class watched, as Dylan said, ‘Lick your left eye, Weirdo,’ and Lorna, ‘Now your right nostril.’

When her mother took her out of school two years later, Dylan and Lorna would regularly turn up at the Lemming house, putting notes through the door addressed to Weirdo, Weirdo House, unable to be fully happy, she realised, without someone to hate. She made a pledge with her grandmother not to hate back. Not even to hate her grandfather, but to try to understand him, which means she mustn’t, on principle, hate her mother, even on the days that she’s hateful, and hateable.

‘But,’ says Addie, to her mother, wondering if she will dare.

‘But,’ she says again.

‘But what?’

‘You didn’t free yourself from the tyranny of money, Mum.’

‘The Retreat is our enabler,’ says her mother. ‘And I cover everything you need.’

This is true.

‘Can you please finish those dolphins?’ says her mother.

‘Do you think I really need to make them?’ says Addie, hearing the tremors underneath her voice. ‘Is it a bit ridiculous? Do you think the women throw them in the bin when they get home?’

‘Rokesby is famous for its dolphins,’ says her mother. ‘You have such a way with them, and every little personal touch makes a difference.’

She will not be argued with. Addie knows this.

‘We’re such a great team,’ says her mother.

Here’s how their teamwork divides: Addie’s mother takes charge of the computer, sighing and acting as if it’s the hardest job on earth to send a few emails and update her occupancy spreadsheet. She provides inspirational talks on living your best life as well as ornithological lectures, and also life-coaching and yoga, should guests want it, payable by the hour. Addie does everything else: the cooking and the cleaning and the online shopping for provisions, and also the bird walks and the art and sewing classes, which are provided free of charge.

Her mother leaves the room. Addie stands up, and the floor seems unstable. She didn’t know loneliness could make you dizzy, and she wonders if her body is whispering to her (like the woman on the radio said) that the time has come to leave the island. Actually do it.

She cannot find it in herself to make the dolphins.

She runs her hands along the selection of tails that Star has sent her. They hang on a railing to the right of the bedroom door: tubes that cover her legs from waist to ankle, with a monofin which extends from her feet, providing the propulsion needed for swimming. She has tails in neoprene (robust and practical); silicone and neoprene (itchy); silicone rubber (durable, heavy out of the water, but with a helpful buoyancy within); and her absolute favourite, a tail made of a mix of urethane and latex.

•  •  •

As Sol drives away from the service station, the rain rages against his windscreen so powerfully that his small wipers can’t compete with it, and he drives more and more and more slowly because he can’t see the road in front of him. Without taking his eyes off the road, he reaches towards the red biscuit tin with his left hand, and he pulls away the tape and levers up the lid. He wonders if he can tell which biscuit is which without looking.

Pink wafer – his mother’s second favourite.

He doesn’t much like them.

They taste of sawdust.

As he eats, specks of wafer fall into his shirt and nestle among the hairs on his chest. Sol remembers that he started growing chest hair at Cambridge, after growing hair almost everywhere else in the preceding years. His father had been warning him of bodily changes for as long as he could remember.

‘Now you’ll be going into long trousers,’ he said the night before Sol’s final year at prep school began, ‘puberty could happen at any moment.’

Like some kind of hormonal earthquake, Sol wondered, enlarging your genitals to such an extent that they could no longer be accommodated inside your school shorts. He anxiously kept an eye on things down there every time he had a pee.

A couple of years after the bodily changes phase, his father moved on to sexual arousal, telling him that when boys saw girls’ bodies, they couldn’t help feeling aroused, but when girls saw boys’ bodies, they didn’t feel aroused at all. Sol didn’t really blame girls for this, but it didn’t seem an ideal situation. Girls, his father told him, felt aroused when they imagined making a lovely house to live in, with pretty flowers and cushions.

At Cambridge, everybody, whether boy or girl, was sexually aroused by absolutely everything, or at least that’s how it looked to Sol. As he studied manically in the library, avoiding being sexually aroused, a fountain of dark hair grew between his nipples from a line snaking out of the top of his boxer shorts, making a kind of palm tree shape on his torso which remains to this day. He feels that ideally there should be more hair between the fronds, that it should be more evenly spread, like Pierce Brosnan’s chest when he was James Bond.

He apologises to God for his strange and trivial train of thought, and wonders if women still like hairy chests these days, and then he apologises to God again. He stretches out his hand towards the red tin. Hmm, bourbon, he thinks, as he feels its double edges. His mother’s favourite.

He remembers her laying out biscuits on the pale green plates at church, standing behind the trestle table at the back, next to the tea urn, every Sunday morning, looking through the stained-glass window, beyond the crucifixion, somewhere else. 

Where else, he wonders now, as the rain continues to pelt the van.

Where was his mother looking?

He wishes he was taking his mother with him back to Ora, a place she visited only once. She went there to decide whether or not to marry his father.

‘Ora is a thin place,’ she told Sol.

‘A thin place?’ he said.

‘A place where there’s no distance between earth and heaven,’ said his mother. ‘Where the veil is lifted and everything feels sacred and divine and full of glory. The sky, the rocks, the birds, even us. Everything’s touched and we’re touched, and nothing feels separate anymore. Not even God. Miss Turner’s Island on Hickling Broad is a thin place too. Don’t you feel it when we’re over there?’

‘I may do,’ said Sol. ‘I’ve never thought of it like that.’

‘There’s also a tiny peninsula in Eastern Crete I once went to after my mother died, and a little beach in the north of Mallorca, where you see the grace of God in the turquoise of the water. And there’s Tromso in Norway, but I never visited. And now I never will.’ 

•  •  •

Addie feels the long week of another group of guests stretching before her like a sentence. People are exhausting. She’s never properly got used to them, that’s the problem, aside from Grandma Flora, who she could be with every hour of every day and not feel tired. How does that happen? How do you find a person who doesn’t make you feel tired?

Perhaps that’s what true love is: not feeling tired with somebody. And perhaps it’s also giving away a bit of your autonomy and liking life better without it. Grandma Flora had no choice but to look after her every day of the week at Stone House, but she didn’t make it feel like a cost or a burden. Quite the opposite.

Addie’s mother likes to tell the story of a tall man with a blond beard knocking on the door to ask if Stone House was a café, discovering that it wasn’t but that Grandpa Fred had once tried his hand at carpentry, hence the unfinished wooden tables. The man with the blond beard said, so the story goes, ‘I suppose a cup of tea’s out of the question?’ Grandma Flora said, ‘Why don’t you come on in?’ So he came in. He was on his way to Holy Island, but he hadn’t consulted the tide table. It was high tide and the causeway was submerged, and, as he’d hitch-hiked, he was stranded.

Her mother tells the story as if it’s a bit of a joke, laughing as she says, ‘He stayed for days and then weeks, and the result, Adelaide Mary, was you. Hahahaha.’ It makes Addie’s existence sound precarious, the unwanted result of a tide and unexpected sex. 

Her mother hardly saw Addie. She had a full-time administrative job at the hospital, cleaned on Saturdays, cared for an old man two evenings a week, and studied at the library three or four, in order to improve herself. She did courses, read philosophers and self-helpers and planned to become a life-coach.

Addie admires her mother for what she sacrificed to keep the family afloat. She never followed her friends to university or jobs in exciting cities. No, she stuck at Stone House beside her mother. And for this, Addie’s done her best to repay her since they’ve come here, but she’s sure she doesn’t love her like you should love a mother, and that’s a good thing, she tells herself, because love makes you weak.

She stuffs the ninth dolphin wearily, and when it’s finished, its arch is too flat and its black-threaded smile droops morosely. She stands it gloomily next to the eight OK ones. She has one more to make, but she badly wants to go swimming. 

Once Star had got Addie into the monofin tail for the first time, they went looking for octopuses. They didn’t find one, but when Star left, Addie researched online into the night, and the next day began to identify possible octopus dens – large rocks hidden in the kelp – with space beneath, diving daily, sometimes twice daily, losing herself between the ribboned forests, visiting, revisiting, until she finally saw the curled tip of a tentacle.

Eureka!

Addie mapped the area, getting to know the path through the misty forest: the transmogrifying shapes of the sand-eel shoals; the rainbow of multi-coloured sea slugs; the flexing starfish; the white plumose anemones, buried arms waving hair instead of hands; the dead man’s finger coral spreading furry digits across the rock of Eureka’s den; the diamond brittlestars like mermaid bracelets carelessly dropped at the entrance.

Addie went back again, and again, and again. Some days Eureka was in, and flexed an arm towards her in greeting, or in fear, or in rebuttal – she wasn’t sure. Some days she was out hunting. But back Addie went, hiding in the kelp, reaching out to her, and then one day, Addie lifted a blade of slippery algae and she was looking into Eureka’s bulbous, knowing cephalopod eyes.

Addie hovered in the water, as still as she could be, and there they were, creature to creature, tail and tentacles horizontal behind them, in a kind of quasi-symmetry, face to face. The moment made her quiver: she was no longer quite so alone in the world.

She needed to breathe, so she reversed slowly backwards and rose to the surface. When she came back, Eureka shot off, head forward, eight arms propelling her, and Addie followed, watching her bury herself back inside her den, her pale body darkening to match the stone. Eureka squeezed out her head and blinked her eyes at Addie, like an invitation to come and visit her there again. 

When Addie doesn’t see Eureka, she misses her gorgeous, impossible face.

No, not just her face, the whole package of her: her skirt and her beak and her pouchy head and her whirling arms.

•  •  •

Sol passes a brown road sign to SEAFRONT AND AMUSEMENTS, and he remembers going with his mother to The Amusements just outside Wroxham, only a fifteen-minute drive from the vicarage on the River Bure, entering through a metal gate beneath a flashing-red lit sign, proceeding to the helter-skelter and the merry-go-round and the dodgems and the two-pence and the ten-pence machines and that grabber that never grabbed the toy you wanted. After he’d spent his money, they’d walk through a clearing and land up improbably by the river, in a place no one knew about, where Tommie the bird warden used to live in a caravan, and this was the first place Sol saw a mandarin duck: red-billed, Mohican-crested, a white crescent above the eye, deep purple breast, ruddy flanks, orange sails. Sol stepped back in shock, marked by the duck’s impossible beauty.

The riverbank stands in his mind like a dream, full of sunshine and colours, such that sometimes he wonders if it ever really existed.

As Sol passes a sign for Seafields, the name accompanied by a pair of abstract waterbirds, white and long-necked, he finds himself thinking of the pair of swans that used to drift outside the glass doors of the garden room at the vicarage, turning to face each other, curving their necks into the shape of a heart.

‘Such a cliché, isn’t it?’ his mother once said. ‘Yet somehow it only looks like a cliché in photos.’ 

‘I find that strange,’ said Sol.

‘Maybe because life is to be lived, not recorded,’ said his mother. ‘Drink it up, Sol.’

‘Drink what up?’

‘Life. Live it fully. Love well,’ she said.

He’s still not sure how to do either of these things.

‘If we don’t have love inside us when we die,’ his mother told him when she was dying, ‘there’s nothing left of us. Because that’s what heaven is. A filtering out of anything that isn’t love.’

He’d always wondered what heaven might be like, fearing that it might be an interminable church service with his father preaching from a gold lectern with his showy-off voice on.

‘Feathers and wings, that’s heaven. Soft as anything,’ said his mother as her voice softened into the air.

She made a huge effort to reach into the pocket of her dressing gown and she held out her thin arm, and there was the green eider feather, diagonal across her dry palm.

‘Keep this, Sol.’

‘Where did it come from?’

‘The island of Ora. Try to go there.’

Then she took out a folded piece of paper from her other pocket and gave it to him: it was her list of thin places.

The next day, something was different, and he knew that her love was leaving him. He could feel the change in the air temperature, and it was dusk, and the sun was falling out of the sky. He fell to his knees and prayed for a miracle. He’d been praying for miracles his whole life, but they never seemed to happen to him, only to his father and sisters, whose lives were log-jammed with the things.

He put his cheek against his mother’s dead cheek and felt as if he was fusing to her, and perhaps this would be his miracle at last, going with her to the celestial city with the huge river and the trees bearing fruit every month. But then his father and his sisters came in, and his father told him to get up right away, and started issuing instructions about how he should be feeling and reacting, about how there was no need for crying because God would swallow up death forever.

In due course.

But not now, it seemed.

At his mother’s funeral, Sol read from the first book of Corinthians, chapter thirteen, holding back his tears to please his father. He read that even if he could speak in tongues, even if he could fathom all mysteries, even if he could move mountains, or give everything he possessed to the poor, without love, he would be nothing.

Without love, he was nothing. 

It was hard to love his sisters who bolted their bedroom door and didn’t let him in, and it was hard to love his father because his father didn’t seem to love him in any discernible way, which perhaps made his father nothing, thinking about it. Perhaps the person he could love lived somewhere else, far away, he wondered, he still wonders, which is why he must now, with no time to waste, go searching






































































































































































































































The providence of God?

Their own free will?

The power of desire?

Or of forgiveness?

It’s strange to think that abstract things – desire and forgiveness – which seem so flimsy, might have the strength to change concrete things.

Or, if not abstract things, small things like a poster which measures only 21 by 30 centimetres.

You wouldn’t think it would have the weight to change a life. 

What happens next probably isn’t a coincidence.

Unless we make our own.

You decide what it is that brings Addie and Sol back into each other’s lives.

~

Here they are.

The second spring.




If love were a tadpole, it would effortlessly become a frog.

If love were a year, it would make its way calmly through the seasons.

But love doesn’t work in a linear fashion.

Its progression can never be guaranteed

It’s pulled in a thousand directions.

It rises and falls, sputters and fades, lights and relights.

Dies and lives.

Again and again.

~

Meet Addie and Sol, as they enter their third and most significant spring.
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