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Dedication

For the Pinner Girls.




Author’s Note

The novel is set on Mudeford Spit in Dorset, a beautiful windswept sandbank, surrounded by sea, joined to the mainland at one end. Just as in the novel, there are rows of beach huts, a little land train running from Hengistbury Head and ferries to Mudeford Quay. But I hope those readers who know and love this unique place will forgive me for taking a few fictional liberties for the sake of my plot, such as moving a pool further into the woods so that the Shell Tribe can gather there, unseen.
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the present




1

On Hester’s sixtieth birthday, 8th September 2022, she wakes at quarter to seven, alone, on the wooden sleeping deck of her beach hut on Mudeford Spit. She lies panting herself out of her dream – the dream – feeling as if she might throw up. She massages her heart in rotations, round and round.

In the dream, she’s on the beach, holding a severed black plait, which is thick all the way down but wispy at the end. As she stands staring at it, it develops a kind of rodent body, like a monstrous rat with a big horse’s tail, braided for a show. It scuttles away from her, leaving a taily furrow in the sand. She runs after it, but she can never catch it.

It’s been forty-six years since it happened, in the long hot summer of 1976. No, it didn’t happen. She did it. Right here on the Spit. 

If only she knew what became of Elias, that would help, she’s sure it would. Tomorrow will be his sixtieth birthday, the day after hers. Does he have long grey hair now? Or did he never grow his hair again? Or is he bald? Or is he dead?

‘I was a child,’ she says aloud, but are you a child when you’re nearly fourteen?

She stares at the wooden slats of the hut’s pitched ceiling, which she never quite got around to painting in the off-white it took her seven months to choose. She props herself up on her pillows and looks at the test patches, almost indistinguishable pale daubs in a row by the triangular window at her feet. Neither of the windows has blinds. She could never quite be arsed to think about the blinds. 

Here, in her beach hut, where the rest of her family never stays, is perhaps the only place on earth where she is allowed to not be arsed. 

The joy of it!

‘What would you like for your birthday?’ Lance asked her.

She should have said, To not be arsed.

As she stares at the daubs of paint, which might (possibly) look arty and intentional (if you were in the right frame of mind) and the light coming through the glass, she wishes she’d spent less of her life thinking about blinds. Much less. Because our time on earth, she now realises, is so short.

But the plait.

She closes her eyes.

There it is again.

Scuttling off down the beach.

She lies back down and continues to move her hand in circular rotations around her heart, but it doesn’t help. She knows exactly where the plait is, of course she does. It’s under the floor downstairs, in front of the chest, in a sealed Tupperware box, the floorboard secured with a silver screw. 

She’s not sure if hair decomposes over the years, and she’s never had the courage to google this question, what with search histories, and things of this nature that she only partly understands.

She can still see his broad open face, his dark eyes with long eyelashes, his wide mouth with its shadow of moustache above it, his hand feeling for his missing plait, the softness of the empty nape of his neck, and his bare arm on the cusp of turning manly.

Darling Elias, I am so so sorry.

What she’d like for her birthday is to be forgiven.
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Hester sits up, the top of her head only a few inches from the wooden slats of the beach hut ceiling. Downstairs, the padded bench seat folds into a sizeable double bed, but she can’t bring herself to sleep where her mother and father once slept, so she still climbs the ladder to the sleeping deck. She and her sister Agatha used to make a barrier of holdalls down the centre and put their sleeping bags either side, on top of yellow foam camping mats. She’s made the deck pretty for the Airbnb-ers, with striped mattresses and grain-sack cushions and brass reading lamps.

Her family knows that she rents the hut out on Airbnb, but they don’t know that the great treat of her life is to leave her luxury behind, and leave all of them behind, and come alone and stay here on a weekday night between Easter and October half-term, the months when overnight stays are permitted by the council. None of her family knows that she blocks out nights for herself on the Airbnb booking system. 

Lance wants to sell the hut, but she won’t, and her sister, Agatha, won’t agree to it either. The last one went for £450,000. Nearly half a million pounds for a glorified shed. Though nobody’s buying the shed, are they? They’re buying the view, and the sea, and the screech of seabirds, the sand between their toes, their children barefoot on the beach. Or in fact, it’s none of that. They’re trying to buy happiness. We pretty much always are.

She puts her fingers through her tangled hair, once chestnut-coloured, now grey. She stopped dyeing it on her fifty-fifth birthday and she stopped taming the curls last year, on her fifty-ninth. No more lengthy treatments at the hairdresser. No more fake ringlet coils to please Lance. It felt a dangerous move. An unleashing. A minor one, but still. Her hair’s wild again now, like it used to be when she was young, except, like everything about her body, drier. 

She wonders if she could be wild again – or maybe not. Who wants a wild sixty-year-old bouncing about the place?

Sixty – how is it possible? 

A new start, she tells herself. The first page of a happy new chapter in the book of her life. A cold wind blows over her as she wonders where exactly this chapter falls, how much of her life she has left to be happy in. That is, how many pages there’ll be between today, when she is, and the day when she isn’t. 

She’s made her life happy on the outside, as many people do – you only have to look at the Apple photo books she makes of family events and holidays, lined in chronological order along the shelf in the spacious sitting room of the house in Bosham. These things are supposed to make us happy: the photo books, the huge lawn, the sea view, the double-lined curtains, the pricey taps, the fat black cars. Hester and Lance have one fat black car each. Hers is too big for her. She’s only five foot three.

Hester crawls down the mattress and she opens the triangular window, letting the damp air in. It smells of seaweed. The halyards of the sailing dinghies are rattling in the breeze. She closes her eyes, and she’s a child again. 

Tom H’s parents are out there, wearing ancient anoraks, drinking tea on the bench outside their hut. Mr H seems to have done his anorak up with a large nappy pin, perhaps one of the very pins which fastened Tom H’s nappies back in 1962.

Oh, Tom H! H is for Hutchinson because at the beginning there was another boy called Tom P, and although Tom P’s family sold the hut to buy an apartment in Spain, the H had already stuck. H was for hallowed. Tom H was always hallowed ground to her. 

Look at Mr and Mrs H: they can’t be far off ninety now, and they’re holding hands, accepting their decline with grace, as we must – there isn’t any other option. Once she was a child and they were old, and now they’re still old, but she’s old too. How does that work?

She always hated Mr and Mrs H for being mean about Elias’s mother, but she loved them too, at the same time. Because you can. Now she loves them for surviving, and she hates them for it too.

Imagine if they knew what she and Tom H did inside their beach hut, when both of them were forty-five and married to other people. Old enough to know better. She shouldn’t have done it. And yet, being truthful (go on, she thinks, it’s the new chapter, and she’d like it to be truthful as well as happy), she’s also glad she did. It was fulfilling a lifetime ambition, and therefore, as well as thrilling, inevitably, disappointing.

He was just a man, like any other man, when she was up close to him, with nothing between them. Literally nothing. Oh dear.

Perhaps the disappointment was what made it worth it.

Finding out that he wasn’t everything.




the past




The Early Sixties

August 1962, and I was tight inside my mother as she swam from the beach on the Spit, France-side, her belly buoyant.

The next summer, and I was nearly one. So was Elias – we were born a day apart, early in September. He came to the Spit with his mother, who was only a girl. All anyone knew about her was that she came from Brazil and that her name was Bibiana, which means full of life. 

My mother used to put Elias and me toe to toe in the huge Silver Cross pram with toys and picture books, to give his mother a break. She was alone and very young, and my parents worried for her. I used to turn and crawl myself beside him, cheek to cheek, and we’d gabble and prod and giggle.

By the summer we were nearly two, we were unleashed on the beach, running, running, mainly away from my mother, who had it in mind to potty-train us together. 

The next summer, we were nearly three, and I’m told I wanted to call his mother Mama like he did, until my own mother said, ‘Mama-Bibi. Why don’t you call her Mama-Bibi?’ I don’t remember this. I do remember the hot feel of his hand in mine, joined, like the cut-out people my mother made us with folded coloured paper.

‘Elias and me!’

‘Hestie and me!’

He sellotaped us to his fridge, bright orange, like sunset and lollies.

When we left at the end of summer, Elias tore us in two and handed himself to me – ripped apart with messy edges – and we both cried and grasped hands and refused to separate. I can see him running after the car out of Hengistbury Head car park, and his mother’s arms outstretched, chasing, and me wailing until he disappeared into the pavement and was nothing except a paper hand and a hot emptiness beside me in the car and the feel of the shells he’d found me in my pocket, except my voice crying out for him in dreams.

El-ee-as!

El-ee-as!

Like you’d pronounce it in Portuguese.
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Hester pulls on the slightly itchy navy Guernsey jumper which was her father’s, and which she refused to throw away. She shuts the window and climbs down the ladder from the sleeping deck, her pyjamas caught up around her knees, revealing her scrawny legs, dotted with sun and dead white skin. She unhooks her pyjama bottoms so that they unroll to her ankles, and as she stands up straight again, she catches sight of her face in the mirror where her mother used to pat her hair and put on blue eyeshadow before her father arrived. She smells her briefly: a mix of moss, soap and fresh air.

Pull yourself together, she tells herself. 

She studies the vertical line between her eyebrows and the perfect corkscrew curl hanging by her left ear. She likes that curl. The line between her eyebrows, not so much. She has her mother’s sapphire-blue eyes, but they’ve lost their shine. 

She takes the pole from behind the battered chest and unhooks the ladder, hanging it on the hooks installed by her father on the right-hand wall, next to the painting.

She hasn’t told anyone that she painted it. She still can’t quite believe she did. Agatha and Henry come for day trips to the hut, but neither of them has mentioned it. They never stay overnight because they don’t have anyone to put the guinea pigs to bed. The painting arrived like a force running through her, like her fingers were separate from her brain, like it was telling her something. She stares at her brush-stroke wings, the ghost-moon, the sinking silver sun. It makes her hopeful.

She finds the keyring on the under-counter hook, and with the smaller key, she opens the padlock on the chest, taking out the disintegrating albums, two at a time, piling them onto the old pine table. Her mother used to glue newspaper cuttings among the photos, mainly related to the Queen. She asked for books about the Queen every Christmas, and sat examining her on the sofa, saying: ‘Nobody can wear mauve like she does,’ or, ‘She’s just so unruffled by it all.’ The royal newspaper cuttings stick out between the pages, soft and yellowing, and they make Hester want to cry. She sits down on the pine bench, grits her teeth and opens the first album.

Here’s her infant mother, Margaret, blurry in black and white, being brought over to the Spit in a basket on the rowing-boat ferry. And here’s the hut, her grandmother standing in front of it wearing a long tweedy coat and a felt hat. All the huts were towed away on the backs of trailers when World War II came, so that fortifications could be built. Her grandfather joined the nation’s fathers and sons on the front line. Poor wives and mothers.

Poor wives and mothers in Ukraine, Hester thinks, although women are fighting there too – she saw them on the news, brave as anything, making Molotov cocktails in the streets.

Thank God Lily and May don’t have to fight.

Except each other. 

‘My girls are very different,’ she says to those who ask. ‘Chalk and cheese.’ 

Imagine if the war spread into the rest of Europe. This is one of the many reasons she voted to remain. To stay united. Lance won’t say how he voted.

‘I don’t discuss politics with my wife,’ he said.

Because he is a wanker.

She likes the word wanker – apparently the Americans don’t know what it means, and she likes that too, the British silliness of it. 

She turns the page of the album, and look, here are her jolly grandparents at the Spit after the war, both thinner, both alive and optimistic. The original hut was impossible to move from their back garden, so here’s her grandfather refashioning an old army hut on this very spot, using military bunks and old tea chests and anything else he could find. 

Hester’s never refashioned anything. She’s never had to. She wonders if it would be satisfying. Then she wonders, staring at the photos, what shadows lay at the centre of her apparently jolly grandfather, just back from the trenches, where he must have killed people. Mustn’t he? She’s not sure how many people. But more than one.

Imagine the strain of acting jolly after what he’d seen and done – she’s never thought about it until now. 

She killed one person.

Only one.

And since then, it really has been very hard to be jolly at all.
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Hester grabs her birth album – 1962 – and smiles at her mother, ripe as a plum, languishing in the striped deckchair, wearing the daisy maternity dress, just outside the double doors, right here. She only realises as an adult what a delightful creature she was, the sort to cartwheel through the garden sprinkler, to swim in the rain, to eat oranges with the juice dripping down her chin, to let her daughters bury her in the sand.

She wonders if she loved her mother too much, if it wasn’t normal. Hester knows she hasn’t been an easy mother to love, and this causes a pain in her chest. She has not cartwheeled through the garden sprinkler or swum in the rain or eaten oranges with the juice dripping down her chin. She did once ask the girls if they wanted to bury her in the sand, but they looked at her oddly, as if her offer had unsettled them. She never asked again. She didn’t have the temperament to be her mother, or if she’d once had it, she’d lost it.

Oh, here’s her father wearing his pocket handkerchief, red and white, knotted at the neck, over his navy sailing smock. What he always wore on the Spit. If only men still wore navy sailing smocks and red and white pocket handkerchiefs, perhaps they might be nicer.

Might they? She’ll come to men. 

Her father had thick dark hair with a widow’s peak, twinkling brown eyes and sweets in his pockets, and warm hands which ruffled your hair. When he wanted to show you something interesting, or tell you something important, he bent over and put his hand on your shoulder. When he spoke, his breath smelled of mint. He liked canoeing, and he liked barbecues, and he liked getting away from his boss and being together on the Spit. 

Hester wonders if anyone’s contented these days, the way that her parents were, the sort of contented that isn’t always looking forward, chasing something.

Hester turns the page to see Agatha standing, dark and pale and forbidding, beside her mother’s belly. Agatha is six years old, and has nits, so she can’t go to school. (She’s traumatised because she’s never been able to handle changes of plan.) She’s wearing glasses with an eye patch on the left lens for her lazy eye, playing libraries with empty After Eight boxes, using the little black minty envelopes to store the tickets she’s made for each one of the family’s books, which still now have pale pink date slips on the inside front cover. 

Hester takes The Voyage of the Dawn Treader from the shelf, and yes, there it is, a pale pink date slip stuck in with Copydex, with faraway dates stamped into it, lovely 1960s dates when her parents were alive and happy and unaware of their fate.

As we all are, she thinks, looking at the sea, comforted by the fact that it was there before she was, and will be there afterwards too, would even survive a nuclear war (she assumes) if one came. 

There’s talk about Russia using nuclear weapons. Perhaps they will. They might even do it today, who knows? Which would be terrible for the girls, for her granddaughters, for everyone who hasn’t done enough living. Then it comes to her with force. She hasn’t done enough living. Sixty years isn’t nearly enough time to be alive.

‘Sixty to seventy,’ Lance said to her when his cousin died. ‘Snipers’ alley. Any of us could drop dead at any moment.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Heart attack. Cancer. Anything. This is the decade.’

She could drop down dead today.

Eighth September 1962 to 8th September 2022. She sees the dates in black italic on white card, and imagines guests arriving, saying how wonderful that her life was perfectly symmetrical, the exact sixty years. Isn’t it terrible that you don’t choose your own funeral photo? She must find one and tell Lance. No, not Lance – May. No, stop it. No, she won’t. 

Perhaps she could arrange a pre-emptive photo shoot for her funeral, just in case.

‘Stop it,’ she says aloud.

That’s why we can’t cope with death, it comes to her, because when people die, we’re worried the whole thing, the whole project – the birthing and the growing and the striving and the learning, the worrying and the loving, the pain and the joy – was a total waste of time.
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Hester turns the page. She’s finally been born! She’s a cross red baby in her mother’s arms in hospital. Her mother looks exhausted.

The woman in the next-door bed in the maternity ward asked her mother if she believed in star signs, and she said she didn’t.

‘If you did,’ said the woman, ‘your baby would be a Virgo.’

Which her mother found rather sweet and respectful.

She always remembered it.

‘So you don’t think dates matter?’ said the woman to Hester’s mother, which gave her the perfect opportunity to divulge her favourite piece of information.

‘I do think dates matter,’ she said firmly. ‘You see, I was born on the same day as the Queen.’

‘No!’ said the woman.

‘Yes!’ said Hester’s mother. ‘The 21st of April 1926.’

‘You’re very old to have a baby,’ said the woman.

She was thirty-six when she gave birth to Hester.

It had been six years since Agatha was born.

She’d had a miscarriage in between.

Hester turns the pages of the album: she’s a stocky, dark-eyed toddler, gradually thinning summer by summer into a stranger in a towelling dress and flip-flops, with wild curls and a freckled nose, standing hand in hand with Elias, his long black hair hanging to his shoulders and his dark kind eyes behind his National Health glasses, in his navy trunks and leather buckle-up sandals, holding his tiny tambourine, with its red and black dotted surround, its skin surface and its tinkly silver discs. The tambourine that her younger daughter, May, commandeered and wouldn’t hand back. 

Oh look, her father has stuck in Hester’s picture of the Spit, a kind of cucumber shape, crayoned yellow, with two rows of huts, back to back, and stick people too big to get through the doors.

Hester peers at Elias’s mother, who has her hand on his shoulder and is wearing a long blue drapey dress like the Virgin Mary. 

Don’t go there, she tells herself.

Go somewhere else.

Away from Elias and his girl-mother, Mama-Bibi.

Their surname was made up of four names, starting with Abreu, and then there were three others, but she doesn’t remember ever knowing what those were.

Mama-Bibi never spoke of her English mother (who died soon after she arrived here), but her father (who died later in Brazil) was framed in shells on the top of the driftwood piano. He was an activist, speaking out on behalf of the indigenous people, wearing his hair in a long plait, following his spine, where the strength of a man is, he told Elias in one of his letters. Our hair reminds us that we never stop growing. 

Mama-Bibi’s first language was Portuguese, and she also spoke English, but with an accent. She had long black hair and long black eyelashes and dark skin which didn’t burn, and Hester always thought she was by far the most beautiful of all the mothers, and then she felt bad for thinking it because her own mother was quite pretty too. As well as being pretty, Mama-Bibi was quite odd. 

Hester stares at herself in the photo. The child she was would be desperately disappointed by the adult she’s become. Is it too late, she wonders, to be someone else?

She flicks through the album, and there she is with Elias, standing in front of one of their best ever sand kingdoms. Her father has written, in his spidery writing, next to it: A Triumph. This is what makes her cry: the trouble he took to write with his black ink pen on the little white label and stick it in the album, when he always seemed so busy, so busy advocating for the borough’s youth, working for a boss who didn’t give a fig about anyone but himself. Those lovely dated expressions, gone forever.

Oh, and there’s her mother, wearing the dreaded scarf, with its strange geometric patterns. She’s put it over her hair to keep the rain off, tying it under her chin, like nobody does any more. Except the Queen. Hester gets up and opens the locked cupboard where she keeps the basket of her mother’s scarves. She knows it’s in there. Rummaging through the soft silks, she finds it and puts it on the table, where she stares at it. Or is the scarf staring at her?

She picks up another album, and sees the hut she definitely remembers, the one with (terrifyingly) asbestos walls and a steel frame. In the photo, the hut’s newly built, with Agatha in front of it, Agatha who’s growing two small pencil-points under her T-shirt. She should try harder with Agatha. 

If only they’d planned their Christmases better, her parents would still be alive. 

The agony of our decisions, set in time, like concrete.

Agatha is the only person left of her original family: she married Henry Cassock and changed her name to his. Agatha Cassock. What a name! Hester changed her name to Lance’s. So nobody’s a Turner any more. Except wonderful Tina, who’s still alive, belting out her songs. Hester always felt a Turner connection with her. All the shit she went through with Ike. The way she remade herself. 

Hester wishes she was still a Turner. She should never have taken Lance’s name. Girls don’t these days. Though Lily did. Perhaps she’ll give up on Hester Ford and change back to being Hester Turner and remake herself like Tina did. Perhaps that’s what the wings are saying in her painting on the wall. That she can rise.

But look, she turns the page and here’s her mother with the same bright eyes and the same curled hair as the Queen – her mother’s twin! Her mother, caught holding a cup of tea in her seagull cup, raising it into the air as you might with a glass of wine, if you were toasting something. 

‘To life,’ she used to say.




the past




1966

My father parked at Hengistbury Head car park, and started to carry our luggage to the waiting Land Rover, which pulled a trailer in which the hutters could put anything we wanted: not only suitcases but sailing dinghies and garden furniture, even Mama-Bibi’s harp and piano. Bill had a schedule of everyone’s arrival times on a clipboard, and would greet us all with doughnuts. His was the only vehicle that was allowed on the road to the Spit, aside from the Noddy trains, cheery little land trains – one red, one blue, one green – pulling their carriages through the woods morning until dusk. 

Off we went in the Land Rover, catching glimpses of the sea and the Spit through the trees, and I strained my eyes to see if Elias was waiting. 

There he was, wearing one of the outlandish knitted jumpers his mother made for him, holding the dotty tambourine, shaking it as we walked towards him. We were both about to turn four, and had lost some of the chub in our cheeks and legs. 

Elias and I spent that summer rolling down the grassy slopes at Hengistbury Head and burying each other in dried-up seaweed on the sand. Agatha hated sand. She’d put on her wellington boots as we walked to the communal shower rooms, my mother pushing open the door of the Hutchinsons’ hut saying, ‘What a blissful morning!’ My mother thought every morning was a blissful morning.

Agatha used to sweep the sand out of the hut with a broom, wiping the covers of her books with a duster and repeatedly washing her face with a flannel. She liked to be indoors stamping the pink slips inside the family’s books with her date stamp, and sometimes her friend, Susan, came by and they played libraries. One day, I date-stamped Agatha’s face, and Susan laughed so hard she did a wee in her pants.

Mama-Bibi used to go out to the beach early in the morning to collect driftwood and rubbish in the tide and turn it into things. Or, not so much things as not-things. Not-things that spread untidily around their hut and out beyond and over the path, making people say she was mad. Mainly she stayed in the hut, sliding her fingers up and down the strings of her harp, and sometimes she used to put my fingers inside hers, saying glissando glissando with her waterfall voice. At other times, she’d sit at the driftwood piano, making tunes through her long fingers, with her eyes shut, like she was blind.

‘The music made you,’ she used to say to Elias, but we didn’t pay too much attention to the meaning of that because she was always saying strange things in slightly strange ways, like the English words didn’t hang together quite right.

Elias and I made fashion shows with the hats hung on the walls of their hut – priests’ birettas, bishops’ mitres, boaters, trilbies, berets, fedoras, bowlers and a splendid top hat. The vicar who owned the hut had a whole collection of hats, Mama-Bibi said, but most of them were back in the vicarage, where she and Elias lived in a lorry in the drive. The vicar came to the Spit in September because he liked it best without children. The vicar’s hut also had dark mahogany furniture and shelves full of old-fashioned religious books, hardback greens and reds with gold writing. Elias and I liked opening them and pretending to read them aloud with nonsense words and holy voices, killing ourselves laughing. 

In the late afternoon, we’d wait on the beach to see if the ghost moon would come out before the sun fell down behind the sea. It sometimes did. There we’d be, faces to the sky, sitting close together, with our arms around each other, cheeks flushed with air and sun, hoods up against the chill evening, letting the dark close around us, as the sun sank below the sea and the moon in the sky solidified to become the moon in the water, twinned, in some mystery that made us mysterious too, us and the big world and the sand between our toes.
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Time will heal, that’s what Lance said, that’s what everyone said, about her parents.

Time will heal, that’s what her mother said, her father said, everyone said, about Elias and Mama-Bibi. There she is in her mind, always, playing her gold harp.

Hester puts the kettle on, finds the teabags that Kay the new cleaner has left in the white jar and the pint of milk she’s brought with her in the fridge. Her hands are shaking as she reaches into the cupboard for her mother’s seagull cup, miraculously unbroken. She tells herself (like she always tells herself) that she has to forgive the young girl she was because Mama-Bibi can’t. She sits down and raises the cup in the air like her mother does in the photo. She looks into her mother’s eyes, but they don’t have the power to forgive her.

She puts the cup on the table, a film of sweat coming over her body like a cloak. She’s been having hot flushes for eleven years, and feels like she’s the only woman in the world who will be menopausal forever. The flushes come when she’s anxious or ashamed. She moves the cup to the other side of the table, next to the scarf, away from the piled-up albums. It’s survived so many years intact that it’s become a holy relic. She couldn’t bear to break it.

She tries to summon some of her mother’s strength for what’s ahead. She mustn’t go to her birthday dinner. She’s come here to leave Lance, and leave him she must, whatever the complications, whatever the admin, whatever he does to her. And she must find a way to make it not hurt her daughters. Or at least to hurt them as little as possible.

Look, her mother has stuck in a newspaper cutting dated 10th July 1982 – a sketch of a man called Michael Fagan sitting on the Queen’s bed after breaking into Buckingham Palace. Next to the pencil outlines of Michael Fagan and the Queen, Hester’s father is knocking down the beach hut, and rebuilding it again, without asbestos. This is the hut she’s in now. He must have built it well for it to last this long. It started off white and is now a blue-green sea colour, Farrow and Ball. 

‘So charming,’ they write in the visitors’ book.

‘What a view!’

‘Strange paint marks on walls of mezzanine.’

The hut has lasted forty years, with a bit of tinkering here and there. The Queen has lasted ninety-six years, with a bit of tinkering here and there. Her mother would be ninety-six too. Obviously. The Queen clearly isn’t very well. She only made brief appearances at her Platinum Jubilee, gritting her teeth on the balcony, well-foundationed, in pale lilac and sunglasses, with Louis clowning adorably to her left. She greeted Liz Truss, the new Prime Minister on Tuesday. 

The Queen’s bosoms are falling down her chest, but she still has the radiant smile and the shiny eyes, shiny eyes like Hester’s mother. Hester’s mother and father were opening their horizons when they were tragically closed and their lives went dark, like the end of a film, with a soundtrack of waves, crash, crash, crashing around the stricken ship. The Adventurer, it was called. But this was not the adventure her parents had in mind when they set off with her mother’s Christmas dresses folded into her suitcase, and her father’s dry-cleaned dinner jacket from the charity shop.

When her parents died, all Hester wanted was to be on the Spit, where they would be with her, because she would keep them here in the warm air of summer evenings. She would not let them sink to a sandy grave in the depths of the Mediterranean Sea. 

‘It’s the place I love most in the whole world,’ she told Lance.

‘That shitty shed?’ he said. ‘With no bathroom? When you think what you have.’

Hester is no longer sure what she has.

The waves are still crashing about the stricken ship.

Except now the stricken ship is her life.
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Hester takes her birthday croissant from a paper bag on the counter. As a rule, she doesn’t eat croissants because they contain five million calories. As she stuffs it in her mouth, flakes land on her father’s blue jumper. She brushes them onto the floor, and imagines Lance’s face if he could see her. Lance would have asked Nora (the housekeeper) to make something healthy and pretty, something with avocado in it, possibly lime, a perfectly poached egg, which he would bring on a tray with a posh coffee from their posh coffee machine, with a huge bouquet of cut flowers, bought by Alexa the EA.

She’d be wearing a nightie with a matching robe because Lance doesn’t like pyjamas.

He finds them childish, and he doesn’t want to sleep with a child. She doesn’t want to sleep with him. She wonders if her vagina is not only drying up but closing up, if he might get stuck up there one day and they would never be separated, like conjoined twins, which is one idea of marriage, a conjoining.

Hahaha. Or maybe this isn’t funny at all. She needs surgery – to separate herself from him. Where will she go if she leaves him? Somewhere he doesn’t have a key for. She could simply stay here. Overnight stays are strictly prohibited through the winter, but. But, Hester thinks, taking a huge bite of flaky croissant. 

Surely it wouldn’t be that difficult to hide away here with the lights off and the doors shut, should people from the council ever visit. She wonders if they do, or if they have better ways to pass their time. She wishes they spent more time catching people who don’t pick up their dogshit. It’s the job she most hates. Taking a stick or a skewer and teasing out the shit from every tiny indentation of her trainers. Or anyone’s trainers.

She does it for Lance, and she does it for her daughters, and she does it for her granddaughters, and she has no idea why, and this morning, on her sixtieth birthday, it makes her angry. 

‘Clean out your own dogshit!’ she will say if anyone comes offering her a trainer.

She thinks, I may or may not manage to live in the beach hut through the winter, but this is one small way in which I’m going to change my life now that I am sixty. I am not going to scrape dogshit out of other people’s trainers.
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Hester has eaten her birthday croissant and drunk her birthday tea, and her stomach still feels empty, hollowed out, and she has the strange sensation that she could eat fifteen croissants and she would still not be full. 

What’s the expression? Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels? But perhaps skinny doesn’t feel as good as croissants and ice cream and coffee cake taste. Perhaps this should be her chapter of aggressive food consumption. Might this be the advantage of getting old? Your body’s shot anyway, so let it go? Maybe. Though not the approach of, say, Liz Hurley or Carol Vorderman. Or Madonna, who’s four years older than her and still wearing corsets with conical tits.

Hester looks longingly at the flakes of croissant under the table, considers getting down there and picking them up with her fingers, or perhaps licking them off the floor. Ouch! Her thighs turn to jelly – imagine getting a splinter in your tongue. She once asked Louise and Annabel if their thighs ever turned to jelly, and they looked at her as if she was mad. It was the time when her counsellor was encouraging her to share things, even small things, with Lance, with her friends. ‘If you share small things, it gets easier to share big things.’ Hester nodded, knowing she wasn’t going to share big things with the counsellor either.

Lance refers to her and Louise and Annabel as the coven, a name which, as well as being annoying, makes them sound like soulmates who tell each other every intimate detail of their lives. In fact, they go around in a circle asking factual questions about each other’s children, oldest to youngest per family, and recent holidays, in order of return date. Perhaps this is what friendship is when you’re an adult. Or perhaps they just got lumbered with each other because their children went to singing classes at the same time. 

Three little ducks went swimming one day.

That was one of the songs.

Over the hills and far away.

It always sounded so nice there – over the hills and far away.

She does have one real friend, though she doesn’t quite admit this to Lance, for whom Juniper is (and can therefore only be) the gardener. Lance has no respect for Juniper because she isn’t pretty. He calls her Beriberi like the disease, and says she smells of old dog.

It was Juniper who encouraged Hester to stop dyeing her hair, to let the curls out, as the start of letting herself out, she said. Hester spends hours with her, out in the sea air, raking and weeding and planting and watering. Juniper thinks it’s important to put your hands into the earth every day. That was one of the first things she said to her. Hester plunged her hands into the flower bed, and Juniper said, ‘See?’

Hester nodded.

Juniper put her hands in too. 

‘Worm!’ said Juniper.

Hester flicked her hands out so fast that the worm was propelled in the air, like an acrobat, and Juniper was laughing because Hester had said sorry to the worm as it arched through the air, and Hester was laughing too. Like she used to laugh with Elias, and her mother. Like she used to laugh. Her poor girls – there hasn’t been nearly enough laughter in their lives. From now on, she will laugh. At anything. She could pick up the phone and laugh into it now, one daughter at a time. Except. Maybe not. Not with the news that’s coming. And anyhow that would be weird. You can’t make up for the lack of laughter all at once.

As she looks at the crumpled skin on the back of her hand, the horizontal lines like ladder rungs down her fingers, she feels ravenous.

It’s my birthday, she thinks, and I’m going to eat crap food all day long.

She hasn’t eaten crap food since she met Lance.

But today she will.

Today she wants to find a way to love birthdays again, like she used to when her mother took her out of school to celebrate here, on the Spit, jointly with Elias. The four Turners would head home for the start of term, but then Hester and her mother would drive back to the Spit, for one night, with Hester missing two days of school. Truanting was strictly forbidden in their family except for serious illness, so why did her parents allow it? Maybe to keep Mama-Bibi company? To give Elias a proper birthday? Agatha might know, but the thought of phoning her makes Hester feel tired.

She’ll never have a birthday like her thirteenth. Nor will Elias. She can’t bear to think about the beauty of that night. It was her last birthday being happy. 

She’s always told Lance and the girls that she’s not a birthday person, perhaps because she so much is; or was, before. She knows she’s never nice on her birthday because she wants to feel more special or more different, or she wants Lance and the girls to be more special or more different, or she wants them to think of something better to do or to say, and she counts the hours until midnight, when normal business can be resumed, when the pressure is off, when she doesn’t need to feel happy.

She catches the pain in her face in the mirror.

It makes her look haggard.

I will only get older and less beautiful every day, she thinks.

She’s never felt beautiful enough. Never. Because of Tom H. He came out of his mother handsome as anything, with a head of wavy brown hair which gilded devastatingly in summer, shining blue eyes and a kind of terrifying physical symmetry, and he became more and more handsome and more and more perfectly symmetrical until she thought it wasn
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