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For Esme

(With only love and no squalor.)




Ad vitam





Write what you can’t bear to admit.

Anonymous

To be, or not to be, that is the question.

William Shakespeare






A Note to Readers

This book includes content about suicide and suicidal feelings.




Slice 1

I am thirteen years old.

I have cycled to the big huge beach. It’s early morning. I want to be on the beach alone. I know I’m not supposed to do this. I have my bodyboard strapped to my back, my wetsuit in my backpack. I park my bike close to the slipway that leads down to the sand. I take off my jumper and trousers. I put a plastic bag over my bare right foot and pull the wetsuit on to my leg, then I slide off the plastic bag and do the same to my left foot. I breathe heavily and moan as I struggle to get the suit over my shoulders but I do eventually, and I zip it up the front all the way to the high neck, where there is a popper. My feet and hands and head are open to the air. I pick up the foam board and walk barefoot down the slipway until my feet are in the sand. I keep walking forwards until the sand becomes wet and firmer. My toes are aching with cold. The air catches in my lungs and I blow out my cheeks. The sun is up, but only just. No one else is around. Exactly what I wanted. I don’t want anyone to watch me be so bad on my board. I have to keep practising so that I can eventually have a proper board, not this children’s starter one. It’s embarrassing.

I stub my toe on a rock. Ow.

It’s not bleeding so it’s OK, but it really hurts.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I limp a bit but it’s manageable.

I come to the water’s edge and the water bites me. How is it so cold?

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

Keep going. Deep breaths. In, in, deeper, until I’m up to my chest. Let some water into the wetsuit, up the legs. Up the sleeve. In the neck. So cold, but it will make a warm layer.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

Start swimming. Heart beating fast. Waves rolling in. Jump over them. Slide over them, holding on to the board. I try to swim a bit further out so I can find a wave to ride back in on, but the swell is strong and keeps dragging me back. I get tired very quickly but I came to find a boss wave and I’m staying until I do.

The wind is up. The waves are getting higher. There are A-framers with the white peaks on top. No. I want a mushy wave, a beach breaker I can climb on to.

The water is milky green turning dark grey every time the sun hides behind the clouds. There is seaweed around my feet. I don’t like it. I have to tell myself it’s only sea vegetables. Nothing to bite or spike me. I look out to the horizon. There are a couple of steeper breakers approaching. I start to swim out towards them, towards the rising sun and the darker purple water. I look back to shore. I’m quite far out. Still no one on the beach.

It’s perfect.

I’m getting accustomed to the cold water now, and I can breathe more deeply. As I swim out, I get a good rhythm going and I can feel I’m making headway. My body is moving through the water like a fish. Everything is working in harmony. Arms, legs, lungs, torso, all pushing against the tide.

One big wave approaches. I duck under the water on my board. I can’t get too deep down but I avoid the strength of the very top of the wave, and bob up after it has passed. Another one comes quickly, I don’t have much time to get my breath, and I try to go over the top of it, but it’s bigger than I thought and it crashes on to me, pushing me backwards and deluging down on top of me.

Now I’ve gulped some water.

I’ve lost my rhythm. I’m flailing around a bit. Where’s my board? I let go of it in that last wave.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I’m much more buoyant with it. Now I feel heavy, struggling to keep a smooth stroke. I’m looking around for my board. I see it floating in the distance, too far to fetch.

OK. I’m on my own. I’m not surfing today.

Best to head back.

I turn, and start paddling to shore.

Just then, I feel the pull back. I look behind me.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

That’s a huge monster wave. A rogue. Where did it come from?

I’m facing the wrong way. No time to reposition. It gathers itself up, towers above me, hovers for a terrifying still moment, then … smack … the whole mighty stack of giant solid water slams down on me.

It’s too heavy, I have no chance of fighting it, so I go limp, surrender.

I haven’t taken in enough breath. Any I had was pounded out of me when the wall of water plunged down.

I’m being battered underwater. I’m in freefall.

I see light, dark, light, dark. I’m rolling.

There’s no bottom I can find to push off.

There’s no top I can flap towards.

I’m in a whirlpool, ramming me anywhere, everywhere. Around. Over.

My lungs are empty. I suck in the ocean.

I suck it all in, try to empty the entire sea out, to find the floor.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t keep going. It’s impossible.

My eyes are open, but now everything is black.

Oh. I see. This is it …

I’m going to die, here alone in the big sea.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I don’t want to.

I want to live. I love living. I love my life.

But it’s done. Ends now. In this frothy grave. On my own.

Then, my back hits something. It’s the hard sand shelf by the shore. I’ve been carried in by the huge, swirling, churning wave. Dumped back. I find the surface. I gulp in the first lovely full breath. I’m alive. The sea delivered me back. I stumble up the beach. I cycle home. I tell no one that I died.




CHAPTER 1

Matins. 5 a.m.

‘Wake up, little bean. It’s the day of days. Let’s not waste a single minute, come on …’

Etta was leaning over her five-year-old granddaughter’s softly sleeping sweetie-smelling body. Pearl had somehow turned herself sideways in Etta’s big flumpy bed in the night. She was sprawled like a starfish, with her kicky feet still pointing like the barbed weapons they were, directly where Etta’s body had lain beside her the night before. Sleeping with Pearl was a perilous activity. Not for the faint-hearted. The risk of injury was great. Etta had been thumped and scratched and jolted through countless nights. A 68-year-old woman needs her sleep, and any day after a battle-kip with Pearl rendered Etta bone-tired. Yet Etta relished every chance to do it, so heavenly were the rewards. The snuffles and mutters as she drifted off, the snatches of her busy singing mind, the grasping of her tiny hands to pull her grandmother, her ‘Titi’, in close, so as to fold into her for warm safekeep. All of this made the collateral damage worth it. Pearl yawned, stretched and rubbed her huge brown eyes, blinking up at Etta curiously.

‘Why you doin’ dat?’ she mumbled.

‘It’s early morning …’

‘S’not. Still dark. I’m doin’ dreamin’, there’s dragons.’

‘I know, Pearlie, but you will want to see this,’ Etta whispered.

‘What is it?’

‘Get your dressing gown on and come downstairs.’

Etta patted Pearl’s back to encourage her, pulling her own old towelling dressing gown off the back of the bedroom door and leaving the room.

The house was quiet, also still asleep.

Not even the seagulls were awake yet outside.

Etta padded up the creaky corridor and stopped at the first bedroom to knock at the door gently. She heard a mumble from her daughter inside.

‘Mmm? C’min.’

Etta opened the door as Dolly turned towards her, blinking and squinting into the shard of newly let-in hallway light, disturbing her deep sleep.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked her mother, her voice croaky with dry.

‘Yes, but please can you get up? I want to show you something.’

‘Umm, OK … What … now?’

‘Yes, now, darling, no need to get dressed, just come down as you are. Maybe a jumper …?’

Etta closed the door and continued up the corridor, acutely aware of how lovely the old carpet felt between her toes with each muffled step. It had been this carpet in this hallway her whole life.

It must’ve been bright orange once, and a thick shag. Now it was terracotta-coloured, with a flat rivet all the way down the middle where it had been trodden into smooth submission by four generations of Etta’s family.

The next room she came to was her own old bedroom, as the giant wooden ‘E’ on the door still staunchly reminded everyone.

Etta’s parents had bought this ramshackle old cottage in the dunes when they were young and had a surprise win on the premium bonds. It cost five thousand pounds in the early sixties, and the whole family had spent every holiday and any weekend they could there ever since, until Etta decided to move in full time after her separation from her husband, Rob. Back then, thirty-five years ago, it had felt like the wraparound comfort home that she needed to retreat to with her young son. It was where she healed her failed marriage wounds and where she reinvented the single self she eventually came to truly like being. So mended was she that, when Rob became ill and eventually died, it happened in this very house under the aegis of Etta’s generous care, and all her limitless forgiveness.

Rob.

Silly unfaithful Rob. A piece of work.

Rob and Etta made a son, Vernon. He was thirty-six now, and asleep with his wife, Lizzy, behind this door with the wooden ‘E’ on it, in the very bed that Etta had done most of her childhood dreaming.

Etta tapped softly on the door and waited.

There were creaks and mumbles within.

The door opened and sleepy Vernon, confused and borderline annoyed, poked his head out.

‘Mum. What’s up?’

‘Nothing’s wrong, Verne, don’t worry, but … I’d love it if you could come downstairs?’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now.’

‘Are you shitting me? Now?’

‘I was hoping now, yes. With no shitting. And bring Lizzy. Also no shitting.’

Vernon threw his mother a grumpy glance and closed the door with a purposeful thump that caused the ‘E’ to shudder.

Etta smiled. Her boy. He’d been in some form of ill-temper since he burst into life wriggling and wailing all those years ago. It was ‘his vibe’, as he constantly reminded her, and he’d made it a virtual sport, in which he saw himself as an Olympic champ.

Etta padded on down to the end of the corridor, where she threw a glance back at all the doors,

behind which

were her most beloveds.

She had cast her net, so now she clomped down the narrow, boxed-in wooden stairs to make coffee in the kitchen and to wait and see who would be gathered in.

Ordinarily, it wouldn’t really matter who got up and who didn’t. Etta was fairly laid back most of the time.

Today was different, though …

It was still dark outside, so Etta felt her way to the sink and looked out of the window, where, between the two big dunes directly in front of her house, she could just make out a stretch of beach and the fresh sky beyond, with its streaky bacon ribbons of first light starting to announce morning. She’d seen this view pretty much every day for years, but it was somehow different today. More valuable. In sharper focus. Beautifuller. Almost painfully stunning.

Etta took it in and gasped ‘Wow’ quietly to herself. A wave of gratitude rolled over and through her, as she considered just how fortunate she was to be in this house, near the beach, with these people, on this very important day.

The tap was dripping.

That annoyed her. Not just that it was dripping, although she’d promised herself to get it sorted by today and each time she made that pledge she instantly forgot it, until the next time she saw it, which was maybe a dozen times a day? She’d even placed a bowl under it to catch the drips overnight so as not to waste the water – come down in the morning, used the water in the kettle or in the cat’s bowl, and then immediately forgot to sort the problem, yet again.

Over and over.

For weeks.

Not just that – but it was a job someone else was going to have to do after today … albeit a tiny, manageable job, nevertheless a responsibility, and Etta was keen that no one should have to assume any of those. That was a big part of it.

Tidy, sorted, neat.

That’s how she wanted it to be.

On the other hand, she mused to herself, life just ain’t like that, is it? Absolutely nothing is neatly folded away forever in an interesting life. All aspects are messy, really, and the very unsortedness can be the signifier that life is still there, demanding attention, with its never-ending clutter of everyday, unresolved stuff.

There was a time in Etta’s life when she would have felt overwhelmed if she didn’t have the order she craved. When she’d convinced herself that if it was all a bit more under her control and neater, she would be legions happier.

Being in charge, deciding stuff and following through, that was Etta’s old way.

Purpose.

Intent.

Determination.

Etta was such a Head Girl. Not in real life. She’d never actually been selected to be Head Girl, but she’d always wanted it.

When Etta was fifteen, there was a robust competition in her class to elect the Head Girl for the imminent sixth form. Etta began fixating on winning, and she began a ferocious campaign. It started with home-made badges freely distributed in the lunch break. She’d made them on a machine her father had, and they declared ETTA FOR BETTA in yellow letters on a black button. She instantly regretted the novelty spelling.

And the message.

And the design.

And the whole idea actually … but her dad had pressed fifty of them, so she valiantly handed them out to the entire class of nonplussed teens, none of whom remotely wanted one.

After the embarrassment of the badges, Etta was determined to make a better impression, so she put posters up everywhere announcing that she would be giving a keynote speech in break time in the hall the following day. She stayed up most of the night preparing what she regarded as the most important speech of her short life thus far. It needed to be impactful and unforgettable if she was to secure this much-coveted position.

Nine people showed up in the hall.

Two were dinner ladies, who had no vote but who felt sorry for her. They all munched snacks throughout. Etta stepped up to the school lectern and began.

‘Hello, everyone, thank you for coming, and straight out of the bat, answer me this …’

She took a deep breath, raised her arms in the air and yelled far too loudly, ‘Who believes in living life to the full …?!’ to a pretty much silent group. In sympathy, one of the dinner ladies eventually raised her hand slowly in support. Perhaps the rest of the assembled folk were cautious and wanted to reserve their right to live their lives to the half-full? Or possibly less? The quite empty, actually?

‘OK, I think we all agree that life only comes round once and we should grab every chance we have to make a difference, make a change, make a mark, be someone.’

Etta was getting into her stride now.

‘So today I will outline to you why I’m the right choice for Head Girl of this … important and antique school … following in the footsteps of many of those greats who’ve gone before me. Insert names, oops, sorry, forgot to do that. First of all, I just want to say that my opponent, Katie Eccles, is also quite a good candidate. I don’t want to say anything bad about her, but just that she isn’t right for this job because she clearly has no soul and is not reputable. I, on the other hand, do and am.

So, let’s go through my qualities for qualifying for this esteemed and gratuitous role …’

Etta then proceeded to list what she considered to be her best attributes, which included:


	a) leadership traits (was Deputy Head of house and a Brownie Sixer)

	b) academic achievements (including Little Duckling Swimming Certificate)

	c) her positive role modelling (including reference to the Ten Tors hike she took part in on Dartmoor)

	d) her sociability (parties she’s given, plus the fact that she’s VERY good with other people’s parents)

	e) her immaculate dress sense (important, because she will be representing the school at events, including Harvest Festival).



Fortunately for all involved, the bell went, the speech fizzled, and everyone shuffled out utterly unmotivated. If anything, their resolve to vote for Katie Eccles was reinforced, despite her soullessness, because Katie Eccles, by contrast, wasn’t a massive twat.

So it was that Etta learnt a huge lesson about humility and even a little about kindness when Katie Eccles chose her to be Deputy.

It was great to be Deputy.

But it wasn’t Head Girl.

Etta spent two years clapping and smiling through gritted teeth whenever Katie Eccles represented the school. It was especially challenging when Michael Foot attended Speech Day to give an award to the student who had achieved the most humanitarian and considerate endeavours.

Katie Eccles was the recipient of that award. Michael Foot was Etta’s political hero, and she did get to at least shake his hand when he awarded her a £10 book token for seemingly merely making it into the sixth form along with all the others.

Etta tried to hold his gaze in those few seconds when their hands touched, but, sadly, Michael Foot was already turning to get the next voucher for yet another mediocre unspecial sixth former, so there was no significant moment when Michael Foot might just have realized that he was in the presence of someone special.

Etta would at least have had a photographic record of this important milestone if her mother hadn’t chosen the very second of his turning away to click the shutter. They waited two weeks to collect the photos from Boots only to find a blurry image of the back of an unrecognizable man and a perfectly in-focus young Etta looking somewhat pleadingly at him. A wholly failed photo. It took a week and a Bakewell tart for Etta to forgive her mother this particular trespass.

The whole debacle became a family joke for Etta’s kids, who all wore ETTA FOR BETTA badges at her sixtieth birthday, much to their amusement and her horror. The teasing over the years had been relentless and utterly delicious.

Etta reluctantly conceded that a tiny part of her had never recovered from the injustice of that whole silly episode. She was still convinced, to this day, that she was robbed of the perfect role for her. Now, standing at the sink and looking out at the dunes, she fleetingly remembered the sting of it, but today, for the first proper time, she genuinely didn’t give a flying feck. Etta wobbled the leaky tap and chuckled quietly to herself, as she knew all these daft irritants ultimately mean little to nothing. Let it go.

Consigned to the fuck-it box, where all such foolishness can be dismissed as frankly risible. What a relief, and, quite honestly, if not now, then when?

The careful footsteps on the narrow wooden stairs behind her ricocheted Etta back to exactly NOW. She didn’t need to turn around to know it was certainly her daughter, Dolly.

‘Hey, Dols. Coffee?’

Dolly replied, still yawning, ‘Yep. Nice,’ as she flicked on the switch, flooding the kitchen with bright electric light, rendering outside even darker.

Etta was more comfortable padding around this familiar kitchen barefoot in the dark because it was her regular morning routine and she knew the layout like the back, front, side, top and bottom, finger and thumb, of her hand. She didn’t have to think at all to find any single thing she needed in this lovely kitchen, where EVERYTHING was not only what she wanted, but where she wanted it. If you needed to borrow one of those wire contraptions that neatly slices boiled eggs? No problem. Back of the doodah drawer, three down to the left of the sink. Looking for Vernon’s first Tommee Tippee two-handled baby cup from thirty-five years ago? At the back of the dresser drawer along with the other well-loved and frequently reused baby stuff. Pearl was the latest to benefit, and the delight Etta felt when it all came back out of the drawer yet again, along with the tons of memories each dish and spoon and bib carried, was a total treat.

‘Can I have the … umm …?’

‘The instant?’

Better than the kitchen, Etta knew her daughter and the lengths she went to to avoid being pretentious or artisan or hipster, all anathema to her. It would be Dolly’s nightmare to be seen as picky or precious. So many of the girls she was at school with had cultivated an extraordinary princessy attitude, offended by the slightest of social or cultural missteps. Incorrect coffee coming very close to the top of the list, bewilderingly. It was a minefield. There were a million ways to get it wrong and only a minuscule margin of toleration. Dolly was caught up in it for years, until she worked out that the stress of getting it all right was making her ill, and Etta breathed a huge sigh of relief when Dolly started to distance herself from the Mean Girl culture that had swallowed up so many of her teenage years and left her feeling perpetually failed.

Subsequently, Dolly became scorchingly evangelical in her desire to reject all things posh or pretentious, which included fresh coffee/sourdough bread/herbal teas/macarons/ballet flats/bucket hats.

She championed the ordinary, the uncool.

She loved everything for sale in the local SPAR shop.

She despised anything from a brand-name shop.

The worst offenders were Tiffany or Gucci or anything from Selfridges.

She threw a hissy fit if she was within six feet of a Nespresso machine.

In many ways it was refreshing, and Etta was proud that her daughter had made such a firm stance in favour of modesty, but Dolly became overly defined by this choice. So much so that giving her any treat became virtually impossible.

For her sixteenth birthday, she had requested a loaf of white sliced bread for herself and a monetary donation to an orphanage in India. Saint Dolly was becoming ridiculous. At one point, Etta had to persuade her to accept new trainers when she noticed that the balls of Dolly’s feet were poking through the bottom of her old ones, so thin were the soles. Dolly agreed to fresh trainers, but only if they were second hand from the local charity shop. While they were there, she was also enticed into buying a skirt, a coat and some beaded necklaces, all of which cost the grand total of ten of the Queen’s pounds. What a haul.

However, there was a fine line between admirable and unctuous. Dolly had proudly travelled across that boundary with Ghandi glee and was now firmly living in smugville, which was bang smack in sanctimonious city centre. The few friends she had left after the Mean Girl cull started to drop away, unable to maintain the rigid spartan requirements of a Dolly lifestyle. Several had disappointed her with their opulent Starbucks habits, regularly partaking of such evil indulgences as salted caramel bubble frappés and the like. Those girls were sacked as friends and, frankly, were happy to vacate the job.

She had become hectoring and despotic in her opinions, her demands. The acolyte girls had a sugar habit they needed to feed, after all, and they were hugely reluctant to do as she bid them and give their entire pocket money to an elephant sanctuary or other such worthy causes. Some had tidied their rooms and done arduous weeding to earn that cash, and they wanted to spend it on frippery if they so chose.

It didn’t take long before Dolly was yet again isolated, but this time it was entirely of her own doing. The consequence of her well-intentioned but misguided and somewhat tyrannical choices.

Dolly was sixteen, alone and exhausted.

Etta took her cue. Throughout that entire year of the austere, she had stepped back to allow Dolly her own very loud and opinionated voice. The whole family had listened to endless lectures over dinner and had been barked at for their seeming excess for too long. There had been robust arguments pretty much each day, until practically every encounter with Dolly was a battle. The final straw came when her brother made the critical error of offering her some rather lush chocolate he’d been given at Easter.

Oh boy.

Dolly had plenty to say about the politics, the branding, the expense, the corruption and the marketing of this one individually wrapped delicious abhorrence.

‘Only utter wankers would eat that shit!’ she screamed at him. ‘You’re only eating it because you think it makes you look cool or something. You don’t look cool. You look like a wanker … because you are a wanker, a shameless wanker of the highest order of elite wanker captains with wanker badges on their wanker caps which say WANKER!’

That was the turning point.

Vernon told her to shut the cock up, that she had become an impossible harridan and that absolutely NO ONE could stand her any more.

This heated exchange rendered Dolly speechless.

At last.

Despite all she said, Etta knew that Dolly had an abiding and deep respect for her older brother, her only sibling, and to have goaded him, the subdued soul he was, to the extent of this outburst felt shameful. Dolly sloped off to her room to lick her stinging holier-than-thou wounds.

Etta had let her be for a few hours; she could tell that Dolly was shattered. Being so right for so long had run her ragged, and she’d clearly run out.

Of steam.

Of conviction.

Of people to support her.

It was time for Etta to do some extreme mothering. She went to Dolly’s door and tapped gently. Muffled sobbing could be heard from within. She pushed the door open – exactly as timidly as she’d done this very morning to reveal a similar scene. Dolly was under a heap of bedclothes. When Etta pulled the duvet back, she found Dolly curled up in a foetal position, shuddering and gasping, with a stream of hot tears coursing down her very red face. Her mascara (cheap Boots brand, of course) was everywhere but her eyelashes. Dolly looked for all the world like a diva, dying in a garret with a dramatic consumption at the end of Act Three.

‘Let me die, Mother!’ she screamed at Etta.

‘OK, darlin’, I will, but a couple of things to consider first …

ONE – you are the only girl in this household, and I desperately need the female solidarity.

TWO – I have reason to believe that you may be the source of many of my future joys, so, selfishly, I need you to stick around, please.

THREE – Nothing that has happened today diminishes the utter respect I have for the beautiful humanity you hold in your heart.

FOUR – It’s really hugely OK to sometimes be a bit wrong … and the solution is one very short, quick and simple word: “Sorry”. Just saying …

FIVE – More important than all that is the fact that I made cherry cheesecake. With chocolate sprinkles. The way you like. Could you stick around long enough for that at least …?’

There was a pregnant pause.

An ‘It could backfire big time’ sort of pause.

Then … she flung herself into Etta’s arms, sobbing into her neck. Through the snot and the tears, she gurgled, ‘It’s only for the cake. I’m not saying sorry.’

‘OK, OK, I’ll take that. Let’s leave the sorry on the shelf for now. It doesn’t have a sell-by date. The cake absolutely does. Just breathe …’

Gradually, Dolly’s weeping subsided, and she calmed.

She washed her face.

She came downstairs.

She joined her family at the table.

She immediately uttered a heartfelt, albeit hushed, ‘Sorry’ to her brother.

In an instant, all was forgiven and cake fixed it.

That was Dolly to a T.

So now, as Dolly leant sleepily up against her mother’s back while she stood at the kettle, her arms around Etta’s shoulders, asking for instant coffee, Etta felt a welcome wash of familiarity and total acceptance. It was a hundred per cent not worth having any contretemps whatsoever over her coffee choices. Even if Etta WAS grinding fresh beans to make GOOD coffee. So what? This small request was the last bastion of Dolly’s rebellion and was completely easy to accommodate.

Acceptance all round.

Mother and daughter sat at the old kitchen table opposite each other, sipping coffee. Etta held her cup close to her mouth, even though it burned her fingers slightly; she was comforted by this daily aroma of earth and hazelnut. Her digestive system twitched in recognition of the incoming caffeine. Simultaneously, she could also smell Dolly’s coffee wafting across the table, different altogether. Sharp, metallic, alarmingly chemical. Etta gazed at Dolly’s wonderful face under the harsh overhead lights. She looked lovely; she always did. Perhaps today, Etta was particularly focused. She wanted to really SEE everything. Here, in front of her, was her tired daughter, whose sleepiness, in Etta’s eyes, just added to the natural, relaxed beauty of her. Of her two children, Dolly looked the most like Etta. Perhaps that very genetic congruence was the egotistical reason why Etta’s heart was so easily wrapped around her daughter. Yes, there were elements of her dad’s features on that sweet face: her freckly nose, her wide mouth, her even teeth, her perpetual frown marks hovering worriedly above her eyebrows, just in case they were needed in a catastrophe. All of that was Adam. Anxious Adam. The entire rest was Etta. Dolly’s huge green eyes, her mass of untidy light brown curls, her quick, darting, observant manner, her strong stocky stature, her very straight back and her delicate hands.

Hands that were currently wrapped tightly around her mug of instant coffee. Etta examined them closely. Other than the chunky silver rings Dolly always wore, Etta was looking across at her own hands. It was miraculous, really, how biology works, that the people you make have elements of you about them in such an essential, obvious way. Some elements. Like those hands, which, besides being thirty-odd years younger, are replicated quite stunningly and could easily be swapped for Etta’s. Other elements were undoubtedly attributed to Adam’s genes. Then, there’s the curious third thing, which is the stuff that seems entirely unique, doesn’t appear to come from anyone in the family, although of course it does. From family long gone, unknown, before.

Who?

When?

They live on in our kids, in us, despite our never knowing them. The deep old roots reseeding and emerging to combine with the atoms of the living and the now, to make someone completely new and individual. Their own person. Everything on and about them belongs to only them. Yet, as Etta looked across at Dolly, she yearned for a kind of reflection, and in those hands she found it. The length of the fingers, the very pink nails, the natural oval ends of them, even the way the crinkle of the knuckles sits on the bone, almost like little smiling faces in a row. Etta’s skin was thinner, so the veins beneath the back of her hands were evident, but she could see the same pattern in Dolly’s, just better covered by thicker, younger skin. Is the blood in there the same? Do they share all their ancestry in those little rivulets? Tiny streams of everything where all their DNA is contained, their history and their connection flowing together to operate this single, singular human?

‘Are you cold?’ Etta said, as she reached over the table. She wasn’t really asking that exact question, but she WAS asking something.

Asking for her daughter’s hand in hers. It worked.

‘No, are you?’ Dolly replied, as she grasped her mother’s hand sweetly, in the middle of the table.

‘No.’ They held each other there for a few moments, perfectly warmly, and for no reason other than simple love.

‘Is Pearl awake?’ Dolly enquired.

‘Yep, she’ll be down in a min.’ Etta maintained Dolly’s gaze, ‘Y’know, you really are something.’

‘Shut up, Mum.’

‘No, you are. You’ve done a brilliant job of growing up for yourself and now you’re doing an equally fantastic job of growing someone else up. She’s such a happy little mite, and she so easily could’ve not been. You’ve created somewhere so safe and comfortable for her. Not easy.’

‘I learnt from the best.’

‘Correct,’ Etta confirmed, with a grin.

‘What was it you wanted to show me?’

‘Eh?’

‘You said you had something to show me …?’

‘Ah, yes, let’s wait till the others are down, and we can all see it together.’

‘OK, but can I go back to bed then, cos I’m actually knackered?’

‘Yes, if you like.’

Clatter, clatter, clatter on the stairs came little Pearl, shouting, ‘Titi! Mummy! I’m here, it’s me, Pearl. I’m coming down the stairs, I’ve got my Frozen slippers on!’

She was clasping the rail very tightly; these stairs were tricky to navigate, especially if you were five and had slippy slippers on.

Dolly made a move to go and help.

Etta held up her hand. ‘Let her do it; she can.’

Dolly settled back in her seat. Yes, thought Etta, it’s good to let Pearl manage the parts of life that are manageable by a sassy five-year-old, and stairs come into that category.

Pearl started to count on her descent.

‘Two, three, four, two, three, four, two, three …’ and in she burst to the kitchen, bringing all her just-awake, first-thing-in-the-morning exuberance with her. ‘I’m hungry, Mummy!’ She ran straight to Dolly, climbed on to her lap and shoved her unicorn beanie toy directly in her face. ‘And so is Hunnicorn. He wants sprinkles, but I said we don’t get sprinkles for breakfast, we get sprinkles for tea IF we done good listening.’

Dolly nodded in agreement. ‘Yep, that’s right. You’re being a very good friend to him.’

‘I’m not his friend. I’m his mummy.’

‘OK. You’re being a very good mummy.’

Etta chimed in, ‘And YOU are being a very good mummy too, Mummy,’ she said, smiling at Dolly.

‘And YOU are also a good mummy. To me.’ Dolly was determined to get the last word on the mummy quality debate. Etta conceded and started to get Pearl’s breakfast ready. She wanted to give her something she could take outside with her, so she tipped some Coco Pops into a mug, poured the milk on top and found a small spoon in the drawer. As she looked into the cup, she realized that this was actually the breakfast of the gods. Bugger the yoghurt and berries and chia seeds, she would have the same as Pearl today, a chocolatey milky delight. Why the hell not?

More clumping on the stairs. Two sets of footsteps. Vernon and Lizzy stumbled in, pulling on warm hoodies. Without saying a word, Vernon went straight to the coffee machine and started to make cups for himself and his wife.

Lizzy plonked herself down at the table, yawning loudly. Pearl imitated her, matching her volume. Lizzy realized the game and ramped up the noise for the next dramatic yawn. Pearl rose to the challenge and yawned even louder, ending in an almighty screech.

‘Shut up, you two, for heaven’s sake!’ Etta yelled, in a half-shout, half-laugh. It WAS funny, but it was going to escalate into a noisy nightmare very quickly and she needed to corral them into action. They only had a few minutes before it would be too late.

‘Grab this, grab that, grab that shawl there on the back of the chair, follow me,’ Etta barked, as she gathered up cups, jumpers, shoes and all sorts, the things they would need to head outside, and, like a motley crew of scruffy wandering vagabonds, they obeyed their leader and shuffled out.

There was just enough light to pick their way through the back garden to the bottom gate. Pearl, Dolly and Lizzy followed Etta in a worm-like line, Vernon bringing up the rear. The gravel path crunched under their feet, as they travelled steadily through the different parts of the chaotic garden they all knew so well.

Etta had had many spurts of interest and involvement in this garden. She tried so hard to continue the care of it in the way her parents had, but it was just too much to handle if you didn’t know anything about gardening, especially seaside gardening, which is extra difficult because of the salt. She’d definitely let it go and parts of it were untameably wild, the strange grasses so tall you could lose your way among them. To her right, she could just see the row of bold sunflowers by the fence, looking for all the world like a lineup of jolly yellow soldiers on parade. Etta had also carved out a sitting area with lots of old broken wicker furniture and wooden pallets for tables. There was a ‘collection’ area where the found treasures from the beach were gathered in a kind of higgledy-piggledy order. The sort of order that naturally happens when you chuck lots of similar things in one place. There were heaps of colourful mooring and fishing buoys that had washed up, alongside crab pots and floats and all manner of fishing nets and tackle. There were shells, big and small, and even part of a huge exotic turtle shell. There were body parts of toys, from Garfields to Hello Kitty to Cabbage Patch dolls and every kind of weird creature from Sylvania. When Etta had started these collections, she’d thought them charming and curious. Now that the clusters of strange groupings had deteriorated with weather and age, they were much less appealing – but had become the staple of this flotsam and jetsam back garden.

So the family traipsed past cuttlefish and bones and crab shells and sea glass and stones and cigarette lighters and history and memories as they quietly travelled to the slatted gate which marked the end of Etta’s property. From here on, their feet sank into soft sand and their calf muscles tightened against the shifting ground. Pearl took Etta’s hand for balance, and on they plodded towards the sea. As they approached the dunes, Etta took the familiar path up to the right, to the peak of the sandy ridge.

Ah, this is where they were being led. To ‘Etta’s Hollow’, as they all knew it, a circular pit at the very top of the dune where Etta had, since a child, gone to sit when she wanted to be quiet and away from everyone else. It was a round, sandy trough, protected by sea grasses. You could perch on the edge for a better view of the beach and the sea beyond.

Or,

you could hunker down in the very centre of it and be sheltered from the wind, out of sight, in a perfectly secret, cosy hidey-hole.

As they approached the top of the mound, huffing and puffing a bit, they became aware of a light coming from within the hollow, and smoke rising up from it against the still-dark morning sky.

A fire!

Etta had obviously already been there earlier that morning, and she’d set a blaze in the round metal bowl that she kept in the
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